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Chapter 1. Introduction  

Nadine Gordimer1 

This study presents a critical and reflective portrait of the experience of post-
insurgency in El Salvador, an unfolding story that has also been an important 
part of my own life. Over the years I have met many people involved in this 
country’s insurgent movement in different capacities, and their personal 
stories and reflections constitute this study’s most important source of 
inspiration. Its academic purpose is to contribute to a better understanding of 
the multiple changes that occurred within El Salvador’s insurgent movement 
as it transitioned from war to peace. In particular, I focus on this movement’s 
internal relations and their development over time. I demonstrate how 
different networks and political imaginaries forged during the insurgency 
went on to play a crucial role, both in determining the socio-economic life 
trajectories of former insurgents as well as in shaping up the post-insurgent 
political arena. By extensively documenting and analyzing the movement’s 
postwar accommodations, this study also helps visualize and assess the 
enduring legacies of insurgency as relevant to contemporary affairs in El 
Salvador.  
 
The People’s Republic of Chalatenango 
 
On March 2, 1992, I made my first trip to a ‘liberated zone’ in El Salvador. 
After a lengthy and bloody civil war, the insurgents of the Frente Farabundo 
Martí para la Liberación Nacional (FMLN)2 and the Salvadoran government 
had put their signatures under the Peace Accords. My then girlfriend, a 
fellow activist from Canada, and I met our contact from the Fuerzas 
Populares de Liberación (FPL),3 one of the political-military organizations 
that constituted the FMLN, in the San Salvador office of a NGO working 
with refugees and repopulated communities. We then proceeded to board a 
pick-up truck with a dozen other people headed towards Chalatenango. My 
girlfriend was courteously allowed to ride in the cabin while I sat in the back 

1 From No Time Like the Present (2012, 56). 
2 Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front.  
3 Popular Liberation Forces. 



along with half a dozen others, biting through clouds of dust for a large part 
of the trip. The main road from San Salvador to the northern part of the 
country was undergoing significant renovation. I had to cling onto the metal 
frame as we passed one pothole after another. I remember feeling excited and 
tense at the same time. Not because of the danger–the peace process was 
going strong and the cease-fire had been in place for a month–but because of 
what the trip meant for me. After two years of dedicated work with a 
Salvadoran solidarity group in the Mexican city of Guadalajara I would 
finally be able to witness the revolution from up close.  

The year before, in early 1991, ‘Ismael,’ the gentle and hardworking 
Mexican who doubled as the group’s animator and FPL liaison, had taken 
my girlfriend and I aside and formally announced that the FPL (normally 
referred to as ‘the Party’) had decided to accept us as members. Ismael had 
been talking to us about this possibility for some time, as we had grown 
closer to the organization as we worked on different solidarity projects, 
which included a day-care center for refugee infants; a weekend pupusería;4 a 
rural extension project for refugees; and organizing solidarity meetings, talks 
and ‘cultural evenings’ with different audiences in the city of Guadalajara. In 
order to focus on political activism, I had given up my studies at the 
University of Guadalajara. On behalf of the FPL, my girlfriend and I had also 
been collaborating by hosting party members who came to Guadalajara to 
recover from illness, receive treatments for war wounds, give birth or simply 
rest from the strains of war. Their stories and friendships made life in the 
large but somewhat stuffy city of Guadalajara seem unreal at times, our ears 
and minds tuned to the progress of a revolution elsewhere. Apart from 
joining the organization, we had also applied to be sent to El Salvador, to 
work for the FPL there. The party leadership had decided however that this 
had to wait, as the weight of the organization’s efforts at the time lay in the 
peace negotiations taking place in Mexico City.  

So we ended up waiting in Guadalajara until the Peace Accords were 
signed on January 16, 1992. The party then set up our trip to San Salvador via 
Mexico City with a family member of one of the FPL comandantes,5 who was 
returning, albeit still clandestinely, to El Salvador for the first time after years 
of exile. We traveled from Mexico City to San Salvador by bus and stayed in 
a safe house in the capital city for some days while the party figured out 

4 A pupusería is a place where a typical Salvadoran dish is served: pupusas, a kind of tortilla filled with cheese, 
beans, pork, etc.  
5 Commanders. 



what to do with us. Then we learned we had been assigned to a comandante 
I shall identify as ‘Cruz Galán,’ in charge of the FPL’s northern front and 
reputedly a war hero, and that we were to report to him at the mountain 
village of San José Las Flores, a repopulated community in the heartland of 
liberated El Salvador, the area the compañeros6 sometimes smilingly called 
“the People’s Republic of Chalatenango.” Thus, the trip to Chalatenango and 
the meeting with Cruz Galán was something I had long been anticipating, an 
impressive moment at my 22 years of age. 

On the way, there were several military checkpoints but we weren’t 
stopped. The soldiers just watched traffic go by from a shadowy patch by the 
roadside. We entered the zone under rebel control, and drove for an hour or 
so on a barely passable dirt road, up and down mountainsides and across 
riverbeds, before driving into a bombed-out village with an old cobblestone 
square surrounded by worn adobe corridors and some remnants of sloped 
tile roofing. From there, our contact walked with us a block and a half to 
reach the FPL command post installed in one of the few houses still relatively 
intact, on the edge of the village. 

The subsequent meeting with comandante Galán was not exactly 
what I had imagined it would be. In spite of his lengthy military track record, 
Galán was still a young man. My girlfriend and I found his muscular, 
soldier-like presence to be a bit over the top. Sitting in deliberation with his 
high command, rifles leaning upon a muddy fence, he also showed markedly 
more interest in my female companion than in me. We had not yet been 
informed of that part of his reputation. My girlfriend actually felt a little ill at 
ease. However, the incident did little to dampen the thrill we felt to be there. 

The next months we stayed at different guerrilla camps in 
Chalatenango that had been set up for troop concentration according to the 
schedule the rebels had agreed upon with the government and the United 
Nations (UN). In the beginning, camp life was tranquil. We learned to sleep 
on the floor and to eat beans and tortillas for days on end. Save an occasional 
hour or two when the generator was run after sunset, there would be no 
electricity, and nothing to do but chat, play cards and go to bed early. Days 
started at dawn and the compas7 would benignly make fun of us if we weren’t 
up by five. By 8 o’clock in the evening almost everybody would be sleeping 
in their hammocks or on pieces of plastic on the floor. Initially, most 

6 Comrades. 
7 Short for compañeros. 



combatants would just hang around and play cards to pass the time, while 
the comandantes and their closest aides would have one meeting after the 
other. The women would be busy cleaning, washing and cooking. 
Occasionally, the troops would parade on the village square. Only once did I 
witness something other than ceremonious military activity, when in late 
March 1992 government soldiers moved in close to the FPL positions, in 
violation of the cease-fire stipulations. Cruz Galán and his second in 
command immediately mobilized troops to the threatened positions, as UN 
officials came and went. The crisis was solved by the end of the day with the 
Salvadoran Army withdrawing from the newly taken positions. 

We learned that, apart from the guerrilla army itself, the FPL was 
everywhere in Chalatenango. Within the liberated zone, all the communities 
participated in party organizing, practically down to the last family. Each 
community had its party liaisons for different political and military 
responsibilities. The political organization of repopulated communities and 
the most important NGOs working in the region were directly affiliated with 
the party. Different people in the area contributed to the revolutionary 
movement in different ways, each according to their possibilities. The FPL 
was involved in community organization, health care, education and 
productive initiatives. In the parts of Chalatenango that were outside of the 
area of FPL military control, the party organization was different and of 
course much less encompassing. But the FPL still had some kind of party 
liaisons in most communities, sometimes in the form of cadres operating 
clandestinely in these communities, sometimes through the help of residents 
as collaborators. For example, the Catholic Church and the ANDES-21 
teachers union had departmental organizational networks in Chalatenango 
within which the FPL maintained strong contacts. Apart from its size, the 
main difference between the FPL structures inside and outside the liberated 
zone was that inside the FPL operated more often in plain sight, while 
outside its presence was kept secret and hidden. With the cease-fire very 
recent, there was still fear of repression for those living in areas dominated 
by the Salvadoran military. In short, the FPL that we encountered in 
Chalatenango was definitely much more than a guerrilla army. In the 
liberated zones, the FPL was the backbone of a sophisticated political 
organization that encompassed most aspects of local life. 

In spite of these strong organizational foundations of the FPL, I 
gathered that our leadership was somewhat overwhelmed by the multiple 



commitments that came with the Peace Accords. Apart from organizing the 
preparations for disarmament and demobilization of the military structures, 
several projects had to be set in motion to prepare for the insertion of 
combatants into civilian life. Simultaneously, the insurgents faced a race 
against the clock in order to be ready to successfully compete in the general 
elections, set for March 1994. This meant opening offices, setting up local 
directives (even in places where they had had no wartime presence), 
selecting candidates and preparing for campaigning in each town and city. 
The Peace Accords furthermore entailed other important commitments, such 
as collaboration on land reform programs destined to transfer land to the 
insurgents, preparation for the creation of a new civilian police force and the 
elimination of thousands of landmines scattered all over the warzones.  

Cruz Galán first assigned me to the FPL’s departmental propaganda 
unit. I worked together with a university student comrade fresh from the 
capital. Our task was two-fold. We had to collect the different materials 
(paper, ink, typewriters, stencil machines and the like) that had been left over 
from the wartime propaganda units active at the different fronts in 
Chalatenango and bring these to the new office of the FMLN that was about 
to be opened in the city of Chalatenango. At the same time, we were charged 
with the design of a new strategy for the FMLN propaganda activities in 
Chalatenango to boost the FMLN’s new image as a soon-to-be legal political 
party that had “conquered peace.”8  

It turned out that retrieving materials stored at the front was a 
significant challenge. Supplies were stowed away in secret underground 
shelters, called tatús. Most tatús were in out-of-the-way, hard to reach places 
in the mountains and only a few combatants or cadres knew the exact 
location. Some of them had already been assigned to new tasks, and 
relocated to the capital city or other zones. The materials we were able to 
retrieve (with the help of a few hard working volunteers from the camps and, 
on one occasion with an old mule) carried the marks of their underground 
sojourn. The rainy season had started and literally everything turned humid 
and moldy. Initially, we had to work with stained paper and rusted stencil 
machines. We coordinated with the national structure of the FPL to get 
supplies sent in from the capital. I soon learned to practice patience, as even a 
simple step would require waiting for permission, people or resources, 
sometimes for days on end. Then, on June 1, 1992, the FPL in Chalatenango 

8 One of the slogans the FMLN used after the signing of the Peace Accords. 



was shaken by Galán’s sudden death. We were told he had died of natural 
causes, which was probably true, although different stories soon started to 
circulate. 
 
Witnessing insurgent Chalatenango’s early adjustment to peace 
 
After Galán’s death, I increasingly spent time at the FMLN head office in 
Chalatenango city, helping out with whatever I could. Late July 1992 the FPL 
decided to set up a committee in Chalatenango to facilitate the United 
Nations Truth Commission’s investigations of human rights violations that 
had occurred in the country. Jon Cortina, a Jesuit priest from the UCA,9 El 
Salvador’s Jesuit University, led the committee. Jon was also the parish priest 
of the repopulation of San José Las Flores and surrounding communities. He 
was somewhat of a legend within the FPL, the embodiment of the intimate 
relationship between the revolutionary movement and progressive elements 
of the Catholic Church. In the 70s he had worked closely with FECCAS and 
UTC,10 two important constituent organizations of the Salvadoran peasant 
movement that would become hotbeds of insurgency. He remained a firm 
supporter of the FPL throughout the war, visiting his former flock, now 
mostly found at the war fronts or in the refugee camps, whenever he could. 
When the repopulation movement allowed for the organized refugees to 
settle in the villages that had been abandoned during the early years of the 
war, he was accepted as parish priest for the Chalatenango town of San 
Francisco Lempa, from where he was able to attend to the repopulated 
communities of San José Las Flores, San Antonio Los Ranchos and Guarjila.11 
For the insurgents, the repopulation movement meant that the areas they had 
referred to as ‘liberated zones’ and that had become virtually abandoned as a 
result of scorched-earth military operations, now increasingly also became 
the place of residence of their historical peasant constituencies. 

Our human rights committee functioned under Jon’s supervision and 
with technical assistance provided by the UCA. The FPL in Chalatenango 
provided the personnel, which, apart from myself, consisted of my girlfriend 

9 Central American University ‘José Simeón Cañas.’ 
10 FECCAS stands for Federación Cristiana de Campesinos Salvadoreños (Christian Federation of Salvadoran 
Peasants) and UTC for Unión de Trabajadores del Campo (Union of Rural Workers). The most comprehensive 
account of these organizations’ origins, growth and dissolution into the guerrilla can be found in Cabarrús 
(1983). 
11 I conducted an extensive biographical interview with Jon Cortina in 2000 which offers a detailed personal 
account of his accompaniment of the peasant movement and the repopulated communities (Sprenkels 2009). 



and a young woman from one of Chalatenango’s leading revolutionary 
peasant families. Making use of the infrastructure of FPL contacts and 
collaborators in communities, churches and NGOs, we set out to document 
the many human rights violations that had taken place in Chalatenango 
during the war, in order to present this material to the Truth Commission. In 
this effort, we visited dozens of villages, looking for victims’ families willing 
to share their story. We organized trips bringing victims’ relatives to the 
Truth Commission’s office in the capital city. We also started coordinating 
the visits by the Truth Commission to Chalatenango to document and verify 
cases in person. During the next six months we worked without pause. In 
total, we documented and presented to the Truth Commission over three 
thousand individual cases of assassinations, forced disappearances and rape, 
the vast majority committed by the U.S.-backed Salvadoran army, security 
forces and paramilitary units. We furthermore produced detailed reports on 
dozens of massacres that had taken place in Chalatenango between 1979 and 
1992. 

The intense labor to reconstruct the history of violence was especially 
excruciating for those on our team who had lived through the experience of 
violent repression themselves, but it also had a devastating impact on the 
two of us who had not. As it turned out, almost all the Chalatenango families 
we visited, especially those from the insurgent communities, had suffered 
extreme violence and tragedy. In these months, the mountains of 
Chalatenango revealed for me a very specific geography of terror. Each 
hamlet had its own horrific tales of murderous frenzy; unburied remainders 
laid scattered on desolate hillsides. For peasants who had lived through the 
war, I imagined the Chalatenango mountain roads to be engraved with the 
memory of “one dead body after another, a path of corpses, a line of crosses, 
all the way up to Honduras,” as I wrote at the time. I experienced frequent 
nightmares filled with images of terror, such as paramilitaries wielding 
blood-dripping machetes and shooting helicopters flying overhead. We 
vigorously hoped the Truth Commission would bring redress to the families 
we worked with. In our mind, the Commission would need to lay the 
groundwork for criminal prosecution of the perpetrators, for the clarification 
of the whereabouts of the disappeared and for different forms of 
compensation for the victims’ families.12  

12 Accounts of the work I was involved in during the 90s in Chalatenango can be found in Sprenkels (1999, 
2001, 2002a, 2002b, 2007). 



Our hopes were shattered when, on March 20, 1993, five days after the 
publication of the Truth Commission report, the Salvadoran parliament 
approved a blanket amnesty law, practically burying aspirations for justice 
and other forms of redress (Popkin 2000. Sieder 2002. Sprenkels 2005). Our 
small Chalatenango human rights committee decided to focus on the 
dissemination of the Truth Commission report throughout Chalatenango, 
including those areas that had been controlled by the Salvadoran army and 
paramilitary groups during the war. Additionally, we started a research 
project into one of the issues we had come across in our documentation of 
wartime human rights violations and that had profoundly troubled us: the 
deliberate kidnapping and forced disappearance of children from peasant 
families during counterinsurgency operations by the army. Their families 
had not given up hope their children might be alive, and had been searching 
for them for years in the difficult circumstances of the war. Our 
investigations confirmed that many of the kidnapped children might 
plausibly still be alive and living with altered identities within El Salvador 
and abroad. In January 1994 we facilitated a historic first re-encounter of a 
group of kidnapped children with their families in the repopulation of 
Guarjila, Chalatenango. Our work eventually led to the founding of the 
Asociación Pro-Búsqueda de Niñas y Niños Desaparecidos13 in August 1994, 
a group that united the efforts of dozens of families from Chalatenango and 
elsewhere in search of their children disappeared in the war. Pro-Búsqueda 
started an office in San Salvador, a move that would make me give up my 
home in Chalatenango in early 1995. 

During my close to three years of residency in Chalatenango, I 
witnessed people in the FPL’s former ‘liberated zone’ trying to adjust to the 
many changes that the end of the war had brought. I experienced firsthand 
some of the excitement brought about by the promises of peace, such as the 
animated groups of university students who flooded the guerrilla camps 
during the last months of encampment to give expedited courses to the 
combatants in an attempt to compensate for the school years missed, or the 
scores of villagers and (unarmed) combatants who cheerfully loaded 
themselves in the back of trucks to make the journey to the capital for the 
May Day march in 1992. I recall the enthusiasm caused by a high-spirited 
guerrilla unit marching among us on the streets, uniformed and in formation, 
but unarmed. 

13 Association for the Search for Disappeared Children. 



I also witnessed the confusion and disarray the transition brought about for 
many of the guerrilla fighters, especially those who had grown to adulthood 
in the war. What would they do with their lives if they had never learned 
anything else but to be a soldier? How were they going to survive if the FPL 
would no longer clothe and feed them? Combatants who had received 
sufficient education were encouraged to apply to become part of the new 
civil police force. But what about the majority who had hardly ever been to 
school? To many of them, the prospects of eking out a living in the poor 
mountainous soils seemed bleak. Particularly desolate was the panorama for 
the hundreds of Chalatenango war-wounded facing severe physical 
limitations as agricultural laborers. The members of this group were 
eventually awarded a very meager state pension through programs derived 
from the Peace Accords.  

Several demobilized combatants used the funds awarded to them by 
the reinsertion program to buy a boom-box radio or a television set, or worse, 
to go on a drinking binge. The demobilized combatants also received a sort 
of starter package for ‘civilian’ life, which included a small gas stove, a table 
and chairs, two plastic water jugs and cheap kitchenware. Almost everybody 
complained, and a few were so offended by its contents, they refused to 
receive the package. Other villagers, not on the camp lists at the time of the 
demobilization, bemoaned having received nothing, while having fought 
and sacrificed much more for the revolution than some who were on the lists. 
There were lists for everything, administering eligibilities ranging from plots 
of land to credit and scholarships, health care packages for war-wounded 
and all kinds of community projects. A person not on the list would get 
nothing. It didn’t matter how much he or she had suffered during the war, 
how many years of guerrilla duty had been performed or how well the 
benefit might suit his or her needs.  

I befriended one family in Guarjila whose seven sons had all fought 
for the FPL. Once officially demobilized, six of the seven went directly from 
the camp to the care of the pollero14 hired to ensure their passage to a new but 
very different type of clandestine life, that of an illegal worker in the United 
States. At the time, it was hard for me to comprehend their decision. Was this 
what they had fought for all these years? As it turned out, many ex-
combatants and their relatives would follow suit. One mid-level cadre I 

14 The term ‘pollero’ is used in El Salvador to indicate what is known as ‘coyote’ in Mexico: someone that 
traffics human beings into the US in exchange for payment. 



knew, a man much appreciated by the combatants because of his wartime 
valor and his quick wit, traded in his job of working on reintegration projects 
and became a pollero himself, arranging many former combatants’ passage 
to the North, bribing their way through Guatemala and Mexico. 

As postwar reconstruction unfolded in Chalatenango’s repopulated 
communities, I sometimes watched apprehension change into frustration, 
with the benefits from the reintegration programs failing to meet 
expectations, while the FPL increasingly left its constituency to its own 
devices; or at least, so it was perceived. Frustration mostly translated into 
apathy, with some people deserting communal activities and collective 
projects, withdrawing increasingly into the sphere of family and personal 
relations. A few ex-combatants became downright angry with the 
comandantes, whom they accused of rushing off to the capital and seeking 
benefits for themselves rather than for the ex-combatants who needed them 
the most. A particularly telling case was that of the constant rumors that 
circulated regarding the pick-up truck that Cruz Galán had acquired shortly 
after the Peace Accords. The talk amongst many of the combatants and mid-
level cadres in Chalatenango was that Galán had bought the brand new 
Toyota pick-up truck from the money that the organization had sent him to 
set up the guerrilla encampments and pay for the troops supplies, and that 
he had done so without consulting the party. The immediate issue was 
whether this constituted a legitimate form of appropriation of party 
resources (seen by most as collective property) or not. The broader issue 
addressed by these rumors was of course who exactly should benefit from 
party resources in the new context of the postwar reintegration process.  

I do not know whether the issue of Galán’s pick-up truck was 
discussed in the FPL political commission and what measures, if any, were 
taken. At the time, I heard contradictory declarations on this topic from 
different leaders. What I do know is that the matter was not satisfactorily 
clarified to the broader Chalatenango FPL constituency and that the irritation 
this incident had caused continued to be felt long afterwards. After Galán’s 
death, the pick-up truck was taken over by his replacement. When his 
workload in Chalatenango diminished and his responsibilities in the capital 
increased, he took the vehicle with him to San Salvador. 

Several other events occurred that were widely commented among 
the FPL constituents in Chalatenango. In 1993, one recently demobilized FPL 
official was shot in an attempted robbery of a wealthy rancher just outside 



the former zone of FPL control. Shortly afterwards, another mid-level cadre I 
had worked with when transporting propaganda equipment, was also killed 
when attempting a holdup elsewhere in Chalatenango. A few armed bandits 
started mugging passersby on the roads connecting the different repopulated 
communities, and rumors about the involvement of former guerrilleros15 were 
persistent. I remember one peasant comment: “Before, the Organization 
would have taken care of it, but now, who is going to do anything about it?” 

At the same time, remarkable infrastructural changes were taking 
place in Chalatenango’s former liberated zone. Most provisional housing 
arrangements in the remains of bombed-out adobe houses and shacks made 
of plastic and mud were replaced by small cinderblock houses financed by 
one of the multiple housing projects, the communal water spigots were 
replaced by individual faucets and the occasional generator by connections to 
the national electrical network. Schools, clinics and bridges were built, roads 
improved. NGOs flooded the communities with scores of productive 
projects, all of which were supposed to be ‘sustainable.’ Only a small handful 
actually survived beyond the duration of the external financial investment. 
But while they lasted, and from one project to the next, they did provide 
some kind of income for people that, for the most part, desperately needed it. 
Nevertheless, for most ‘beneficiaries,’ these projects were but a meager 
consolation and did little to assuage concerns about their future livelihoods. 
The many losses of the war, ranging from kin and pre-war properties, to 
productive years and widespread physical handicaps, translated into 
multiple disadvantages not begun to be compensated by what some called 
the ‘crumbs’ of community projects. Tensions rose in several communities 
when some leaders and their families were alleged to be hoarding benefits 
from the reconstruction projects. The results of the 1994 elections 
strengthened the feelings of discontent in Chalatenango’s insurgent 
communities. While Chalatenango’s remaining FMLN leadership and 
political organizers linked to NGOs declared that “the struggle continued,” 
this time by political instead of military means, some former peasant 
insurgents were wondering whether wartime sacrifices had really been 
worth it. 

Although I initially felt it was my task to censor apathy or to fend off 
what I considered excessive criticism with regard to the transition process 
and specifically the FPL’s internal affairs, as my personal relationships with 

15 Guerrilla combatants. 



rank-and-file combatants and their families grew closer, I gradually found 
myself becoming more sympathetic to peasant claims of not always having 
gotten a fair deal and of feeling ‘abandoned.’ I suffered my own, less 
significant, disappointments with the proclamation of the amnesty law and 
subsequently with what I perceived at the time as the meager results of the 
1994 elections, which the ruling right-wing Alianza Republicana Nacionalista 
(ARENA)16 won comfortably, leaving the FMLN the role of leading 
opposition party. But above all, I was dissatisfied with the FMLN’s 
reluctance to fight for significant redress for victims of human right abuses 
and their families,17 as well as with its initially very shabby support for our 
efforts at Pro-Búsqueda. Jon Cortina and I were both angry at the suggestion 
externalized by some members of the FPL leadership that our work to find 
disappeared children might raise false expectations amongst the people in 
the communities. We felt that the management of expectations hadn’t exactly 
been our leadership’s strongest quality in this transition period. From where 
we stood, we thought the FPL should assign much higher priority to the 
attention of its wartime rural constituency. 
 
Different perspectives on El Salvador’s postwar transition 
 
In international policy circles, the Salvadoran Peace Accords received strong 
acclaim. “This is the closest that any process has ever come to a negotiated 
revolution,” the United Nations’ principal mediator, Alvaro de Soto, 
declared in the New York Times.18 De Soto’s declaration became iconic. 
Many academic observers viewed El Salvador’s peace process as a role 
model for ending armed conflict through negotiation of political reforms 
under the tutelage of the international community. Scores of articles and 
books extracted lessons learned from the Salvadoran peace process to be 
applied in other post-conflict transition processes.19 Government officials as 
well as former comandantes traveled around the world, sometimes together, 

16 Nationalist Republican Alliance. 
17 I offer a detailed analysis of this topic in The Price of Peace. The Human Rights Movement in Postwar El 
Salvador (2005).  
18 ‘The Salvadorans Make Peace in a ‘Negotiated Revolution,’ The New York Times, January 5, 1992. Available 
at http://www.nytimes.com/1992/01/05/weekinreview/the-world-the-salvadorans-make-peace-in-a-
negotiated-revolution.html?pagewanted=all&src=pm  accessed: Nov. 17, 2011.  
19 Arnson (1999), Baranyi and North (1996), Bird and Williams (2000), Boyce (1995, 1999), Burgerman (2000), 
Córdova Macías, Ramos and Loya Marín (2007), de Soto and del Castillo (1994), del Castillo (1997, 2001), 
Doyle, Johnstone and Orr (1997), Grenier and Daudelin (1995), Johnstone (1995), Juhn (1998), MacLeod 
(2006), Montgomery (1995b), Orr (2001), Pearce (1999), Spence (2004) and Tulchin and Bland (1992). 



to share the experience of the Salvadoran peace process as a source of 
inspiration for other countries crippled by conflict. Though still politically 
divided, the elites from El Salvador’s former warring parties had now found 
common ground that allowed for the widespread acceptance of the new rules 
of electoral democracy in detriment of former belligerent sentiments. In 
retrospect, Salvador Samayoa, FMLN negotiator and a leading Salvadoran 
intellectual, referred to the Peace Accords and their aftermath as “the 
explosion of consensus” (2003, 585). Indeed, El Salvador’s Peace Accords 
constituted the blueprint for an extensive institutional reform process, which 
resulted in relatively free and fair elections, a new civilian police force, 
significant reduction of the armed forces and its isolation from political 
affairs, and extensive modernization of the Salvadoran state. The insurgents 
laid down their arms, demobilized their troops and entered the electoral 
arena as a political party. Although scholars also endeavored, to a greater or 
lesser extent, to point out shortcomings within the peace process, El Salvador 
emerged by-and-large as a textbook case of democratic transition, at the time 
that democratic transition was “the hottest theme of the moment” 
(Domínguez and Lindenberg 1997, 217), certainly in the study of Latin 
American politics, but arguably also in the study of international politics at 
large.  

As I witnessed personally among those who had been involved in the 
insurgency, paradoxically, the experience of democratic transition was very 
difficult and often painful to process. What a theorist of democratic transition 
generally saw as highly positive steps in the process, the demobilization of 
the guerrilla troops for example, raised for many of the former insurgents 
complex and uncomfortable questions about the future of their movement. 
The insurgents’ desire for peace mixed with their growing anxieties about the 
value and worth of previous collective efforts and practical worries about 
their personal life projects. Many wondered whether the provisional outcome 
of the process had been worth the sacrifice. This sentiment was particularly 
strong amongst the rank-and-file and mid-level cadres of the former 
revolutionary movement, while the former insurgent leadership now holding 
important positions within the emerging political system generally defended 
the process as the highest attainable result given the national and 
international political circumstances. 

I do not point out these differences in perspective in order to argue 
which perspective is more truthful or genuine. The obvious inference here is 



that appreciation of a political process such as the Salvadoran transition is 
highly contingent on the particular positions and interests involved. 
Different actors in this field look at the process from different angles, and are 
“‘trapped’ within the object” they offer to explain in different ways (Bourdieu 
1992, 235).20 Obviously, for a political scientist, what requires explanation is 
likely to be of a different order than what requires explanation from the 
perspective of a former insurgent. Within each group, further subgroup 
differences in preferred interpretations and explanations are also bound to 
exist. Rather than seeking to evaluate which perspective is most truthful, 
from an academic viewpoint it may be more beneficial to analyze how these 
various perspectives offer different and possibly complementary insights on 
how the political field of the transition process is shaped. 

In 1995, the FPL dissolved to become fully absorbed by the FMLN 
political party. At that time my personal ties with what was now the FMLN 
had already become more distant. In subsequent years, I continued to 
actively participate in El Salvador’s human rights movement and in different 
types of left-wing activities, but mostly without organic ties to the FMLN. I 
continued to visit Chalatenango a few times each year, on assignments for 
Pro-Búsqueda21 or to visit friends or, before his death in 2005, to spend a few 
days at Jon Cortina’s house in Guarjila. I would regularly meet (and catch 
up) with friends and acquaintances from Chalatenango in Pro-Búsqueda 
meetings,22 in different social movement activities and informal get-
togethers. Sometimes, I would also encounter compas from Chalatenango in 
unexpected places. For example, once at a police roadblock near the capital I 
was spared from choosing between a ticket and a bribe when it was 
discovered that the vehicle I was driving had an expired circulation permit 

20 The italics are from the original. It is because of this tendency to be or become trapped within the object of 
inquiry that Bourdieu strongly urges social scientists to include reflection on their own precepts, interests and 
positions in relation to the object of inquiry. His advice is “to take as one’s object the social work of 
construction of the pre-constructed object” (1992, 229) in order to “break with common sense” and to “escape 
the underhand persuasion exercised upon [the social scientist]” (1992, 238). Instead, “[w]hat has to be 
constantly scrutinized and neutralized, in the very act of construction of the object, is the collective scientific 
unconscious embedded in theories, problems, and … categories of scholarly judgment” (Wacquant 1992, 40). 
All italics are from the original. 
21 I worked for Pro-Búsqueda from 1994 until 2002, subsequently as head of research, general coordinator and 
advisor. Jon Cortina functioned first as Pro-Búsqueda’s spokesperson and later as its director, until his death in 
2005. 
22 Chalatenango is the province where the largest number of cases of forced disappearances of children took 
place during the war (see Sprenkels 2003a, 2003b). A significant group of families active in Pro-Búsqueda 
comes from the repopulated communities in Chalatenango.  



given that one of the agents remembered me from when he was under arms 
in the guerrilla camp. 
 Having lived in El Salvador for 15 years, my professional and 
personal life has been permeated by this country’s insurgent history. Most of 
the people I worked with in Pro-Búsqueda had actively participated in the 
insurgency, as was the case for most of the personnel of the many left-wing 
NGOs in the country. I counted (and still count) amongst my friends former 
comrades from Chalatenango, university students who had been active in 
urban guerrilla structures and people who had worked with the insurgency 
in exile and had returned after the Peace Accords. The different contacts and 
friendships I gained from my time with the FPL have continued to play an 
important role in my life. I also met my partner and the mother of our two 
children in San Salvador. Her family participated in the war with one of the 
political-military organizations (PMOs) affiliated with the FMLN: the 
Fuerzas Armadas de Liberación (FAL),23 the armed branch of the Partido 
Comunista de El Salvador (PCS).24 Our marriage brought me into close 
contact with many former members of this organization. 

Thus, even if I did not participate in FMLN party politics after 1994, I 
continued to be surrounded by former insurgents in the different political 
and social environments in which I was immersed. Some were involved in 
party politics, others were not. However, they all share common ties and a 
common history, and lived lives that intersected to a large extent. The 
evolving story of the revolutionary movement continued to be a permanent, 
inevitable part of conversation. The FMLN’s internal politics–its schisms, 
conflicts and factional political plotting–were an important part of this story, 
often even more so than the electoral successes and setbacks of the party. But 
this story also involved the different repopulated communities, the NGOs, 
the popular church and the trade unions; in sum, the entire scope of 
organizations and institutions built up by the revolutionary movement 
before and during the war. 
 
A big crash 
 
“If you take into account how great our revolution was, I consider that after 
the war nos pegamos una gran estrellada,” ‘Justo’ told me one afternoon in 

23 Armed Forces of Liberation.  
24 Salvadoran Communist Party.  



August 2009. “We made a big crash.” Justo made this comment while he and 
I were trying to make a preliminary inventory of the contents of a stack of old 
cardboard boxes. They were filled with papers and videocassettes, severely 
damaged by moths and mold: the leftovers of what used to be the archive of 
the FPL. I had met Justo, a former FPL mid-level cadre who spent most of the 
war in Chalatenango, through mutual friends in 1992, but we had lost touch 
over the years, until a joint interest in the protection and preservation of the 
FPL’s historical archive brought us back together in 2009. In spite of Justo’s 
disappointment with El Salvador’s former insurgents’ postwar performance, 
the FMLN had just celebrated what arguably was its greatest success in 
history: the triumph of their candidate Mauricio Funes in the March 2009 
presidential elections. The FMLN had now become the party in power, and a 
considerable number of former FPL cadres Justo and I knew, were moving 
into important government positions.  

That afternoon, Justo and I talked about how within our social circles 
of former insurgents, opinions on the significance of the electoral triumph 
varied. A few old militant friends talked about the FMLN electoral victory as 
if it were the realization of the dream they had long fought for. Some warned 
against early celebration and saw the electoral victory as just one step in the 
long and ongoing struggle to rid the country of the right-wing oligarchy that 
has held it in its grip for so long. Others argued that the electoral triumph 
actually constituted one more proof that the FMLN had negotiated under the 
table with the right-wing establishment. In this reading, El Salvador’s 
traditional powers and their historical ally, the US, would only have allowed 
a left-wing victory to take place if the FMLN had become a relatively 
innocuous part of the system. Justo himself was skeptical of all these 
different readings. He said he had lost his appetite for political polemics.25 

Justo’s description of the postwar revolutionary movement as a ‘big 
crash’ acquires depth of meaning when understood within a multi-layered 
and longitudinal context; one that incorporates elements of Justo’s own life 
and personal history within the broader context of the history of the political 
movement in which he participated. Different episodes of Justo’s life are 
relevant in order to understand how and why he frames the experience of the 
revolution as he does. For example, in the 1970s, being a self-searching urban 
teenager interested in rock music, the revolutionary movement provided him 
and several of his closest friends with a community and a purpose and also 

25 Based on fieldnotes, 03-08-2009. 



endowed him with leadership positions and responsibilities early on in life. 
He performed well in this closely-knit and interdependent community, 
where he experienced friendship, solidarity and comradeship. He learned to 
live by a different name and to hide his revolutionary identity from public 
sight. He also participated in and bore testimony to violence, and was forced 
to withstand the horrors of the mounting persecution by the military and 
death squads. In 1981, while passing a military roadblock as a passenger on a 
public bus, Justo saw an elder comrade who had been captured by the army. 
The comrade did not identify him to the soldiers, thus risking his life to 
protect Justo and the revolutionary organization. Over the years, he lost his 
closest friend, and other loved-ones, in combats against the Salvadoran 
military. In Chalatenango, the FPL’s most extensive front, he functioned for 
several years as a well-respected, mid-level leader, mainly involved in 
logistical and political tasks, often working directly with the troops. 

After the 1989 offensive, while the insurgents were already beginning 
to negotiate the end of the war, Justo became aware that he suffered from 
physical and mental exhaustion, and he felt he was unable to continue at the 
front. He hesitated to present his personal situation to Chalatenango’s FPL 
leadership, because at the time there were several cases of purging of alleged 
enemy infiltrators within the front. Justo himself had been ordered to 
monitor and report on suspected enemy networks amongst the troops and 
military cadres. He had been instructed that some of the indications of 
enemy allegiance were ‘low morale,’ ‘inconformity,’ ‘complaints of 
exhaustion’ and particularly, ‘asking for permission to leave the front.’ But in 
time, Justo realized he simply could no longer stick it out. He talked to the 
FPL political leader of the Chalatenango front at the time, someone he 
happened to know well from when they were both still young activists in the 
70s. This comandante proved responsive to his plight. Justo asked for and 
was granted permission to go to the capital to rest and recover. 

His personal experiences in the postwar period provide relevant 
context to qualify Justo’s disenchantment with the transition process. When 
the Peace Accords were signed, Justo had been on leave from the FPL for 
over a year, working in a café in the capital city. He settled with his longtime 
girlfriend, a woman who, like himself, had spent most of the war in the 
guerrilla, and their young children, in a small house in the city. The FPL did 
not take him into account for the demobilization package and upset with 
what he saw as his marginalization, he did not insist on being included. He 



did not participate in the FPL final meetings and formal dissolution. 
Nonetheless, a few years later, when some of the former FPL cadres were 
installed in public office through election processes, he was offered an 
administrative job in one of the FMLN municipalities. It started relatively 
well, but after a few years he witnessed his former comrades engage in 
personal bickering, become ever more divided and grow increasingly bitter. 
After a decade of service, he lost his municipal job as a result of this political 
infighting. It was given out as a prize to one of the participants in a rival 
faction. As we were meeting regularly to work on the inventory of the FPL 
archive, I gradually gathered that Justo had a hard time making ends meet 
each month. Even though his work on the FPL archives was voluntary, he 
was hoping that his former FPL comrades he was now coordinating his work 
with, would prove sensitive to his economic plight and reward him 
financially.26 

One day Justo told me he had recently searched for the family of 
‘Adelino,’ the man who had saved his life in 1981. At the time, Adelino and 
his family had been providing the cover for a major FPL operation in the 
western part of the country. With FPL funds, they had bought a small coffee 
farm. Under the house, they had built a clandestine workshop, almost a small 
factory, to make Vietnamese style mines and other explosives, to provide the 
FPL nationwide with ‘home-made’ explosives for the upcoming 1981 
offensive. Justo had just been in Cuba for extensive explosives training and 
he led the team of twelve people working inside the workshop. At night they 
would sleep on the floor inside the farmhouse, wake early, take turns 
bathing, have breakfast and then pack into the underground workshop, 
where they would work the rest of the day and only come out again after 
nightfall. Adelino’s wife did the cooking, and the children had to make it all 
appear as if they were a regular family trying to make a living off the farm. 
Adelino had also acquired a VW van and built in secret compartments, 
which he used to distribute the explosives across the FPL networks around 
the country.  

The workshop functioned at full capacity for several months. However, 
shortly after the offensive, Justo’s superior within the FPL was captured by 
the military and revealed the location of the workshop. When the raid began, 
Adelino alerted the group underground the enemy was coming by means of 

26 The different life story elements are based on two interviews by the author with Justo (11-08-2009 and 20-
08-2009) and on field notes (08-05-2009, 23-05-2009, 04-06-2009, 03-08-2009, 11-08-2009, 20-08-2009).  



an incorporated signaling system that activated a red light bulb inside the 
underground workshop. All twelve managed to escape through a tunnel that 
ran from the workshop to the other side of the highway in front of the farm 
and they dispersed into the cities of San Salvador, Santa Ana and 
Ahuachapán. The military captured Adelino’s family and forced Adelino to 
cooperate to hunt down his comrades who had escaped. Justo would be 
confronted with Adelino a few days later, while riding the bus to Santa Ana.  

 
[On the Pan-American highway], there was [a place that] everybody knew as ‘the 
Polyhedron.’ As my bus approached it, I noticed that … shit! The place was … full 
of soldiers.  I … quiet, see, acting indifferent, but then I noticed that the buses 
weren’t passing quickly, but rather one bus at a time. They didn’t open the two 
doors [of the bus] but only one, and everybody stepped out of the bus in front of 
an older man… [and] I see that it was [Adelino]. And everybody was descending 
in front… of him. … My body was shaking, my testicles plummeted. ‘No,’ I said, 
‘clearly I am fucked … they must be torturing [Adelino’s] family. …. I was already 
preparing myself to resist what supposedly was coming. … They put us in front of 
the bus, they asked for our papers, I showed them, and afterwards they gave us the 
order to get back on the bus, and I got on. … Finally the bus started. When the bus 
was starting to move, I turned around to look at him, and he turned to look at me. 
So, he was well aware that I was traveling there. And I looked him in the eyes. … I 
swear I wanted to cry because the son of a bitch was sacrificing himself.27 

  
In spite of physical violence and intimidation, threats and blackmail, Adelino 
did not betray any of his comrades. He was later released and fled with his 
family to Nicaragua, where he died shortly after as a result of the tortures he 
had suffered. For Justo, Adelino’s sacrifice was impossible to forget. Almost 
three decades later, Justo learned that Adelino’s death had been very difficult 
to overcome for his family. They had moved back to El Salvador. He found 
them living in truly miserable conditions, in a tiny shack near Lake 
Coatepeque, not very far from where the farm with the underground 
workshop had been located. “Abandoned,” as Justo put it. He thought the 
party should have done something for the family, for example let them have 
the farm property where the workshop had been located or to have provided 
some other kind of economic support for the family. According to Justo the 
problem resided in the fact that many compañeros lacked sensitivity, their 
understanding of the ‘human dimension’ had been diminished by the 
harshness of war. Underneath I sensed that Justo also felt somewhat 

27 Interview with Justo (20-08-2009).  



disheartened that as a surviving former revolutionary cadre he was unable to 
assist Adelino’s family by his own means and was incapable of mobilizing 
sufficient political leverage to have the party do so. 
 
Beyond the trope of disillusionment 
 
One of the main themes in Justo’s personal story is his disillusionment with 
the trajectory of the revolutionary process after the Peace Accords. Though 
mostly ignored in the field of political science, the saliency of the trope of 
post-insurgent disillusionment did capture the attention of several students 
of the Salvadoran transition proceeding from other disciplinary fields such as 
anthropology or history. For example, anthropologists Anna and Brandt 
Peterson affirmed that “the sense that the revolutionary struggle lost its 
meaning appears to have spread in the years since the accords, in which 
conditions of poverty, suffering, frustration, and uncertainty continue to 
prevail for most Salvadorans” (2008, 530). Ellen Moodie speaks of “a 
fragmented postwar staging of frustrated hopes” (2010, 2). Irina Carlota 
Silber offers extensive narratives of postwar fatigue, deception and 
disillusionment amongst the revolutionary rank-and-file, the people she 
refers to as ‘everyday revolutionaries’ (2004a, 2004b, 2006, 2011). Salvadoran 
historian Jorge Juárez speaks of the revolution as an extinguished myth 
(2011). Post-insurgent disillusionment also forcefully found its way into 
Salvadoran literature, most notably in the work of Horacio Castellanos Moya, 
El Salvador’s leading novelist and also a former participant with the FPL. His 
plots and characters offer a raw and often cynical view of postwar despair.28  

Academic interpretations regarding the causes of widespread 
disillusionment among El Salvador’s former insurgents vary. Leigh Binford 
emphasizes the frustration many feel because of the limited results of the 
Peace Accords and the constant obstruction of peace benefits by the 

28 Beatriz Cortéz introduced the concept ‘the esthetics of cynicism’ to analyze Moya’s work and that of several 
of his contemporaries (2010). In La diáspora (1989), his debut novel, Moya reviews some of the experiences of 
a FPL collective functioning in Mexico City during the 80s, describing how El Salvador’s lengthy war has 
shattered youthful revolutionary dreams and how personal interests may mix with alleged interests of the 
revolution to produce some conspicuous outcomes. If La diáspora speaks to early revolutionary 
disenchantment, his novel El Asco; Thomas Bernhard in San Salvador (1997) presents a ferocious satire of 
post-insurgency and of the country’s political affairs in general. The book caused uproar in El Salvador. Moya 
received multiple death threats shortly after publishing El Asco and left the country. Other Moya novels that 
deal with postwar affairs and sentiments are Baile con serpientes (1996), La diabla en el espejo (2000), El arma 
en el hombre (2001) y Donde no estén ustedes (2003), Indolencia (2004), Insensatez (2005) and, most recently, 
El sueño del retorno (2013). 



government (2002, 205-6). Alternatively, Julia Dickson-Gómez (2002, 2004) 
highlights the devastating impact of wartime violence on supporters of the 
guerrilla and its lasting negative consequences on interpersonal trust and 
wellbeing after the war. Philippe Bourgois points particularly at the 
insurgents’ use of internal violence and concluded that “the revolutionary 
movement in El Salvador was traumatized and distorted by the very violence 
it was organizing against” (2001, 19). In his retrospective study Guerrillas 
Dirk Kruijt argues that “the revolutionary ideals of the [Central American] 
guerrilla generation dwindled away” not just because of the manifest failure 
of the utopian project, but also because of important changes in the 
international political context, including the international demise of the 
radical left (2008, 171). 

It is clear that the tension between revolutionary aspirations and ‘on-
the-ground’ realities as the political process moved along constitutes the 
central element of post-insurgent disillusionment. This tension was certainly 
not absent during the war either. As we see in Justo’s case, his wartime 
experiences–with their kaleidoscope of sentiments–gradually became an 
increasingly heavy load to carry as the conflict dragged on. Postwar 
developments exacerbated the tension between revolutionary aspirations 
and lived realities, as the utopian horizon receded and participants started 
weighing what was lost against what was gained, both in collective as well as 
in personal terms. 

Beyond disillusionment, there is another element that stands out in 
Justo’s story. In spite of manifest disappointment, Justo still expressed a 
continued sense of belonging. He said: “we made a big crash,” not they made. 
Justo still considered himself part of the revolutionary movement, even 
though he considered it to be in dire straits, and he doubted whether he 
could still take any responsibility for it. Nonetheless, revolutionary 
participation has been a defining experience in Justo’s life, the experience 
that, to a large extent, made him the man he was. For Justo, what came after 
insurgency was considered in the light of the achievements of before: “how 
great our revolution was.” Subsequently, in spite of the accumulation of 
broken dreams, the friendships and interpersonal relations that Justo forged 
during his time with the FPL continued to play crucial roles in his life after 
the war ended, not only in social and political terms, but also in the economic 
aspects of his life. Though damaged, and according to some, unrecognizable 



as a revolutionary movement, some form of insurgent collectivity continued 
to exist after the insurgency ended. 

My tenet is that in order to grasp the lived experience of Salvadoran 
post-insurgency, it is necessary to take a close look at the paradox that 
emerges from Justo’s story. In spite of strong post-insurgent disillusionment, 
the close interpersonal networks the insurgents built before and during the 
war continued to be of great importance to the personal and collective 
destinies of the former insurgents after the war. This study delves into this 
matter by documenting and analyzing the development of interpersonal 
relations between former insurgents over time. It does so drawing heavily on 
the different stories and analysis used by former insurgents to explain the 
post-insurgent changes and developments in their midst.  

In this study, the internal development of the FMLN as a political 
party is dealt with extensively. Nonetheless, the primary objective of this 
study is not to provide an account of the evolution of the FMLN from a 
revolutionary movement to a political party. As we shall see, the political, 
social and economic heritage of the insurgency is broader and cannot be 
restricted to the FMLN as a political party. In El Salvador today, there are 
hundreds of communities, cooperatives, NGOs, church groups and social 
movement groups that trace their origins back to the insurgency. Dozens of 
FMLN war veteran associations exist, and FMLN veterans are also to be 
found playing prominent roles both in the FMLN as a political party, as well 
as in the many institutions and communities that evolved out of the 
insurgency, or that were part of the revolutionary movement during the war.  

The account I offer of the internal development of the FMLN as a 
political party comes as a by-product of this study’s primary focus: a 
longitudinal examination of the accommodation of insurgent relations in the 
transition from war to peace. In other words, I first and foremost look into 
the matter of how the insurgents’ personal and political networks developed 
after the war in order to examine what happened over time to the different 
groups and sub-groups that participated in the Salvadoran insurgency. The 
central research question for this study is: in postwar El Salvador, what 
accommodations took place in the relations that previously sustained the 
insurgent movement? In order to qualify this first question, other key 
questions are: how do the former insurgents themselves discuss and analyze 
the different accommodations in their movement as a result of the postwar 
transition? What do the accommodations and their interpretations tell us 



about the enduring legacies of insurgency in postwar El Salvador?  
The broader academic relevance of this study is that it provides a 

novel way of looking at postwar reintegration as a part of democratic 
transition. The analytical perspective I develop in this study actually discards 
the concept of reintegration in order to allow for the recognition of the 
broader spectrum of interpersonal relations that the insurgents bring with 
them to the postwar transition arena. Such a relational approach to the 
phenomenon of post-insurgency promises significant new research 
possibilities related to conflict and the politics of postwar transition. This is 
not to suggest that the shape of post-insurgency is bound to be identical in 
other countries that have been through the kind of upheaval that El Salvador 
has been through. Comparative politics have taught us the valuable, though 
still often ignored, lesson that political concepts do not always translate well 
from one context to the next, given that political communities are specific 
historical and cultural constructs.29 What I propose is to ground research on 
postwar reintegration and political accommodation of (former) insurgents in 
a better understanding of the movement’s particular social history and, 
crucially, the understanding of its internal relations. A key lesson here is the 
need to take into account that insurgent movements are much more than the 
armed combatants they manage to field, and that much of the organizational 
and interpersonal networks and resources on which such a movement relies 
tend to be hidden from sight.  

The findings of the present study are relevant primarily as an 
enrichment of the academic understanding of the postwar heritage of 
insurgency in El Salvador. Besides its radiography of the insurgent relations 
and networks as they evolved over time, it also offers significant insight into 
El Salvador’s postwar transition at large and, particularly, into the experience 
of politics in the Salvadoran postwar context. This study joins less than a 
handful of ethnographies of political practices associated with party politics 
in a postwar setting in El Salvador.30 Research findings raise many relevant 
questions about the role of politics in Salvadoran public life and the 
entanglement of politics with personal interests that might hopefully be 
addressed in future inquiries.  

29 For an elaborate rendering of this argument, see Chabal and Daloz (2006). 
30 Other studies that could arguably qualify as ethnography of postwar Salvadoran party politics are Cosgrove 
(2002), McElhinny (2006)–both studies focus on local development and include the role of the political 
parties–and Wood (2003)–for local politics around land reform immediately before and after the Peace 
Accords. Delugan (2012) describes and analyzes on postwar nation-building practices in El Salvador. 



By its insistence on diverse perspectives involving multiple levels and sectors 
of the insurgents’ demography, this study sets itself apart from the many 
published reviews of political dynamics of El Salvador’s transition process 
that are primarily based on interviews and expertise offered by former 
comandantes and other major power brokers in the peace process.31 It also 
takes a very distinct approach from that of the growing number of former 
revolutionary leaders who have come forward with their memoirs.32 Though 
some of these (auto)biographical books hold interesting opinions and 
anecdotes, they predictably also tend to provide self-justificatory or self-
congratulatory accounts of the events of the war and its aftermath. I do draw 
on all of these available sources whenever possible, but throughout the study 
I build extensively on the perspectives of former mid-level cadres and rank-
and-file, and focus on their reflections on the process of post-insurgency. 

The present study is structured as follows. Chapter 2 develops the 
theoretical framework for this study. It discusses the conceptual and 
theoretical difficulties and limitations encountered in most studies of 
insurgents who ‘reintegrate’ into society with the end of war. It proposes an 
alternative approach based on the concept of post-insurgency, and examines 
the theoretical and methodological implications of such an approach. One 
important element is that, in order to accurately document and analyze the 
postwar transformations of an insurgent movement, it is crucial to first 
develop a precise notion of how this movement developed and organized 
into the force it became at the time of the Peace Accords. 

Chapter 3 provides an historical overview of El Salvador’s 
revolutionary movement, from its origin until the time of the Peace Accords. 
This chapter is based on a review of existing material in combination with the 
use of a few previously untapped sources that render some new insights. The 
emphasis of the historical overview is on the development of internal 
relationships among the different participants in the insurgency. Such a 
perspective helps to draw attention to the accumulated relationships and 
histories that the insurgents brought with them into the postwar transition.  

Chapter 4 deals with the development of the insurgents’ internal 

31 Arnson (1999), Bonasso and Gómez Leyba (1992), Córdova Macías, Ramos and Loya Marín (2007), de Soto 
and del Castillo (1994), de Zeeuw (2010), Doyle, Johnstone and Orr (1997), Johnstone (1995), Juhn (1998), 
Kruijt (2008), Luciak (2001), Montgomery (1995a), Montobbio (1999), Orr (2001), Samayoa (2002) and Spence 
(2004). 
32 Bichkova de Handal (2009), Espinoza (2007), González (2010), Macías Mayora (1997), Medrano and 
Raudales (1994), Merino (2011), Mijango (2007), Peña Mendoza (2009), Rico Mira (2003) and Sánchez Cerén 
(2008). 



relations in the first decade of transition, within the context of El Salvador’s 
postwar neoliberal democracy. This period was characterized by a series of 
reconfigurations, ruptures and continuities that affected different 
components of the political communities the Salvadoran insurgents had 
built. The chapter reviews diverse post-insurgent reconversion processes 
related to political, military and socio-economic aspects of the movement’s 
transformation. In previous scholarship, such reconversion processes have 
been recognized and dealt with only partially. By use of material from 
existing literature complemented with retrospective interviews and 
previously unavailable internal documents, this chapter documents and 
analyzes the different post-insurgent reconversion processes that took place.  

Chapters 2 to 4 provide the theoretical and historical background 
necessary to proceed with this study’s main empirical contribution, the 
ethnographic exploration of the experience of post-insurgency in El Salvador. 
This effort is subdivided into three case studies that cover different aspects of 
post-insurgency, each presented in chapter format.  

In Chapter 5 I revisit the insurgent communities in Chalatenango I 
became familiar with during my first years in El Salvador. I present a 
detailed ethnographic reconstruction of the history of one specific 
repopulation, that of Comunidad Ignacio Ellacuría, in an attempt to 
document and analyze several previously non-clarified issues regarding the 
specific relationships between the PMOs that integrated the revolutionary 
movement and the repopulations. I then set out to explore the different 
consequences of these (hidden) wartime relationships for postwar 
community development in Ellacuría. Bringing in PMO history allows for a 
qualified re-assessment of the repopulations’ trajectory from the moment of 
foundation to its present state. This contributes to a better understanding of 
different local legacies of El Salvador’s insurgency.  

Chapter 6 explores what happened to former FMLN guerrilla fighters 
almost two decades after the war ended. Through an ethnographic technique 
called photo elicitation, the chapter spins out an ongoing dialogue between 
former guerrilla fighters’ postwar life stories and their ongoing reflections on 
the heritage of the struggles that they have been part of. At the same time, 
the historical photos used in the chapter also translate into a quantitative 
sample of the guerrillas’ postwar life trajectories, a sample that generates 
important insights on the different livelihood strategies that became relevant 
for former combatants during peacetime.  



The last case study, presented in Chapter 7, zooms in on the FMLN war 
veteran movement, an important phenomenon in recent years. Ethnographic 
fieldwork with different veterans’ groups documents and analyzes different 
ways in which the insurgent past is mobilized in postwar Salvadoran politics. 
The chapter furthermore provides an intimate account of the political culture 
and practices within the Salvadoran left in and around the FMLN. Looking 
up-close at the emergence of FMLN veterans’ politics helps us to understand 
the logic of post-insurgent politics in El Salvador. 

The concluding chapter inventories the study’s main findings, 
including its most relevant implications for future research and for theorizing 
on post-insurgency. It reviews the postwar accommodations that took place 
among the different participants in the insurgent movement that emerged 
from the case studies, and explores the meaning and significance of two 
decades of post-insurgency for those involved. It places the development of 
post-insurgent political practices once more in a historical perspective and 
reflects on the enduring legacies of El Salvador’s insurgent movement. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 2. Theoretical framework and methodology 
 

Ernesto ‘Che’ Guevara1 

Introduction 
 
In mainstream academic literature, the socio-economic life trajectories of 
former insurgents are dealt with under the label of ‘postwar reintegration,’ 
one of the building blocks of peacebuilding theory, a rapidly expanding 
academic discipline. However, as a scientific concept, postwar reintegration 
presents crucial limitations. It rests on weak theoretical foundations, 
including a problematic understanding of the nature of insurgency and the 
politics of its aftermath. Therefore I introduce ‘post-insurgency’ as an 
alternative concept, one that invites the development of an analytical focus 
upon the diverse internal processes taking place in an insurgent organization 
when drastic changes in context require unprecedented adjustments. I 
particularly emphasize the relational dynamics of these processes, as 
different subgroups as well as individual participants within an insurgency 
hold different cards and may seek to position themselves or to benefit from 
the emerging circumstances in different ways. With the concept of post-
insurgency theoretically grounded, I subsequently draw out some of the 
concepts’ implications for research design. What methods might be best 
suited to study the phenomenon of post-insurgency in El Salvador? What are 
the possible research implications of my own (previous) role in El Salvador, 
and how have I dealt with these in the course of this study? 
 
The rise of reintegration under the flag of DDR 
 
In 1992, the FMLN’s guerrilla fighters were among a first generation of 
insurgent combatants to be escorted and sponsored by the international 
community in order to ‘reintegrate’ into their society. When policy makers or 
academics use the term reintegration in the context of peacebuilding in the 
aftermath of armed conflict, the concept is commonly tied into the triad 
‘Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration,’ best known by its 

1 “The history of revolutions has a large subterranean component.” From “Discurso en homenaje al 
Comandante Camilo Cienfuegos,” included in Guevara (1970, 654). 



acronym: DDR. Simply put, DDR refers to “the transition of being a member 
of an armed group to being a civilian” (Klem and Douma 2008, 7). In recent 
decades DDR has come to be considered in international policy circles as 
crucial groundwork for durable peace. According to the standard definitions 
currently used by United Nations, 
 

[d]isarmament is the collection, documentation, control and disposal of small arms, 
ammunition, explosives and light and heavy weapons of combatants and often 
also of the civilian population. … Demobilization is the formal and controlled 
discharge of active combatants from armed forces or other armed groups. … The 
second stage of demobilization encompasses the support package provided to the 
demobilized, which is called reinsertion. Reinsertion is the assistance offered to 
ex-combatants during demobilization but prior to the longer-term process of 
reintegration. … Reintegration is the process by which ex-combatants acquire 
civilian status and gain sustainable employment and income. (2005)  

 
An important part of the roots of DDR as a modern policy tool lie in Central 
America (United Nations 2010, 17). In the late 80s and early 90s, the 
international community’s strong involvement in the pacification of this 
region resulted in the design and implementation of several programs to 
facilitate the dissolution of insurgents groups and the downsizing of 
government armies in Nicaragua, El Salvador and later Guatemala. At the 
time, the international community was enthusiastic about the UN role in the 
pacification of Central America, especially in El Salvador, a feat that helped 
paved the way for a more active and extensive UN role in peacebuilding 
efforts in (internal) armed conflicts in Africa, Asia and Europe (Doyle, 
Johnstone and Orr 1997).  

In a broader sense, the international community’s growing 
willingness to engage in peace keeping operations in the 1990s and beyond 
needs to be understood within the unfolding of two larger international 
processes: the end of the Cold War, which diminished the international 
political divisions that had previously hindered many UN peace 
interventions, and globalization, a phenomenon that substantially increased 
the international community’s impetus to promote market economy, 
democracy and human rights on an international scale (Jakobsen 2002). 
Peacebuilding emerged rapidly as an important subfield of international 
relations, consisting of numerous specialized institutions, budget lines and 
programs, and professionally equipped with policy officers, practitioners and 
academics. International peacebuilding has been dominated by what has 



become known as ‘liberal peace theory,’ which is based on “the notion that 
promoting ‘liberalization’ in countries that had recently experienced civil war 
would help to create the conditions for a stable and lasting peace” (Paris 
2004, 5). Though criticism has been swelling from different corners, liberal 
peace theory remains the dominant paradigm for post-conflict transition 
processes (Cooper, Turner and Pugh 2011, 1998).2 

Within peacebuilding strategies and programs, efforts to reintegrate 
ex-combatants occupy an important role. Early experiences in Central 
America and Southern Africa were instrumental to the development of a set 
of measures that became known under the label of DDR programs (Muggah 
2006). These programs spread out into a wide variety of countries, where, 
according to the UN, they proved to be vital to stability in post-conflict 
situations (United Nations 2000, 1). The subsequent decade (the 2000s) 
witnessed the consolidation of DDR programs as part of the international 
community’s policy arsenal, the multiplication of international actors posting 
the subject high on their agenda and the diversification of settings and scales 
(Knight and Ozerdem 2004). In 2010, programs labeled as DDR were being 
implemented to help pacify widely divergent conflicts, from Cote d’Ivoire 
and Burundi to Haiti, from Nepal to Rio de Janeiro.3  

In two decades, the literature on DDR and postwar reintegration has 
evolved from virtually non-existent into a substantial selection of titles, 
chiefly of the ‘guidebook’ and the ‘lessons-learned’ variety. Nonetheless, 
little is actually known about how consequential DDR programs are in terms 
of aiding the reintegration of those involved. It is rather unclear for example 
to what extent beneficiaries of these programs are actually better off than 
former fighters who did not obtain these benefits. Based on available data 
sets related to DDR programs, Humphreys and Weinstein “find little 
evidence at the micro level that internationally funded programs facilitate 

2 Critics of liberal peace theory identify issues such as legitimacy problems, disregard for local actors, 
institutions, cultures, and power differentials, insufficient consideration of the international context, and its 
economic and political implications, among other aspects (Chandler 2006, 2010. Cooper 2007. Duffield 2007. 
Jabri 2007. Richmond and Franks 2009. Roberts 2011). Defenders of liberal peace theory point to the 
worldwide decrease in lethal armed conflicts in the last decades and to the lack of viable or desirable 
alternatives to peacebuilding based upon liberal notions as well as to the fact that that peacebuilders have 
learned from previous mistakes (Doyle 2005. Doyle and Sambanis 2010. Miall 2007. Paris 2010). 
3 The United Nations focuses on large-scale DDR programs. As listed on the website of the United Nations 
Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration Resource Center, in 2010 the UN was involved in 13 DDR 
country programs. See http://www.unddr.org/index.php; accessed: Jan. 12, 2010. For information DDR 
initiatives with youth in Rio de Janeiro and elsewhere, see the ‘Children in Organized Armed Violence 
Initiative’ (COAV) at http://www.coav.org.br/; accessed: Jan. 12, 2010. Dowdney (2005) provides the 
groundwork for this program.  



demobilization and reintegration” (2007, 531). This finding is less surprising 
than seems, because of several factors. For one, the separation of the socio-
economic effects of reintegration programs from other elements at work that 
may affect the socio-economic opportunities of ex-combatants and their 
families is very tricky. Macro-economic factors, such as the price of 
agricultural products, the availability of subsidies or the levels of 
unemployment may impact livelihoods in such a way that failures or 
successes of the programs themselves become unrecognizable or irrelevant 
(Keen 2009). Additionally, the communities ex-combatants form or move into 
are often undergoing significant economic distortion from postwar 
reconstruction efforts, such as the proliferation of NGOs aiming to develop 
projects with different target groups (Duffield 2007, 81). Furthermore, 
evaluations of reintegration programs by and large constitute technocratic 
exercises commissioned as the programs are about to finish or shortly after, 
but in any case much too early to offer more than very tentative conclusion 
on the process of combatants’ reintegration (Theidon 2007, 67).  

With few exceptions, DDR literature offers evaluations of different 
programs and prescriptions of how to do better. Its debates gear on setting 
appropriate boundaries for DDR programs and on how to best chop up the 
process in steps and specific time-bounded interventions: what components 
to include and how to sequence them, who to include and who to leave out, 
how to attend especially vulnerable groups (such as women and children), 
how to deal with war criminals among the (potential) beneficiaries, and how 
to involve local communities in the overall process.4 Among specialists, 
reintegration is widely seen as the most complex and problematic phase of 
DDR. For one, the promise of ‘sustainable employment and income for ex-
combatants’ that is at the heart of the UN definition of reintegration is often 
very difficult to achieve within the context of severe overall socio-economic 
deprivation which tends to be the on the ground reality in post-conflict 
societies. Furthermore, experts have identified a range of additional issues 
deemed crucial to move towards the society’s socio-economic reintegration 
and often disagree on specific goals and priorities.5 As a result, “both as a 

4 For discussions of sequencing and programming of DDR interventions, see Knight (2008) and Specker (2008). 
On who and what to include in the interventions, see Farr (2003), Jensen and Stepputat (2001), Kaun (2008) 
and Torjesen (2006). On DDR in relation to transitional justice, see Duthie (2005) and Theidon (2007). On 
community involvement in DDR, see Faltas (2004) and Willems et al (2009).  
5 In this sense, some authors argue that the term DDR does not adequately make visible all the different 
aspects and phases of the process. Therefore, “[t]he acronym DDR is often expanded with more Rs, because 
the three terms it covers are considered too limited. An R may be added for ‘reinsertion,’ which … refers to 



concept and a practice,” reintegration has become “overloaded and unclear, 
… an open-ended, catch-all policy engendering varying and sometimes 
contradictory claims without identifying a clear endstate” (Jennings 2008, 
327-8). At the same time, the UN claims that “[i]f reintegration fails, the 
achievements of disarmament and demobilization are undermined, 
instability increases, and sustainable reconstruction and development are put 
at risk.”6 The evident tension between reintegration’s practical 
unattainability and its perceived high stakes provides specialists with an 
ongoing problem solving task, which in turn, fuels much of the literature. 

Critique on DDR programs has been on the rise from several fronts. 
Some criticize what they consider a mismatch between large investments and 
the limited socio-economic impact of the programs, and argue that 
demobilization could be accomplished for a lot less money but that this is 
hindered by the fact that “DDR programs have become an industry with the 
consequent vested interests in their further expansion” (Collier 2006, 5). A 
different strand of critique emphasizes the ethical implications of DDR 
programs, as they may prioritize perpetrators over victims, creating 
unfairness and inequity (Lemasle 2009), or justify and perpetuate impunity 
(Spear 2006). Finally, the effectiveness of DDR programs is called into 
question because different benefits may easily be diverted, turned around or 
captured by local elites (Muggah 2006. Rozema 2008).  
 
DDR as an arena 
More fundamentally, the question rises whether DDR programs, in spite of 
their declared purpose, are really in the first place about achieving 
reintegration. Instead, I argue that these programs and their popularity in the 
international community might be better understood in relation to the 
practical and discursive functions they perform in facilitating the 
international actor’s engagement in (post-) conflict settings. First, DDR 
programs have come to provide a very useful tool for the political bargaining 
around peace agreements. It allows the international community to offer 
warring parties concrete incentives to put down weapons and demobilize, 

the transitional stop-gap measures to help ex-combatants overcome the time lag that commonly occurs 
between demobilization and reintegration. An R may also be added for resettlement or repatriation, when ex-
combatants need to be returned to their home area or a home country. Finally, sometimes an R is added for 
rehabilitation, which is a more encompassing process than reintegration, as it concerns the wider societal 
struggle of ex-combatants and other community members to re-establish a normal life with shelter, income, 
basic facilities, services and so on” (Klem and Douma 2008, 8). 
6 Cited in McMullin (2013, 385).  



while providing the leadership with concrete alternatives to offer their 
followers, thus facilitating bargaining between elites to achieve a political 
settlement (Di John and Putzel 2009). In this sense, being able to offer 
reintegration provisions can be especially important in order for leadership 
to convince fighters to follow their lead into the peace process, 
demonstrating that ‘the struggle has not been in vain’ and peace will bring 
concrete benefits.  

The design and implementation of DDR programs allows 
international organizations to establish significant contact with and oversight 
over the armed group in question, by means of registration and subsequent 
bureaucratic interaction.7 This kind of interaction would be very difficult to 
achieve by other means. It implies some possibility for supervision. Even 
though this doesn’t offer any solid guarantee that (members of) the armed 
group will not engage in further combat, it credibly provides some form of 
deterrence, while allowing for early warning and trouble shooting, if the 
occasion so demands.  

Furthermore, DDR programs have a ‘two-birds-with-one-stone’ 
quality that have generally given them a favorable position in international 
cooperation policies. Fundraisers are able to argue that, if successful, former 
fighters may become agents for local development, while at the same time 
refraining from becoming “potential spoilers” of the peace process through 
renewed violence or criminal activity (Muggah 2005, 246). Thus, DDR 
programs often forward claims that money will serve to obtain both the goals 
of enhanced security as well as poverty reduction.8  

The qualities described above have helped convert DDR programs in 
a virtual sine qua none for peace brokering. At this point, in most of the 
world’s armed conflicts, when significant armed groups make it to the 
negotiating table, it is credible to assume they are very likely to expect to 
obtain some kind of DDR package in return for (partially) dismantling their 
military capacity.9 The United Nations or other peace brokers are likely to 
lobby for a DDR program in order to get a finger behind the group in 
question. The key quality of DDR programs is that it allows for an umbrella 

7 What the so -called ‘govermentality’ literature refers to as ‘surveillance practices’ (Gupta and Sharma 2006, 
259. See also Gupta and Ferguson 2002, 989). 
8 McMullin nonetheless points out that in those countries where the demobilized military groups have 
committed widespread abuses against civilians finding specific funds for ex-combatants may be much more 
difficult, since the ex-combatants’ ‘bad reputation’ hinders constructive engagement on the part of 
international organizations and makes fundraising for this particular group more difficult (2013, 413).  
9 Jennings makes this point with regard to the DDR process in Liberia (2008, 336). 



that different actors can use to legitimize participation in this trade-off. The 
DDR programs themselves provide an arena for interaction that connects the 
different actors. 
 
Reintegration as a parable 
As with many concepts that become popular in circles of international 
cooperation, part of the success of reintegration discourse as a policy 
instrument lies in its power to evoke the image of something desirable, while 
at the same time allowing sufficient conceptual flexibility to accommodate 
diverse agenda’s and multiple institutional needs. It is an example of what 
David Mosse, drawing on Foucault, calls a ‘mobilizing metaphor’: a concept 
used for policy discourse “whose vagueness, ambiguity and lack of 
conceptual precision is required to conceal ideological differences, to allow 
compromise and the enrolment of different interests, to build coalitions, to 
distribute agency and to multiply criteria of success within project systems” 
(2004, 663).  

DDR programs have proven to be a very useful instrument for 
bargaining and management during the formal dissolution of armed groups. 
However, it should be clear that this rationale bears only limited relevance to 
the understanding of reintegration as a social process. Faced with urgent 
demands for practical advice to be applied in the worlds’ war zones and 
conflict-related humanitarian crisis areas, available literature has played an 
important role in shoring up DDR as an arena for peacebuilding practice and 
policy debate. But it has paid scares attention to the conceptual 
underpinnings of reintegration as a social process. In effect, “reintegration 
remains under-conceptualised and under theorised” (McMullin 2013, 386). 
Kriger points out that different strands of DDR literature all “ignore politics, 
power and history” (2003, 20). Nilsson goes as far to claim that reintegration 
is in fact “a theoryless field” (2005, 35).  

To compensate for this absence of theoretical foundations, DDR 
literature predominantly leans on teleological assumptions. These 
assumptions provide an imaginary path that starts with an individual 
immersed in an armed group and ends with that same individual as a 
peaceful, law-abiding and economically self-sustaining citizen, rather than a 
‘spoiler’ (Humphreys and Weinstein 2007, 535. Stedman 1997). The challenge 
is to transform the ex-combatant from a ‘threat’ to an asset to society 
(McMullin 2013). Reintegration’s line of thought hinges on external 



facilitation of a personal transition in which the beneficiary leaves one 
identity behind (that of the member of the armed group) while embracing a 
new identity (that of the citizen). In taking an individual by the hand and 
leading him or her from combat to citizenship, reintegration stands as a 
parable for the country’s imagined postwar transition to democracy as 
facilitated by the international community. 

So far, different critiques of liberal peace theory have made limited 
headway within the debates on DDR. By and large, DDR literature still 
frames reintegration in liberal terms: as a process deriving from the idea of 
the individual as the fundamental social and economic unit, as well as of an 
individual engaged in an economic but also moral struggle to lift him or 
herself up from violence and poverty. Will the ex-combatant seize the chance 
to become a democratic citizen or will he or she become ‘a spoiler’? As 
Wacquant points out, “the presumption of individual responsibility, the 
centrality of ‘values,’ and the sacralization of work” favor policy 
prescriptions that obscure the realities of people’s lives in circumstances of 
extreme precariousness and socio-economic inequality (2002, 1521). In this 
sense, the idea of reintegration is more likely to ostracize than clarify the 
multiple challenges and constraints that former insurgents might encounter 
as they try to get on with life. In much of our world, accessing stable, 
sustainable and dignified livelihoods is a daunting task for poor people, and 
for those immersed in conflict or emerging from armed conflict this task is 
likely to be further hindered by war’s destruction in general and the former 
fighter’s loss of kin, pre-war properties and of productive years in particular. 
Especially when seen from a long-term perspective and framed in the larger 
plights of the country and its poor people, the economic support 
international organizations are able to commit to reintegration might indeed 
be no more than “a drop in the ocean” (Kaldor and Vincent 2006, 24).  
 
From reintegration to post-insurgency 
 
In all, I found that DDR literature provides little guidance as to make sense of 
the complex and variegated accommodation processes that took place among 
former participants in the insurgent movement in El Salvador during the 
postwar transition period. Its lack of theoretical foundations and a robust 
analytical perspective seriously limits its scientific usefulness. Its 
assumptions regarding citizenship are problematic because in many post-



conflict transition countries the perspective of the personal achievement of 
some kind of ‘citizenship’ as understood in western political science 
literature might well be of little practical relevance (Chabal and Daloz 1999, 
157). To ignore local history and politics might make for marketable policy 
recipes, but is wholly inadequate for scholarship. 

Concomitantly, DDR literature pays little attention to and shows 
limited understanding of the nature of insurgency and of the build-up of 
different groups participating in this type of warfare. As a result, DDR 
literature starts out with what I consider a simplistic idea of what exactly has 
to be demobilized and reintegrated, resulting in an excessive focus on the 
combatants themselves, a lack of attention to the wider constituencies that 
propelled or were dragged into the insurgent project, and a complete 
disregard for the insurgent groups’ internal relations and organizational 
culture, and its multiple entanglements with other sectors of society. The 
literature furthermore pays little attention to how reintegration itself may 
function as a socio-political process, as if the arrival of peace somehow 
annuls the insurgents’ sense of collectiveness, their political aspirations and 
their claims to power. 

Because the shortcomings I signal out are many, and some rather 
fundamental, for the purpose of this study I discard the term postwar 
reintegration. In my opinion, the pertinent question is not whether or to what 
extent former FMLN insurgents ‘reintegrated’ into society after the Peace 
Accords; but rather what different types of adjustments and accommodations 
have taken place on a collective as well as on an individual level, and what 
kind of positions, roles and arrangements these have rendered. An analytical 
focus on these accommodations may draw our attention to the changes (and 
continuities) that occur on a collective as well as on the individual level. 
Therefore, I introduce the concept of post-insurgency as a way to call 
attention to the multiple transformations and accommodations, collective as 
well as individual, that took place among former insurgents during the 
postwar transition period. By adopting this concept, my purpose is to 
consider the phenomenon of what happens to insurgents after the war ends 
as a relational process embedded in a particular historical and political 
context.10 

Pierre Bourdieu points out the existence of a longstanding tradition in 

10 When I speak of relations, the perspective I follow is that “[r]elations, in my conception, are not the thin, flat 
relations of networks analysis but the rich relations of ethnography” (Zelizer 2007, 1063). 



social sciences characterized by “the tendency to privilege substances–here, 
the real groups, whose numbers, limits, members, etc., one claims to define–
at the expense of relationships” (1985, 723).11 His theoretical work instead 
argues for an understanding of the social as a “space of relationships” (1985, 
725).12 I follow this lead by thinking of post-insurgency as a relational 
phenomenon and conceptualizing it as such.13 Simply put, if we focus on El 
Salvador’s political-military organizations (PMOs) as substance, their 
dissolution converts them into something of the past whose value for the 
present hinges on the historical significance that other social agents wish to 
attribute to them. If we focus on these organizations as sets of relationships, it 
becomes clear that the multiple ties between people that were shaped within 
the framework of the political-military organizations and revolutionary 
struggle offer plausible guidance for understanding some of the continuities, 
the readjustments and the ruptures that occur in these relationships as the 
political-military organizations formally dissolve.  

Though the term ‘post-insurgency’ has already gained some 
currency, particularly in the field of military studies,14 as of yet its theoretical 
foundations have been left largely unexplored. If the term itself suggests the 
insurgent past playing a significant part in developments afterwards, its use 
has been mostly constrained to that of a chronological marker. The present 
study proposes the concept of post-insurgency as a contribution to the 
explicit theorization of social processes taking place in the aftermath of 
insurgency. The idea of post-insurgency as a dynamic social field built out of 
historically constructed relations opens the door to examine both the postwar 
changes taking place among former insurgents as well as possible 
continuities or legacies of wartime participation. It also invites us to construct 
a deeper understanding of the insurgent movement, as well as of its different 
participants and their internal relations, in order to take these elements into 
account when constructing the account of what happens afterwards. Post-
insurgency refers not only to the accommodations that occurred within the 
organizational models and networks of the insurgency into different postwar 

11 Italics in the original. 
12 Italics in the original. 
13 Bourdieu’s theory of social life furthermore implies that “concepts have no definition other than systematic 
ones, and are designed to be put to work empirically in systematic fashion. Such notions as habitus, field, and 
capital can be defined, but only within the theoretical system they constitute, not in isolation.” (Bourdieu and 
Wacquant 1992, 96). Italics in the original. 
14 Examples of regard for post-insurgency in military studies are Hoffman (2004), Mackinlay (2007), and Rid 
and Keaney (2009). 



associational and institutional expressions, but also pertains to how 
individual participants have adjusted and realigned themselves, both within 
the realm of the (former) insurgent relations as well as within broader 
Salvadoran society.  

What is needed to build an understanding of post-insurgency that is 
historically grounded? First, it requires a thoughtful consideration of the 
process of insurgency and of how insurgency was organized. Fortunately, 
the study of insurgency is in itself a large and variegated academic field. 
What then can we learn from this field that is relevant and of use in 
grappling with the accumulated relationships, skills, identities and shared 
stories that the insurgents bring with them into a new era of peace? A 
historically grounded study of post-insurgency calls for a clear and concise 
consideration of the social history of the insurgent movement. Such historical 
sensitivity also contributes to a better understanding of the political 
dimension of post-insurgent accommodations as they unfold. How might the 
(former) insurgent movement, or different participants within it, respond to 
radical changes in their context? In particular, what happens when changes 
in context not only affect the movement’s political agendas, but also push 
towards significant and sometimes drastic organizational adjustments? How 
might different groups within the post-insurgent social field position 
themselves politically vis-à-vis others? 

In the following sections of this chapter I draw on several different 
academic fields including the study of revolution and insurgency, political 
transition theory, elite theory and social movement theory. From these 
different fields I forward different elements that might provide analytical 
insight into the experience of post-insurgency. I particularly draw attention 
to those features that speak to the movement’s internal relations and to the 
dynamics of (internal) accommodation over time. 
 
On insurgent relations 
 
The academic field that deals with insurgencies, rebellions, revolutions, civil 
wars and the like holds great theoretical and empirical richness. Though 
many theorists have strived to pin down differences and specificities 
between different forms or modalities of large-scale armed confrontations, 
others cogently argue that such differences might be overdrawn (Selbin 2010, 
10). In practice, terms like civil war, revolution, rebellion and insurgency 



may often be applied to the same armed confrontation, with one term 
gaining currency in a particular stage of the confrontation, or alternatively, 
with the use of a particular term indicating certain political preferences or 
animosities.15 Like other social agents, academics often employ different 
available terms strategically to imbue the armed confrontation with 
perceptions concerning its rationale and legitimacy. The term ‘revolution’ 
generally holds positive associations, indicating legitimacy and likelihood of 
success of the endeavor.16 The term ‘insurgency’ tends to be less indicative of 
the moral character of those involved, though there is also a current which 
largely builds on negative assumptions about such groups, as in for example, 
counter-insurgency studies. 

An exhaustive review of the vast literature on insurgency, revolution 
and civil war would be unfeasible in these pages.17 Suffice to point out that 
most work has focused on structural aspects such as class-structure and 
regime type, and / or the identification of catalysts for violent conflict, such 
as extreme deprivation, political repression, etc. Such theories offer 
explanation of different variants of insurgency, revolution and civil war 

15 This becomes quite evident when reviewing the academic literature on El Salvador. The term ‘revolution’ 
dominated early academic work, with titles such as Revolution in El Salvador (Montgomery 1982), Dictatorship 
and Revolution in El Salvador (Dunkerley 1982), El Salvador: a Revolution confronts the United States (Arnson 
1982) amongst many similar titles. The Salvadoran revolutionaries themselves referred to the overall process 
as ‘the Revolution’ and to the armed confrontation with terms as ‘guerra revolucionaria,’ ‘guerra del pueblo,’ 
‘guerra popular prolongada’ (revolutionary war, people’s war and prolonged popular war). They also used the 
term ‘insurrection’ as a strategy in the revolutionary war, though the political-military organizations held 
different positions as to its pertinence and relevance. On the other hand, ‘insurgency’ was the term the United 
States policy makers used to define their ‘counter-insurgency’ strategies in El Salvador. Nonetheless, with the 
conflict dragging on and a military victory for the revolutionaries perceived as unlikely, the dominant 
terminology starts to shift to that of ‘civil war.’ By and large, the term revolution became in need of adjectives 
in order to be perceived as useful. Wickham-Crowley for example concluded that El Salvador was a case of a 
‘failed revolution’ (1989). The revolutionaries themselves forward a different adjective with the idea of ‘a 
democratic revolution’ as an agenda that would enable peace negotiations (Villalobos 1989). As commented in 
the previous chapter, de Soto then qualified the resulting accords as ‘a negotiated revolution.’ In posterior 
retrospective work on the Salvadoran war the term ‘insurgency’ was sparsely used until the work of Grenier 
(1999) and especially Wood (2000, 2003). These scholars choice for the term ‘insurgency’ suggested that, 
unlike most predecessors, they were parting their inquiry from a position of ideological non-alliance. Since 
then the use of the term insurgency has become common in academic research on the Salvadoran conflict.  
16 As students of revolutions have pointed out, one of the conceptual problems with this term is that it has 
been used extensively to refer to a process of (violent) struggle as well as the (possible) outcome of such 
struggle. This had led some authors to draw strong distinctions between revolutionary situations and 
revolutionary outcomes (Hobsbawm 1986, 19. Tilly 2006b, 159). Eric Selbin attempts to reconcile the two 
aspects through a two-step definition of revolution: “a conscious effort by a broad-based, popularly mobilized 
group of actors, formal or informal, to profoundly transform the social, political, and economic institutions 
which dominate their lives … . This reflects a process of origination and subsequent struggle, and an outcome, 
the effort at fundamental transformation. When both elements are realized, we are more likely to consider 
them ‘great’ or ‘social’ revolutions; lesser degrees of success are often labeled political revolutions, rebellions, 
revolts, resistance, or other types of collective action” (2008, 131). Italics in the original. 
17 See Kalyvas (2003) for a review of different theoretical perspectives on political violence and civil war. 



through identifying the conditions in which they (may) occur, rather than 
examining the process itself. If insurgent actors themselves are taken into 
account at all, the goal often is to discover the motivations or attitudes that 
determine their behavior. While some scholars then conceive of insurgency 
as a (legitimate) last resort for excluded and marginalized groups or sectors, 
others primarily think of insurgency as a vehicle for aspiring elites to gain 
access to power. Paul Collier’s influential statement of the prevalence of 
‘greed over grievance’ in contemporary civil war can be interpreted as a fresh 
overhaul of this classic bifurcation (Collier 2000. Collier and Hoeffler 2004). 

Bottom-up and top-down perspectives on the emergence of 
insurgency share similar problems that undermine their explanatory power. 
For one, both perspectives tend to provide caricatures of the moral character 
of the protagonists. They also oversimplify the internal dynamics of an 
insurgent movement, obfuscating the multiple ideas, agendas and 
constituencies that may converge and interact in large social processes such 
as an insurgency.  

Instead, much of the major recent work takes into consideration more 
acutely and specifically how violent conflict occurs and develops, for instance 
by acknowledging that, in such conflicts, “violence … forms part of claim 
making’s central rationale” (Tilly and Tarrow 2008, 136), by paying attention 
to the conscious efforts of the people involved (Selbin 2010, 191), or by trying 
to redeem the “puzzling absence” of organizational aspects of the groups and 
movements involved (Weinstein 2007, 34). These authors maintain that how 
relations among and between different actors evolve, constitutes a central 
facet of how conflicts develop in a particular setting. 

Revolutionary processes, when gaining ground, bring together a host 
of actors and resources, national ones and, more often than not, international 
ones. This forging of alliances across different groups and agendas is one of 
the defining characteristics of insurgency (Foran 2005, 15). The building of an 
insurgent coalition capable of (successfully) challenging the regime requires 
several overlapping steps, such as the political activation of us-them 
boundaries between competitors for power, the polarization of the social and 
political space, and brokerage to increase the interconnectivity of social sites 
on each side of the activated us-them boundaries (Tilly 2003, 21). Violence 
can play a crucial role in this process, “because it makes us-them boundaries 
more salient, hollows out the uncommitted middle, intensifies conflict across 
the boundary, raises the stakes of winning or losing, and enhances 



opportunities for leaders to initiate actions against their enemies” (Tilly 2003, 
22). Building a coalition is itself a process in which relations are (re-
)negotiated in light of the emerging political context and the perceived 
capacities of those involved. The proposed arrangements may be disputed 
and tend to be of an emergent nature, prone to renewed negotiation over 
time.  

That said, to empirically establish the exact relationships involved in 
insurgent efforts is a matter not only complex, but also delicate. Insurgent 
warfare commonly relies on extensive concealment and secrecy. This was 
certainly the case in El Salvador. Insurgents commonly need to make 
extensive use of clandestine methods designed to conceal and protect all 
information regarding the organization, its members and its support 
structures that might be of strategic use for the enemy (Joes 2006). 
Clandestinity contributes to making the insurgent organizations inscrutable 
not only for the enemy, but also for scientific research. One of the 
insurgency’s main challenges is to consolidate and expand their 
organizational structures among different sectors of the population without 
being detected. Members, allies and supporters on different levels 
furthermore want to be able to deny their involvement when faced with 
enemy charges. In given circumstances, insurgents may aim for their leaders, 
fighters, and other cadres to be able to blend with the rest of the population 
without standing out or being detected, while in other circumstances 
affiliations and ranks may be emphasized. From a different perspective, a 
defense specialist may argue that the ‘problem’ with modern insurgency is 
the widespread use of ‘legally non-combatant’ actors in critical roles 
(Hammes 2005, 6). A lot is kept hidden from sight and, as most counter-
insurgent specialists would promptly confirm, the defiant insurgents 
occasionally photographed by journalists at a military camp or a press 
conference are bound to constitute no more than the tip of the iceberg of the 
insurgents’ organizational infrastructure. 

On the other hand, acknowledging the centrality of relationships also 
calls for a revaluation of the strategic aspects of the art of warfare in general 
and the organization of an armed movement, in particular. In this sense, 
some authors have attempted to look with a social scientific lens at classic 
treatises of military strategy, like Sun Tzu’s The Art of War, with its emphasis 
on deception and manipulation, or von Clausewitz’ idea of war as the 
continuation of politics by other means, with its implied subordination of the 



military to the political.18 Similarly, publications by historic revolutionary 
leaders provide another relevant source of information on insurgent strategy 
and organization (Mampilly 2011, 11. Weinstein 2007, 29).  

Preoccupied with organizational strategies that might boost 
revolutionary struggle, Lenin famously insisted on the need of a vanguard 
party, declaring it “our primary and imperative practical task to establish an 
organisation of revolutionaries capable of lending energy, stability, and 
continuity to the political struggle” (1969, 103).19 The revolutionary party was 
to be governed through ‘democratic centralism,’ an influential concept that 
mostly weighed out in practical terms as a strong emphasis on centralism, 
internal unity (the ‘monolithic’ unity) and discipline (Lalich 2004, 116). The 
effectiveness of Lenin’s call for a movement based on a disciplined cadre 
structure sustained by professional revolutionaries was proven by the 
astounding successes of Lenin’s Bolsheviks during the Russian revolution.20 

Equally concerned with putting revolutionary struggle into practice, 
Mao Tse-tung did not only strategize extensively on modalities of 
engagement with the enemy, but also paid considerable attention to 
organizational aspects and internal hierarchies. Mao considered for example 
that “[c]adres are a decisive factor, once the political line is determined. 
Therefore, it is our fighting task to train large numbers of new cadres in a 
planned way” (1971, 147). At the same time, Mao warned that “while boldly 
enlarging our membership, we must not relax our vigilance against enemy 
agents and careerists who will avail themselves of this opportunity to sneak 
in. … The only correct policy is: ‘Expand the Party boldly but do not let a 
single undesirable in’” (1971, 144). Beyond self-restraint, cadre discipline was 
to be organized as follows: “(1) the individual is subordinate to the 
organization; (2) the minority is subordinate to the majority; (3) the lower 
level is subordinate to the higher level; and (4) the entire membership is 
subordinate to the Central Committee” (1971, 149).  

According to Hannah Arendt, during much of the 20th century the 
revolutionary left in other parts of the world resisted embracing violence as a 
core strategy, in spite of the success of the Russian revolution.21 Instead, it 
was right-wing Fascism that went for carnage. She identifies Mao Tse-tung’s 
dictum ‘Power grows out of the barrel of a gun’ and especially Franz Fanon’s 

18 Examples include Kalyvas, Shapiro and Masoud (2008) and Weinstein (2007). 
19 Italics in the original. 
20 For retrospect on Lenin’s theoretical and strategic contributions, see Lih (2006) and Shandro (2007). 
21 Exceptions are of course the radical, but mostly isolated actions of some anarchists groups.  



book The Wretched of the Earth as turning points (Arendt 1969, 8-21). Fanon’s 
view of violence as an essential maturation element of the revolutionary 
process resounded well with supporters of different types of liberation 
movements emerging at the time, who endured severe persecution by 
repressive and militarized regimes or colonial forces. Jean-Paul Sartre, in his 
foreword to Fanon’s book, acclaims the liberating power of revolutionary 
violence, stating that “[t]his irrepressible violence… is man recreating himself 
” (1963, 21), and that, in taking up arms and fighting, the oppressed “by this 
mad fury …, have become men” (1963, 17). 

With the success of the 1959 Cuban revolution, Latin American 
revolutionaries found their own eloquent defender of revolutionary violence 
in Ernesto Che Guevara, who conceived of “armed struggle as the only 
solution for the peoples who fight to free themselves” (cited in Anderson 
1997, 633). His influential idea concerning the need to establish an active 
nucleus of guerrilla activity (the foco) as the revolutionary vanguard, was 
based on the conviction that the practice of revolutionary violence would 
provoke increasing repression and persecution by the (military) 
establishment, and thus help push revolutionaries towards clandestine and 
violent means, while simultaneously unleashing “the wave of hate that 
repression creates” and catalyze popular “awareness of the possibility of 
victory through violent struggle” (Guevara 1961, 63).  

Che not only advertised these beliefs, he also tried to put them into 
practice, most famously in his ill-fated Bolivia expedition (Anderson 1997. 
Castañeda 1997). Two months before his capture and execution in the 
Bolivian jungle, while facing extremely difficult political and military 
circumstances and suffering severe physical hardship, Guevara praised the 
moral benefits of armed struggle in his famous diary. In his view, “[t]his type 
of struggle provides us with the opportunity to become revolutionaries, the 
highest level of the human species. At the same time, it enables us to emerge 
fully as men” (Guevara 1994, 250). It was again Sartre who, shortly after 
Che’s death, spoke of him as “the most complete human being of our age” 
(quoted in McLaren 2000, 3). Che Guevara became the single-most important 
source of inspiration and guidance for Latin American (aspiring) insurgents 
(Castañeda 1993. Debray 1967. Gott 1970. Piñeiro 2006).  

While during the 1960s many Latin American revolutionaries accepted 
armed struggle as an inevitable and necessary step towards liberation, they 
sought to create revolutionary organizations equipped for the task. Most 



gravitated towards political-military organizations (PMOs) of Marxist-
Leninist signature (Pastore 2010, 94). The PMOs particularly built on the 
thesis–vigorously defended by Guevara–that certain modalities of armed 
struggle would contribute to generate a crisis of the capitalist regime and 
thus pave the way for a popular revolution. Guevara proposed to divide 
insurgent efforts in an internal and an external front. He conceived the 
internal front to be located in some rural area in which,  

 
given the importance of relations with the peasants, it is necessary to create 
organizations that channel and regulate these relations; organizations that will not 
only be present inside the liberated area, but will also have connections in the 
adjacent areas. Precisely through these connections it is possible to penetrate the 
zone for a future enlargement of the guerrilla front.  (2006, 106) 

 
The most important tasks of the external front are fundraising, propaganda, 
recruitment and sabotage, all instrumental to organizational expansion, 
especially by means of the insertion of militants in mass movements 
(Guevara 2006, 109-111). Like Lenin and Mao, Guevara emphasized the 
vanguardist role of revolutionary cadres. The cadres of the PMOs had to 
demonstrate exemplary revolutionary behavior, a dedication often referred 
to as mística revolucionaria.22 This mystique was an important ingredient of 
revolutionary militancy, the brand of political activism on which the PMOs 
were built.23 Through a spirit of revolutionary sacrifice, the cadres would be 
able approximate themselves to the people and to establish the bond needed 
to enlist them in their efforts. This template of the PMO led by a militant 
vanguard and using violence as a catalyst for the revolutionary process 
became highly influential in Latin America and beyond. 

 
[T]he directors of guerrilla warfare are not men who have bent their backs in the 
fields day after day. They are men who understand the necessity for changes in the 
social treatment accorded to peasants, without having suffered the bitterness of 
such a treatment personally, in most cases. It then occurs … that a genuine 
interaction takes place between these directors, who with the facts teach the people 
about the fundamental importance of armed struggle, and the people themselves 
that rise up in struggle … . Thus, from this interaction between the guerrilla fighter 
with his people, a progressive radicalization emerges that accentuates the 

22 Revolutionary mystique. 
23 Militancy can be characterized as a type of political engagement based on an ‘ideology of conflicting 
interests’ that combines an inclination towards concrete and confrontational actions, high levels of personal 
commitment as well as strong reliance on collective membership mobilization (Kelly 1996).  



revolutionary characteristics of the movement and give it national scope. (Guevara 
2006, 53-54) 
 

The ideas concerning the organization of revolutionary violence resumed 
above resound with a key aspect of relational approaches in the study of 
large-scale armed confrontation: the understanding of what kind of 
‘relational work’ is actually accomplished by the violence employed.24 Tilly 
proposes to look at “collective violence as a kind of conversation, however 
brutal or one-sided that conversation may be” (2003, 6). Violent contenders 
not only inflict losses upon each other by means of violent action, but also 
send messages to different audiences. For one, as George Simmel already 
noted, “common enmity is one of the most powerful means for motivating a 
number of individuals or groups to cling together” (1950, 193). But the use of 
lethal violence serves several purposes: it deepens the boundaries between 
contenders, it dramatically raises the stakes of the political engagement, it 
fuels efforts at military organization and re-enforces the position of armed 
actors and military specialists vis-à-vis other parties (Tilly 2003, 84. Tilly and 
Tarrow 2008, 136-7).  

From the perspective of the insurgents, when they build up their 
movement, they do so relying both on ‘informal’ networks as well as ‘formal’ 
organizations to shape a counterforce to the regime they seek to topple.25 A 
movement up for this colossal task requires enormous human, financial and 
technical resources. The insurgents gain access to such resources by building 
strategically on their own existing relationships, including family and 
friendship ties, as well as establishing new relationships–of various natures–
with groups and individuals that might contribute to the movement’s 
strength in different ways (Tilly 2008a, 16. Tilly and Tarrow 2008, 15). Such 
coordination efforts frequently imply trade-offs between the actors involved. 
For example, in analyzing the specifics of the use of violence in civil wars, 
Kalyvas elaborates on the concept of ‘alliance,’ which is  

24 On ‘relational work’ in social processes, see Tilly (1998, 72. 2005, 77. 2006c, 50). 
25 Networks differ from organizations by degree of formalization of relations and by type of coordination. In 
politics and other fields, networks and organizations intertwine: an interpersonal network is often at the basis 
of an organization, and organizations simultaneously serve as meeting points for people to construct social 
networks. Social networks invariably help to distribute different kinds of resources (political, economic, 
cultural, symbolic, and affective) and the dynamic of their distribution positions some participants better than 
others. Power is pervasive in social networks, even though a lack of formal governance structures and rules 
might sometimes make it hard to pin down exactly who holds what power over whom. In fact, it is this same 
degree of uncertainty that helps networks to develop themselves, with interaction continuously reconfirming 
relationships, but also modifying them in the process and often improvising on their possibilities 
(Buyandelgeriyn 2008).



 
a process of convergence of interests via a transaction between supralocal and local 
actors, whereby the former supply the latter with external muscle, thus allowing 
them to win decisive advantage over local rivals; in exchange, supralocal actors are 
able to tap into local networks and generate mobilization. (2006, 383) 

 
Thus, not only are “rebel leaders and combatants … embedded in pre-
existing social networks” (Weinstein 2007, 106), they are also simultaneously 
involved in shaping new hierarchical structures and power arrangements. 
Weinstein furthermore points out that “differences in organizational practice 
may be critical to understanding how rebellions unfold” (2007, 34). Elisabeth 
Wood posits that a range of different social processes related to war, and 
especially to the emergence of armed actors, “reconfigure social networks in 
a variety of ways, creating new networks, dissolving some, and changing the 
structure of others” (2008, 540). For example, “local elites generally mobilize 
existing social networks … to counter actors encroaching on their interests -
not only insurgent organizations but also rival elites seeking advantage in the 
disorganized context of war” (2008, 544). 

In wars, revolutions and the like, state sovereignty becomes disputed 
to produce “the existence of multiple sovereigns producing order within a 
single territory” (Mampilly 2007, 259). To the extent that the conflict includes 
the establishment of rearguards under relative stable control, it is likely that 
specific armed groups will routinely exert authority built on their local 
support networks and that this form of government will develop its own 
norms and rules, known to those involved. Reviewing Latin American 
insurgent movements from the 1950s onwards, Wickham-Crowley observes 
what he calls “[g]uerrilla governments [that] arise where landlords or central 
government authority have decayed. In such situations, the guerrillas often 
establish a new implicit social contract with the peasantry” (1987, 473). He 
argues that 
 

[g]uerrillas consolidated their authority over the peasantry as they began to 
provide the full array of social-contract ‘services’ to the local populace: defense, 
police-administration, and welfare. The first two functions were crucial in 
generating guerrilla government. For guerrillas to control a locale they must 
control the means of violence, a fundamental prerequisite of government. … 
[R]ational guerrilla authority displays that distinctive mix of coercion and 
exchange which is the hallmark of government. (1987, 482) 

 



Wickham-Crowley’s work on guerrilla government in Latin America is 
important because it begins to seriously address the issue of the different 
relationships forged as a result of insurgent efforts (1987, 1991, 1992). 
Guerrilla government is not only about the concrete dispute of authority with 
the state that the insurgents attempt to defeat, with all its different practical 
and symbolic implications, but it also crucially pertains to the regulation of 
the different constituents integration into the insurgency. Hence, it has to be 
understood in connection to the organization of insurgent relations. 

Reflecting on the social processes that take place during 
revolutionary turmoil, Charles Tilly argues that “the multiplication of 
polities is the key. A revolution begins when a single, sovereign polity 
becomes the object of effective, competing, mutually exclusive claims from 
two or more separate polities” (1997, 123). In his theoretical framework, Tilly 
defines the state as “an organization controlling the principal concentrated 
means of coercion within a delimited territory and exercising priority in 
some respects over all other organizations within the same territory” (1997, 
197). Polity then is “the set of relations among agents of the state and all 
major political actors within the delimited territory” (1997, 198). Hence, in 
Tilly’s view, the notion of polity should not be associated exclusively with 
the western model of the strong state and the exercise of citizenship within a 
framework of rule of law. According to Tilly, a polity can be the political 
community that integrates a nation-state, an insurgent movement or even a 
tribal band. Thus, even a ‘failed state’ may harbor one or several polities, 
each performing state-like roles in their territories and spheres of influence. 

Competing polities translate into fragmented sovereignties. The 
varnish of (postwar) state building efforts may subsume a prevalence of 
fragmented, emerging and competing power arrangements and mask 
fundamental splits in chains of authority over populations (Smith 2011). The 
problem is that modern notions of sovereignty have become so intertwined 
with the western ascendency of the nation-state, that the political practices 
and imaginaries of other parts of the world receive only marginal attention in 
theoretical work. When studying power from a relational perspective, it may 
indeed be more useful, as Hansen and Stepputat propose, to view 
“sovereignty as a tentative and always emergent form of authority grounded 
in violence that is performed and designed to generate loyalty, fear, and 
legitimacy from the neighborhood to the summit of the state” (2006, 297) and 
to acknowledge that in the postcolonial world “multiple and segmented 



sovereignties was always the reality for large sections of the population” 
(2006, 305), a reality that continues in many places. 

The perspectives above encourage us to extend the notion of polity 
beyond the idea of the hegemonic political constituent of the nation-state, 
and to pay attention to the production of polity - or ‘polities’ - in the 
contested terrain of political control in different parts of society. Various 
contenders may compete to accumulate correlation in political relationships, 
and when they do so in radical opposition to or mutual exclusion of each 
other, several polities may dispute control over territories or even the nation 
as a whole. Formal control over the state apparatus may provide crucial 
backing for the aspirations of a specific power block, but it is not a sine qua 
none for the constitution of a polity. If revolutionaries have a serious interest 
in taking over their country’s central government, will they not aim to 
accumulate sovereignty by undermining the relations tying different political 
actors to the central state and by building social, political and economic 
relations which shape up an alternative, oppositional polity? Less ambitious 
insurgents might still try to do the same on a local or regional level. A 
relational understanding of insurgency thus requires moving beyond 
insurgency as a fundamentally military movement to examine how 
insurgency constitutes itself as a polity and how this ‘insurgent polity’ 
subsequently develops over the years. 

In the historical overview I provide of the Salvadoran insurgency, I 
lean on the notion of the insurgent polity to document and analyze the 
trajectory of revolutionary movement, its different, partially overlapping 
social networks. I also pay particular attention to the ways the internal 
structuring and governance of the PMOs, including such aspects like 
militancy and clandestinity, helped shape El Salvador’s revolutionary 
movement. This review of the historical development of insurgency, I argue, 
constitutes a necessary overture for the inquiry into post-insurgency. As I 
will demonstrate throughout this study, the historical and organizational 
backgrounds of El Salvador’s insurgent movement, and in particular the 
consideration of its internal relations, provide necessary guidance to 
subsequent efforts of documenting and analyzing post-insurgency. “Rebels 
transitioning from camouflage-wearing guerrilla fighters to suited 
bureaucrats are unlikely to simply abandon the governance practices 
developed during times of war” (2011, 240), Mampilly argues, though I 
believe that this should not imply that such practices remain fixed or 



unchanged. Instead, I would argue that the insurgents’ historical political 
practices become part of the mix of democratic transition. In a broader 
theoretical sense, the insurgents are bound to bring with them into the new 
political arenas of peacetime and democratic transition the different types of 
capital accumulated during the war.26 
 
Post-insurgent political party conversion 
 
In 2009, 17 years after initiating the demobilization of its fighters, the FMLN 
became the first former Latin American guerrilla front that, having failed to 
take power through armed struggle, was nevertheless able win power 
through the ballot. It was also the first time in El Salvador’s history in which 
a left-wing political party won the Presidency. This occurred in a context of 
left-wing parties rising to power across the continent, catapulted in part by 
neo-liberalisms’ waning popularity.27 For international observers, FMLN 
president Mauricio Funes became the latest milestone addition in the ‘pink 
tide’ sweeping the Latin American continent (Cameron and Hershberg 2010. 
Cannon and Hume 2012. Isbester 2011. Levitsky and Roberts 2011). For the 
FMLN and its supporters, the historical symbolism was compelling, 
obtaining by popular vote the mandate they had been unable to garner 
through military means (Almeida 2010. L.A. González 2011). 

The conversion of an insurgent movement into a political party, often 
in combination with democratic reform, has been an increasingly common 
route in postwar transition processes in a range of different countries. 
Besides El Salvador, well-known cases include South-Africa, Angola, 
Guatemala, Cambodia, Burundi, Nepal, East-Timor and Mozambique, 
amongst many others. Some of these former insurgent movements became 
the dominant political party in their country, while others shared electoral 
favor with political contenders. The phenomenon has been considered 
particularly from the perspective of comparative politics, analyzing the 
strengths and limitations of the conversion process in terms of the new 

26 Here I use Bourdieu’s notion of capital as “the set of actually useable resources and powers” (1984, 108). In 
Bourdieu’s conception, social agents may dispose of economic, cultural, social and symbolic capital.  
27 Observers also point to other factors relevant to Latin America’s ‘left turn,’ such as left-wing varieties of 
political pragmatism (or opportunism, depending on observers’ position) and shifts in left-wing political 
repertoires. Regarding these many, sometimes substantial adjustments within the left, Benjamin Arditi asks 
“how can we speak of a turn to the left if we are unsure about what counts as the left?” (2008, 59). For 
contrasting political views on Latin America’s left turn, see Castañeda and Morales (2007) and Petras and 
Veltmeyer (2009).  



party’s political performance.28 These studies point to issues such as party 
bureaucratization (including negative as well as positive effects), limited 
leadership renewal (leading insurgents become leading politicians), limited 
political effectiveness (which, depending on the perspective, can be positive 
or negative), and the constraints of post–Cold War international relations. 
One major overview study on the matter concludes that 
 

while revolutionaries may speak the language of democracy, their practices do not 
always mirror this. Many have become as corrupt as the old orders they have 
overthrown as they seek to maintain their grasp on power and others have been 
reluctant or unable to adjust hierarchical battlefield strategies of leadership to 
governance in the political arena. The majority, however, have been forced or 
pushed into adopting variations of the free market development strategies, an 
approach fundamentally antithetical to the liberationist goals for which they 
struggled. (Deonandan 2007, 244) 

 
Thus, though they have not always adapted to the new political 
circumstances in ways that synchronize with previous idealistic credentials, 
the above is also an indication that many former insurgent leaders have 
shown significant capacity for accommodation. At the same time, the lack of 
trust between leaders, often traced to the experience of war, has been known 
to affect the willingness of parties to cooperate and to build coalitions or 
consensus, often contributing to the continued polarization of the political 
system (de Zeeuw 2010. Dudouet 2009. Manning 2007). The literature on the 
conversion process of insurgent movement into  political party identifies 
some recurrent patterns of leadership performance and party 
institutionalization, but its insistence on comparing cases from divergent 
historical and political contexts often gets in the way of its analytical depth. 
The case studies focus mostly on political elites, and generally have little to 
say about other segments of the movement. Furthermore, this type of 
scholarship tends to restrict the genealogy of the movement a priori to the 
political party that resulted from it, ignoring other organizational expressions 
that may have also survived or emerged from the insurgent movement.  

That said, there is a familiar pattern that emerges from the case studies of 
insurgent movement to political party. As insurgent elites adapt to the 
emerging postwar circumstances, their practical behavior tends to contrast 

28 Examples of such studies include Allison (2006), Burnell (2006), Deonandan, Close and Prevost (2007), de 
Zeeuw (2008), Dudouet (2009), Jarstad and Sisk (2008), Lee (1992), Manning (2004, 2007, 2008), and 
Söderberg-Kovacs (2007). 



with the movement’s idealistic heritage. Entering the arena of electoral 
democracy frequently implies the (implicit) acceptance of political tenets 
formerly rejected. This is a classical theme in political sociology, as far back 
as Max Weber, who detected “a tendency that appears in every [political] 
party that lasts, namely that the party becomes an end in itself for its 
members.”29 Robert Michels famously extended the argument into the ‘iron 
law of oligarchy,’ pivotal to elite theory.30  
 

It is organization which gives birth to the domination of the elected over the 
electors, of the mandataries over the mandators, of the delegates over the 
delegators. Who says organization, says oligarchy. (Michels 1962, 401)  

 
Michels built on his own experiences in the German revolutionary left at the 
turn of the 19th century, arguing that if elite formation would take place in a 
party built explicitly on an agenda of equality, this would provide conclusive 
proof of the pervasive and inescapable character of elite tendencies.31 Michels 
concluded that, even for those parties voicing strong democratic and 
egalitarian principles, their “internal policy … is today absolutely 
conservative, or on the way to become such” (1962, 366). According to 
Michels, “leaders arise spontaneously … . Soon, however, they become 
professional leaders, and in this second stage of development they are stable 
and irremovable” (1962, 400-1). Michels theorized that party organizations 

29 Cited in Linz (2006, 24).  
30 Elite theory is commonly associated with Italian sociology. Late 19th and early 20th century, Italian 
sociologists like Gaetano Mosca and Vilfredo Pareto developed a body of sociological theoretical work on the 
role of elites in politics, which has become commonly known as elite theory. Mosca forwarded the idea that 
the principle of government consisted of the rule of the minority over the majority, and that “[c]lass struggle, 
for Mosca, does not take place primarily between the ruling class and the masses but between a ruling elite 
and a subaltern elite claiming to represent the interests of the masses” (Finocchiaro 1999, 26). Pareto 
famously stated that “the history of man is the history of continuous replacement of certain elites: as one 
ascends, another declines” (1991, 36) and that “the rise of the new elite appears as the vindication of the 
humble and weak against the powerful and strong” (1991, 41). Robert Michels also lived and worked 
extensively in Italy, and is often considered as an exponent of Italian elitism. Antonio Gramsci, a Marxist and a 
prominent member of the Italian Communist Party, introduced elite theory ideas into Marxist thought. For 
critical overviews of Italian sociological elitism, see Adamson (1980), Bellamy (1987) and Finocchiaro (1999).  
31 In Michels’ words: “The study of oligarchical manifestations in party life is most valuable and most decisive 
in its results when undertaken in relation to the revolutionary parties, for the reason that these parties, in 
respect of origin and programme, represent the negation of any such tendency, and have actually come into 
existence out of opposition thereto. Thus the appearance of oligarchical phenomena in the very bosom of the 
revolutionary parties is a conclusive proof of the existence of immanent oligarchical tendencies in every kind 
of human organization which strives for the attainment of definite ends” (1962, 11). In an attempt to extend 
the validity of his argument, Michels also reviewed the most radical political groups active at the time, 
operating on the left of the revolutionary parties: the syndicalists and the anarchists. He concluded that that, 
in these groups, political radicalization, which included the use of violence, actually strengthened the internal 
power position of leadership, rather than granting power to the ‘masses’ in whose name proposals for 
radicalization were voiced (1962, 347).  



inevitably leaned on increased internal inequality, with leaderships’ 
detachment from the masses growing over time, until “new accusers arise to 
denounce the traitors; after an era of glorious combats and of inglorious 
power, they end by fusing with the old dominant class” (1962, 408).  

In political circles, elite theory was embraced mainly on the Right of 
the political spectrum, where many conceived of inequality as a necessary 
feature of the human condition and viewed elite theory as a proof of the 
falsity of leftwing anti-elitist claims. But some Marxists were also influenced 
by elite theory. Leon Trotsky for example, after being expelled from the 
Soviet Union in 1929, analyzed the development of the Communist Party 
under Stalin in terms that closely resemble those of Michels’ analysis of the 
German socialists. Trotsky argued that the party cadres had displaced the 
masses to assume the control of the State bureaucracy, and thus betrayed the 
revolution.  

 
The notorious slogan: ‘The cadres decide everything,’ characterizes the nature of 
Soviet society far more frankly than Stalin himself would wish. The cadres are in 
their very essence the organs of domination and command. A cult of ‘cadres’ 
means above all a cult of bureaucracy, of officialdom, an aristocracy of technique. 
…. [S]ince the soviet cadres come forward under a socialist banner, they demand 
an almost divine veneration and a continually rising salary. The development of 
‘socialist’ cadres is thus accompanied by a rebirth of bourgeois inequality. (1972, 
238) 

 
While for Trotsky elite tendencies had to be exorcized by deepening the 
revolution and making it ‘permanent,’32 Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci 
accepted elite tendencies as a given, and argued that subaltern classes could 
also produce elites, with the revolutionary intelligentsia tutoring the best and 
smartest emerging from the midst of these classes. Gramsci theorized 
extensively on the possible role of elites in forwarding the revolutionary 
cause (Finocchiaro 1999). In this sense, it is important to note that Gramsci’s 
concept of hegemony does not refer solely to the dominance of (traditional) 
powers, but also to the construction of alternative power, as in revolutionary 
hegemony among the subaltern group.33  

32 See Trotsky (1969. 1972. 1994). 
33 Consider for example “[a]mong the subaltern group one [the revolutionary intellectual] will exercise or will 
tend to exercise a certain hegemony by means of a party” (Gramsci 1971, 53. See also 1971, 55, 146). For a 
thorough review of elitism in Gramsci, see Finocchiaro (1999). 



Gramsci’s ‘philosophy of praxis,’ with its focus on culture, persuasion and 
the role of intellectuals in the revolutionary struggle, was very influential in 
Latin America, amongst other sources through the work of José Carlos 
Mariátegui and Paolo Freire.34 It also echoed through in liberation theology, 
which became highly influential in mobilizing Latin American Christians 
into revolutionary activism. Thus, Latin American revolutionaries built 
revolutionary organizations that professed a highly egalitarian ideology, 
while at the same time fomenting the emergence of a revolutionary 
vanguard, a vanguard with the qualities of a “guiding angel” and the 
devotion of “a true priest,” to recur once more to Che Guevara.35 For the 
revolutionaries, authority was heavily imbued with charisma.36 Some 
scholars have reflected extensively on what they conceive of as the 
‘messianism’ of the revolutionary movements across Latin America, framing 
this as a kind of transcendent elitism (Graziano 1999. Krauze 2011). Tracing 
the historical development of elite theory thus brings a critical perspective to 
Marxist ideas of vanguard and revolutionary leadership.  

To sum up, albeit from different perspectives, both postwar transition 
theory and elite theory zoom in on revolutionary elites and their specific role 
in the process of post-insurgent reconversion. Taking into account the lessons 
forwarded, a theory of post-insurgency would have to reflect on the possible 
legacies of internal hierarchies constructed by the revolutionaries. It would 
call to document and analyze the movement’s internal inequalities and 
inconsistencies, the possible discrepancies between political discourse and 
practices, the development of a cadre bureaucracy, and the interaction of the 
insurgent elites with other elites in the country. It would emphasize aspects 
related to the reconversion of the former insurgent elites as new power 
holders within the postwar political field. Following Gramsci, it would not 
only consider the movement’s performance in relation to the country’s 
traditional dominant powers, but it would also ponder the matter of 
hegemony within the movement itself, and how this might be reproduced or 
transformed in the new context.  
 

34 On Gramsci and Mariátegui, see Biegel (2005) and Löwy (2008). On Gramsci and Freire, see McLaren and 
Leonard (1993). For general considerations of Gramsci’s influence amongst Latin American revolutionaries, see 
Aricó (1988), Becker (1993) and García Canclini (1986). 
35 The Spanish terms used by Guevara are ‘ángel tutelar’ and ‘sacerdote verdadero’ (2006, 51-2). 
36 This falls back on Weber’s classical definition of the charismatic leader as “set apart from ordinary men and 
treated as endowed with supernatural, superhuman, or at least specifically exceptional powers or qualities” 
that “are regarded as of divine origin or as exemplary.” (Cited in Graziano 1999, 215) 



Post-insurgency and social movement theory 
 
The field of social movement studies offers another possible approach to 
post-insurgency, one with a keen eye for organizational particularities. In his 
book Power in Movement, distinguished social movement theorist Sidney 
Tarrow writes that “movements do not simply fade away … . Especially 
when movements leave lasting networks of activists behind them, they can 
regroup when … new opportunities appear” (1998, 164). Might Tarrow’s 
affirmation also apply to an insurgent movement? Tarrow and others argue 
that one of the relevant factors in the demobilization of social movements is 
that the political context–the technical term they use is ‘political opportunity 
structure’–changes in such a way as to make previous claim making more 
difficult or costly (McAdam, Tarrow and Tilly 2001. Tarrow 1998).37 
Certainly, a peace settlement and the process of democratic transition 
suppose very substantial changes in the political context in which the 
insurgent movement operates. But might an insurgent movement ‘leave 
lasting networks of activists behind?’ And if so, how might these networks 
function? Would all former insurgents participate in such networks, or only 
certain groups? What would be the relative position of particular (groups of) 
former insurgents in such networks? How would such networks relate to or 
interact with the organizational inheritance of the insurgent movement, such 
as for example a political party?  

In recent years, Sydney Tarrow, Charles Tilly and others have 
fruitfully expanded social movement theory to reflect on political claim 
making in a broader sense, framing social movement activity as part of the 
broader concept of ‘contentious politics.’38 In their framework, mobilization 
is “the most central process in contentious politics” (Tilly and Tarrow 2008, 
89). When these “mobilization processes eventually reverse themselves” 
(2008, 97), mobilizations’ counterpart–demobilization–becomes visible. 

37 Tarrow’s definition of ‘political opportunity structure’ reads as follows: “consistent–but not necessarily 
formal, permanent or national–dimensions of the political environment that either encourage or discourage 
people from using collective action” (1998, 18). 
38 Contentious politics refers to “interactions in which actors make claims bearing on someone else’s interest, 
leading to coordinated efforts on behalf of shared interests or programs, in which governments are involved 
as targets, initiators of claims, or third parties. Contentious politics thus brings together three familiar features 
of social life: contention, collective action, and politics” (Tilly and Tarrow 2008, 4). “Participation in 
contentious politics consists of conversational interaction within networks in the context of collectively 
constructed stories” (Tilly 2005, 58). The original statement of the contention framework can be found in 
Dynamics of Contention (McAdam, Tarrow and Tilly 2001). The book Contentious Politics (Tilly and Tarrow 
2008) presents a slightly revised and refined re-elaboration of that framework. 



Reviewing different episodes of political mobilization and demobilization, 
Tilly and Tarrow identify five different social mechanisms that produce 
demobilization: competition, defection, disillusionment, repression and 
institutionalization. Their argument is that these five elements combine in 
different degrees to produce demobilization in a given episode of contention. 
How exactly they combine varies in each episode (2008, 97-98). 

Hanspeter Kriesi also addresses the question of what happens to 
social movements when the intensity of protest and organizing efforts is 
waning. Beyond the phenomenon of demobilization that Tilly and Tarrow 
emphasize, Kriesi highlights the movements’ capacity for adjustment and 
transformation (1996. See also Kriesi et al 1995). He argues that the previous 
accumulation of the social ties, experience and prestige may translate into 
new roles, which transform the original social movement into something 
else, while at the same time partially keeping intact the social basis of the 
movement. Different organizational adjustment scenarios may enter in effect: 
institutionalization, commercialization, involution–which refers to the group 
turning more into itself–and radicalization. Several adjustment scenarios may 
also take place simultaneously (1995, 211-215).39  

Both Kriesi and Tilly and Tarrow built on a three-way model that 
economist Albert Hirschman introduced to qualify recurrent types of 
responses to decline in different organizations, public and private, large and 
small: ‘exit’ (ties with organization are weakened or broken), ‘voice’ (internal 
dissent and opposition rises) and ‘loyalty’ (continued obedience and 
suppression of discontent) (1970). Hirschman particularly emphasizes the 
potential of innovation that comes with ‘exit’ and, especially, ‘voice.’ But the 
most lasting legacy of his model is that it identifies recurrent, simultaneous 
patterns that affect the internal life of an organization when it comes under 
significant external stress (Brysk 2000. Snow 2004). 

Empirical testing of the theoretical models described above is, as of 
yet, rather spurious. Several social movement scholars have pointed out this 
deficiency, although in-depth empirical studies have remained far and in 
between.40 A relevant exception is Lynn Owens’ account on the decline of the 

39 Tilly and Tarrow also refer to Kreisi’s work, stating that his “typology shows how periods of high mobilization 
give rise to a variety of forms of exit that keep a movement base alive during periods when campaigns are in 
abatement” (2008, 132). 
40 References to limited scholarly attention for the topic of social movement decline include Adams (2003, 84), 
Kamenitsa (1998, 246), Maddison and Scalmer (2006, 229-230), McAdam, McCarthy and Zald (1988, 728), 
Owens (2009, 14), Rubin (1998, 160), Sprenkels (2005, 110), and Voss (1996, 227). Wacquant refers to the 



Amsterdam squatters’ movement (2009). Owens examines how, following 
the initial successes of the late 1970s and early 1980s, the squatters’ 
movement became divided after suffering their first major setbacks. Some 
squatters radicalized their demands and methods, while others in the 
movement moderated and negotiated with the authorities, with massive 
internal tensions rising. Inside the movement, stories of decline were used 
and manipulated in different ways in order to serve different sub-group 
agendas. This in turn strengthened the trope of decline as the dominant facet 
of the squatters’ movement experience. Previous successes came to represent 
heavy loads to carry instead of sources of inspiration. Owens concludes that, 
for the activists involved, “decline is generally measured by the standards set 
by … the narrative of its origins” (2009, 248). Even though familiar patterns 
of differentiation, such as that of radicalization versus moderation, appeared 
in the squatter’s movement’s decline, Owens’ main point is that the 
particular history of the social movement is a crucial element in its decline 
and in how such decline might be experienced by those involved. 

The question remains as to what extent the experience of social 
movements might be comparable to that of insurgent movements. As some 
ethnographic and historic accounts suggest, parallels might be found in the 
enormous investment of affect and the far-reaching mix of the personal and 
the political taking place (Jasper 2011. Polletta 2006. Selbin 2010). On the 
other hand, involvement in insurgent violence and warfare may generate 
specific effects on participants’ experiences and relations. For example, 
persecution and repression might strengthen some interpersonal ties and 
weaken others. On the other hand, engagement in insurgent violence may 
produce complicity, but is also likely to leave uncomfortable legacies and 
interpersonal rifts. Then there is also the question of whether the postwar 
transition qualifies as a situation of decline or demobilization of the 
revolutionary movement, or rather as a new stage in its development. As we 
shall see in this study, the views on this matter may differ greatly, as some 
former insurgents claim that the struggle continues, while others complain 
that the party has been absorbed by the system.  

In spite of such caveats, theory on social movement decline provides 
some stimulating insights that are well worth considering in relation to the 
postwar accommodation processes taking place in an insurgent movement. 

broader phenomenon of limited academic interest in “the process of disassociating and disidentifying“ (1990, 
399). 



For example, it suggests that different subgroups will respond to the 
emerging circumstances in different ways, and that such fragmented 
repositioning is likely to fuel internal tensions and conflict. In this sense, the 
‘institutionalization’ of the insurgent movement–the transition from guerrilla 
forces to political party which has been the recent focus of comparative 
political science–is a likely path of adjustment. However, social movement 
theory would press us to look for additional parallel accommodations taking 
place simultaneously, with different insurgent movement participants taking 
a variety of options and positions to accommodate the emerging 
circumstances of peace.  

So far, no single theoretical template for post-insurgent adjustments 
emerges from the existing literature. Nonetheless, the literature reviewed in 
the present chapter does offer significant guidance as to the kind of 
phenomena we should be attentive to within post-insurgency as a social 
field. Different strands of analysis coincide in emphasizing that, even if 
previous relationships generated ‘lasting networks,’ the relationships among 
participants in the organization are susceptible to undergoing substantial 
transformations when external conditions change. The literature also 
suggests that different participants or groups of participants may react or 
adjust to the emerging circumstances in different ways. It points out 
recurrent patterns of differentiation and adjustment to look out for, but is 
unable to predict the specific interaction between different options and its 
outcomes in any particular context.  

Implicitly, the different theoretical models reviewed acknowledge the 
existence of what Wacquant refers to as “strategies of reproduction or 
reconversion that groups develop to maintain or improve their position” 
while the context around them changes (1992, 27). Such strategies can be 
more or less successful, and impact differently on different group members. 
A focus on post-insurgent relations implicates significant sensitivity for the 
internal power differentials within the movement, and suggests the rise of 
variety of responses from different individuals and subgroups in the 
insurgent movement to postwar transition, giving way to a series of 
contingent and possibly contentious accommodations in internal 
relationships. This approach fits with the task laid out for this study in 
chapter 1: to identify and analyze the accommodations that took place in the 
relations that previously sustained El Salvador’s insurgent movement. 
 



Research set-up and methodology 
 
Before embarking upon the present research project, my personal 
involvement in El Salvador’s revolutionary movement had already provided 
me with an intimate sense of how insurgent relations were still very relevant 
in the postwar period. In fact, this was what convinced me early on that the 
best way to study the legacies of insurgency would be to focus primarily on 
the adjustments in the relations between different groups and participants. 
The methodological question then became: what tools would be best suited 
to study such adjustments? First, I sought out different approaches that 
would allow me to map relations and their development over time. Second, I 
looked for ways to document the different meanings participants attributed 
to such relations and to the changes within them. Rather than settling on one 
methodological approach, I used several complementary approaches, 
ranging from the review of internal PMO documents to the documentation of 
life trajectories. I particularly made a lot of space for ethnographic fieldwork, 
the approach I considered best suited to capturing the lived experience of El 
Salvador’s post-insurgency.  

The empirical contribution of the present study can be divided into 
two sections. The first part, consisting of chapters 3 and 4, is based on an 
extensive review of available written sources on the Salvadoran insurgency 
and post-insurgent reconversion, respectively. Occasionally, I complement or 
illustrate certain relevant aspects with material from retrospective 
interviews.41 Apart from providing the necessary history and context on 
insurgency and its aftermath required for the subsequent in-depth 
ethnographic case studies, the two chapters focus specifically on the internal 
relations of Salvadoran revolutionary movement, their development over 
time, and the major adjustments that occurred during the years following the 
Peace Accords. The two chapters thus provide a broadly stroked relational 
account of the insurgent movement and its postwar reconversion.  

The second part consists of three in-depth ethnographic case studies 
that highlight different, but complementary experiences connected to post-
insurgency. Each is presented in a separate chapter. Having inherited a good 
feel for the spread of post-insurgent networks from my activist years, I was 
also conscious that whatever sites chosen for ethnographic fieldwork would 

41 For my interviews I have taken guidance from Dirk Kruijt’s lengthy experience in interviewing former soldiers 
and guerrilla fighters in Latin America. See Kruijt (2013).  



only be able provide direct insight in the inner workings of a part of El 
Salvador’s post-insurgency. Having presented, in chapters 3 and 4, an 
overview of the different associations, communities, institutions and 
networks that sprouted out of the insurgency, it becomes very clear that it 
would be impossible to ethnographically document the relational processes 
taking place in all the different post-insurgent organizations.  

“The key problem of doing ethnography is ultimately a question of 
scale” (Comaroff and Comaroff 2003, 172). As I reflected on how to faithfully 
delimitate and ‘capture’ the social field of post-insurgency, I became aware 
that, for the sake of manageability and parsimony, the ethnographer has to 
simplify the field in order to capture it. While some relations are included, 
others are left out. In a thoroughly interconnected world composed of 
countless interpersonal relations, any delimitation, though indispensible for 
meaningful research, is at the same time also arbitrary and contestable. While 
savoring ethnography’s intimate richness and its tolerance for “fragmentary, 
unruly manifestations” (Comaroff 2010, 528), the challenge becomes that of 
finding “theoretical scaffolding in order to structure findings” (Wedeen 2010, 
264).  

At the beginning of this research project I was aware that I wanted to 
focus on the internal relations of post-insurgency, but I was not yet very clear 
on how to achieve this. Rather, the answers started shaping up gradually, 
mainly as a result of mulling over fieldwork experiences, in “a dialectic 
between reflection and immediacy” (Rabinow 1977, 38). I knew that, rather 
than focusing on the leadership of the movement, I wanted to give priority to 
the documentation and analysis of the rank-and-file experience of post-
insurgency and, particularly, to the perspectives of former PMO mid-level 
cadres, who I considered to often be more knowledgeable about internal 
processes than the leadership itself. I also wanted to take advantage of my 
own previously accumulated knowledge and contacts in order to make 
fieldwork more effective and fruitful. Being particularly interested in the 
diversity of accommodations amongst different subgroups, I wanted to 
divide my fieldwork among various groups and locations using ‘multi-sited 
ethnography’ (Marcus 1995, 112). 

Shortly after the start of research, I decided to focus my efforts on two 
major fieldwork projects, each focusing on different aspects of insurgent 
legacies. The first project consisted of an ethnographic study of an insurgent 
repopulation, a settlement of guerrilla supporters in one of the former war 



zones. Seeking to benefit from my previous years in Chalatenango, I selected 
a repopulation in called Comunidad Ignacio Ellacuría, located in the 
mountains of northeastern Chalatenango. Though a lot has been written on 
El Salvador’s insurgent repopulations (I reviewed the literature as part of the 
Ellacuría case study), I found that the literature largely ignored the specific 
role of insurgency and insurgent relations on a community level, and how 
such inherited relations might have developed over time. In turn, I put this 
matter at the heart of the fieldwork in this repopulation, whose findings are 
presented in chapter 5.  

The second fieldwork project I began focused more explicitly on post-
insurgent politics. I arranged to perform ethnographic fieldwork with three 
different former guerrilla veterans’ organizations. I chose the FMLN 
veterans’ organizations, because I considered these to be politically engaged 
collectives in which ideas regarding the legacy of insurgency were likely to 
play a central role. The three groups I selected represented not only different 
historical constituencies, but also different political positions vis-à-vis the 
FMLN and the government. With veterans playing prominent roles in FMLN 
politics, this fieldwork project allowed me to document and reflect upon 
post-insurgent political practices and to zoom in on the lived-experience of 
post-insurgent politics close to its geographical center of power, the 
metropolitan area of San Salvador. Its findings are presented in chapter 7. 

A third fieldwork project emerged when I was already several 
months into my research efforts. At the time, I was thinking through how to 
document and analyze the diversity of livelihood options that former 
insurgents have recurred to in the postwar period. The fieldwork with the 
veterans’ organizations was focusing on post-insurgent politics, and I 
considered that it would be unable to capture the broader socio-economic 
dynamics of post-insurgency accurately. The Ellacuría case study in 
Chalatenango was rendering some data on socio-economic adjustments, but 
the information was limited to those insurgents and insurgent supporters 
who had decided to settle in this repopulation. Though relevant, I considered 
the scope of the findings to be too limited to be able to analyze the socio-
economic aspects of post-insurgent relations comprehensively.  

Because of its innovative character, the methodology I developed for 
my third fieldwork project is presented in more detail as part of the case 
study. While engaged in diverse fieldwork activities with FMLN veterans, I 
discovered that I could use old photographs of guerrilla units to reconstruct 



what had happened over the years to fighters in the picture. The thought 
behind this approach was that the reconstruction of life trajectories would 
provide insight on long-term accommodation patterns amongst El Salvador’s 
former insurgents, drawing on a social science discipline called life course 
research. At the same time, I found that working with these photographs 
generated a very interesting new platform for ethnographic engagement. 
While helping to trace what had happened to their former comrades in the 
years after the war, ‘informers’ became research assistants helping to 
generate substantial deliberation and reflection on the experience of post-
insurgency. The findings of this third fieldwork project are presented in 
chapter 6.  

The three case studies each zoom in on different aspects of insurgent 
relations and their postwar accommodation. While the Ellacuría case study 
presents a perspective on post-insurgency at the level of a peasant 
community, the FMLN veterans’ groups study focuses on experience of post-
insurgent engagement in national politics. The case study on the life 
trajectories of former guerrilla fighters, based on historical photographs, 
presents a research scope located in between the local and the national. The 
life trajectories presented help us understand how, in the social field of post-
insurgency, the individual and the collective, the local and the national, may 
interact and become connected in several ways. The different fieldwork 
projects represent diverse entry points and document different perspectives 
on post-insurgent relations, with findings of one fieldwork project nurturing 
and cross-fertilizing those of the next. Each of the fieldwork projects zooms 
on different, but connected forms of collectivity within post-insurgency, from 
the community level to the social movement setting of the veterans’ 
organizations. One important advantage of the fieldwork based on the 
photographs was that it took the relations of the past–when the photographs 
were taken–as its point of departure, something that helped get a much 
better feeling for the diversity of life options among former insurgent 
participants than a sample created on the basis of present-day affiliations 
would have. To work with the photographs helped create valuable insights 
into the interaction between different localities and subgroups within the 
social field of post-insurgency. I found that part of the value of using 
multiple fieldwork methods and sites was indeed that parallels and 
differences between findings forced me to reflect more deeply on the 
experience of post-insurgency (Falzon 2009, 13).  



 
Political ethnography in the perspective of people’s unfolding lives 
 
Ethnography can be defined as “social research based on the close-up, on-
the-ground observation of people and institutions in real time and space, in 
which the investigator embeds herself near (or within) the phenomenon so as 
to detect how and why agents on the scene act, think and feel the way they 
do” (Wacquant 2003, 5). By placing the researcher in a particular site for 
considerable time, ethnography is uniquely suited for the unraveling of 
different social relations and power arrangements relevant for that site. The 
commitment to a fieldwork site allows the researcher to document the 
specific context and history needed to grasp local experience, and to take into 
account new or ongoing developments over time. Since it “engages the 
analyst in looking at social processes as they unfold” (Tilly 2006a, 410), it 
allows the researcher to pay specific attention to relations and relational 
work taking place in a given social setting.42  

In the study of politics, ethnographic methods have recently gained 
noticeable popularity in consideration of their ability to fetter out how 
political processes, often captured in broad and potentially abstract 
categories, are actually entangled with individuals’ lived experiences (Schatz 
2009). According to Javier Auyero, “ethnography is uniquely equipped to 
look microscopically at the foundations of political institutions and their 
attendant sets of practices, just as it is ideally suited to explain why political 
actors behave the way they do and to identify the causes, processes and 
outcomes that are part and parcel of political life” (2006, 258). Hence, 
“ethnographic approaches provide us with the tools necessary to understand 
not just the political outcomes of formal institutions but also the informal 
processes by which these outcomes are achieved” (Arias 2009, 243-4). In 
effect, the rise of ethnography within political science has drawn attention to 
how formal political arrangements may co-exist, interact and crossbreed with 
a host of informal political practices. Scholars have proposed several 
concepts to capture these hybrid forms of ‘on the ground’ politics, such as 
‘infrapolitics’ (Scott 1990, 183), ‘brown areas’ (O’Donnell 1999, 2004),43 ‘the 

42 “If you believe (as I do) that how things happen is why they happen, then ethnography has great advantages 
over most other conventional social scientific methods,” Charles Tilly declares (2006a, 410). Although Tilly 
himself rarely engaged in ethnography per se, his later work draws extensively on the insights generated by 
means of the ethnographic fieldwork of others.  
43 O’Donnell defines brown areas as “subnational systems of power that have a territorial basis and an 



grey zone of state power’ (Auyero 2007), or ‘the underlife of politics’ (Das 
2007, 174).  
 Some compelling examples of ethnographic inquiries into the ‘real life’ 
experience of politics draw on lengthy and personalized involvement to 
facilitate the deciphering of meanings and interpretations of the political 
within particular communities and social circles (Ashfort 2005. Auyero 2001, 
2007. Bourgois 2003. Gutmann 2002). Nonetheless, over the years, a range of 
ethnographic projects have also demonstrated how hard it may be to 
overcome the social distance between the researcher and her subject, an 
apartness associated with differentials in power and socio-economic status as 
well as with the ethnographers’ cultural precepts (Clifford and Marcus 1986. 
Tedlock 2003). Also, ethnography, as is the case with other social scientific 
endeavors, is inevitably, though not always manifestly, colored by agendas 
of academic sponsors and by the scholar’s desire for her work to be met by 
academic certification (Wacquant 2002. Yanow 2009). On the other hand, the 
ethnographers’ apartness may sometimes become blurred, contested or 
confused, in the minds of the researcher, informants or in both, after 
especially lengthy sojourns in the field or by sharing of intense emotions and 
experiences together (Bayard de Volo 2009. Geertz 1988. Hall 2009. Farmer 
2005. Irwin 2006. Wacquant 2006). 
 
Familiarity and its entanglements 
Having participated with the FPL and having previously established 
personal bonds with many (former) insurgents, I had the benefit of personal 
consideration and, sometimes shared friendship or affection with some of my 
informants. Because of these former bonds and shared histories, those FMLN 
veterans I knew from before often spoke to me in ways similar to how they 
would speak with other former comrades. I was often introduced to others as 
a compañero or a comrade, as someone with revolutionary credentials that 
could be trusted, someone to be talked to freely and sincerely.44 That said, it 
is important to note that the conversations between former comrades that I 

informal but quite effective legal system, yet they coexist with a regime that, at least at the national political 
center, is democratic” (2004, 41). 
44 The people I knew from before often mentioned my previous connection with the FPL in order to encourage 
others in the conversation that might not personally know me to trust me. I also interacted directly with 
informers that I did not know from my previous involvement, and then I often presented myself as someone 
personally familiar with the political process they were involved in, as well as some of its underlying 
sensibilities. I sometimes shared stories about my own experiences within the FPL that I considered 
worthwhile to establish rapport or engage in dialogue with informers.  



witnessed or participated in were not by definition frank or trustful, 
especially so when the conversation turned to politics. The insurgent 
movement suffered significant postwar conflicts and split-offs, and former 
insurgents now frequently were distrustful of the politics of their former 
comrades. Amongst the former FPL cadres, for example, several important 
members had left the FMLN in the postwar years, and some had become 
very outspoken critics of the party. On the other hand, some of those who 
remained loyal to the FMLN did not hesitate to label former FPL cadres who 
had publically spoken out against the FMLN as ‘traitors.’45  
  Thus, even though my former affiliation with the FPL, and my 
personal ties to many of the people I talked to or interviewed for this study, 
provided me with a solid basis for informed conversation on (post-) 
insurgent internal issues, it did not necessarily mean that mutual trust was a 
given, and that there were no apprehensions with regard to what could be 
said and how it should be said, both by my interlocutors and by myself. On 
the other hand, my personal antecedents with the FPL and my personal 
contacts within the FMLN did help me to gain access to different research 
sites, a level of access that might have been harder to obtain for a researcher 
without previous affiliations.46  

As I confirmed throughout my fieldwork, post-insurgency was a 
contentious and conflicted field, in which different groups of former 
insurgents often saw themselves and others as now belonging to competing 
groups, and frequently said terrible things about each other behind each 
other’s backs. They engaged in different forms of “malicious gossip and 
character assassination,” regularly referring to or insinuating their former 
comrades’ involvement in treason, corruption, intimidation and other 
unsavory plots (Robben 1995, 94). At the same time and somewhat 
paradoxically, trust was, according to my informers, an indispensible asset to 
be able to conduct any type of inquiry with FMLN veterans. The people that 
knew me best, often referred to FMLN veterans as particularly distrustful 

45 See for example Serrano Serrano and León Castillo (2009). In the interviews I did for this study examples of 
commentary on treason and betrayal abound: Antonio (29-07-2009), Beatriz (12-02-2010), Bernabé (17-03-
2010), Carmen (11-12-2008), Demetrio (26-05-2009), Fabio (28-08-2009), Félix (06-03-2009), Hernán (11-03-
2010), Jerónimo (27-12-2009), Jorge (19-01-2010), José (-3-12-2009), Lilian (23-01-2010), Manuel (03-11-
2007), Martín (26-08-2009), Moisés (27-08-2009), Rafael (01-12-2009) Segundo (22-05-2009), Tino (29-05-
2009) and Umberto (20-05-2009) 
46 For example, based on my contacts I was able to arrange permission to engage in participant-observation 
research with the Sector de Veteranos de Guerra del FMLN (the Sector of FMLN War Veterans), attending 
meetings and other activities, as well as interviewing members of this group, and thus regularly work inside 
the FMLN offices. I was also able to secure cooperation with several other veteran groups (see chapter 7). 



and explained this mindset as a remnant of the war in combination with the 
perceived marginalization and manipulation many veterans suffered over 
the years at the hand of their leadership.  

My main ethical concerns focused on clarifying throughout my 
research that I was not siding with any sub-group of former insurgents in 
particular, but that I wanted to understand the social and political dynamics 
of post-insurgency in El Salvador. My other main ethical concern was to not 
provide any of the groups or individuals that I worked with access to my 
own fieldwork information that I considered might be used or manipulated 
to benefit one of the factions over the others. Even though several informers 
said they would have no problem in seeing their names published, and in 
publically ventilating critical standpoints, others would be willing to give an 
interview only if I agreed to protect their identity. Early on in the fieldwork, I 
resolved to use only pseudonyms throughout the study in order to make 
specific comments untraceable to specific individuals.47 For their publication, 
I furthermore limited the description of the personal details of the 
informants’ life trajectories in such a way that tracing specific identities 
would be a difficult task. The only case in which I do not rely on 
pseudonyms to protect personal identity is that of a handful of public figures 
that feature in the study, whose political role has been treated extensively in 
the newspapers. 

Even though throughout my fieldwork I have attempted to remain 
respectful and inclusive of all the different currents and opinions, I have to 
admit that I sometimes found it difficult to digest opinions and practices that 
I interpreted as highly intolerant and dismissive of other groups. Since 
speculations and disqualifications play an important political role in the field 
of post-insurgency, I felt it necessary to include information on such 
phenomena, even if what is expressed might be hurtful for some, sometimes 
myself included. For those involved in post-insurgency, these types of stories 
are no secret, even if they have never been published. In fact, according to 
several of my informers, those that have been harmed by disqualifications 
welcome the consideration of such stories and their manipulation as part of 

47 Further detais concerning the use of data and sources for this study can be found in Annex 1. Annex 2 
present the list of protagonists that participated or contributed to this study in different ways. For purposes of 
verification, this study’s supervisors–Prof. Dr. Dirk Kruijt and Dr. Chris van der Borgh–do have access to the 
original names of those interviewed and as used in fieldnotes. The complete transcripts of the interviews for 
this study will be made accessible for the public (a copy will be made available to the archives of the IEHAA-
UES), but with the identity of individual informants protected through the use of pseudonyms. 



an even-handed account.48 At any rate, a critical consideration of the social 
field of post-insurgency had to include the stories that former insurgents tell 
about each other and about the relationships they sustain, with all their 
(subjective) perceptions, allegations and disqualifications. What I have 
attempted is to show the many different sides to such stories, to demonstrate 
how they connect and interact with post-insurgent relationships, and to 
render them in such a way that a modicum of respect remains in place for all 
those involved. 
 
‘Insider’ ethnography in a divided community 
I have to admit that my methodological enthusiasm for ethnography led me 
to initially underestimate the complexity of the political and ethical 
dilemmas I would come across in the course of fieldwork. I first envisioned 
the extent to which I had put myself in a difficult position after a few weeks 
of fieldwork, while sitting on the toilet in one of the FMLN offices in the 
center of San Salvador. Outside, in the roofed patio, the weekly meeting of 
the ‘official sector’ of FMLN war veterans was taking place. I could clearly 
hear everything that was being said, but at the same time I was now 
temporarily absent from the meeting, and invisible for the rest of the 
participants. The walls of the bathroom, relatively clean by Salvadoran 
standards, had been painted, not very long ago, in the red and white, the 
FMLN colors. On the inside of the door someone had scribbled with a blue 
permanent marker the phrase “Opportunists Out of the FMLN.” Below, 
standing out in thick black ink, was written “Treason Is Paid With Blood,” 
the word ‘blood’ triple underlined.49  

This last phrase threw me off. “How can treason still be a salient 
concept, with military structures and discipline long dissolved? Why do 
contemporary political disagreements give rise to such violent passions?” I 
wondered. I also thought of the cruelty of the phrase in relation to the 
innocent lives that were lost because of accusations of treason and infiltration 
during the war.50  

Then a feeling of wariness overcame me. I slipped into pondering my 
own personal situation. How does this group of veterans actually see me, as I 
sit in their meetings, observing the scene and taking notes? To what extent do 
they really trust me? Could I be labeled at some point as an opportunist as 

48 Interviews with Beatriz (12-02-2010), Dolores (02-12-2009) and Felipe (30-01-2010). 
49 Fieldnotes (07-09-2009). 
50 More about this in chapter 3.  



well, as someone who no longer had any legitimate business there? Was I not 
there in the service of social science or myself (depending on the perspective) 
and ultimately not (or not necessarily) for the benefit of the FMLN? Or 
worse, could I be called a ‘traitor’ if my writing disclosed things that some 
did not want to be disclosed or voiced opinions some did not want to hear? 
And how would it really make me feel if I were to be referred to as a traitor? I 
sensed that my personal identification with the FMLN, and especially with 
friends and loved-ones circulating in and around the FMLN, was large 
enough to make me not only uncomfortable, but also hurt, by such an 
accusation. In consequence, could this sentiment or its anticipation 
potentially influence my research? Would I allow myself to write freely, even 
if some of my informers, or alternatively, some of my friends, might not like 
some of my findings, and might then even claim a violation of trust, which 
some could then propel into the troublesome semantics of treason? To what 
extent could I or should I (still) be subjected to the moral discipline of the 
revolutionary movement?  

These five plus minutes of intimate seclusion possibly amounted to 
what some anthropologists call an ‘ethnographic epiphany.’51 It turned the 
implicit idea I had of myself as a trusted insider to FMLN politics on its head. 
I frequently and sometimes involuntarily returned to the admonitions on the 
FMLN bathroom door throughout the remainder of my fieldwork. I 
concluded that the best way to avoid being drawn into the political dynamics 
of the post-insurgency field was by documenting and analyzing these 
dynamics as thoroughly as I could. I sought to make myself more immune to 
censorship by including and interpreting the politics of distrust as one of the 
features of post-insurgency.  

I found it proved to be a fruitful approach. Throughout my 
fieldwork, I was recurrently confronted with the peddling of distrust. In 
particular, my willingness to work with several different veterans’ groups 
with different political positions raised quite a few eyebrows. In one meeting, 
someone handed me a detailed document concerning alleged fraud 
committed by the ‘orthodox’ line of the party in the 2003 FMLN internal 
elections. He told me: “don’t show this to anyone, they could kill you for 
this.” Perplexed because of this comment, I asked him: “do you really think 
that they would be capable of doing something like that?” He replied: “Of 

51 See for example Apter (2005) and Pravaz (2003). Beatty traces what he calls “the doctrine of ethnographic 
epiphany” to Clifford Geertz, praising its effectiveness as a rhetorical device, but questioning the soundness of 
its heuristics (1999, 77-8). 



course they are. Do you know [he mentioned a former military cadre of one 
of the PMOs]? This man is really dangerous. He is the one who does their 
dirty work for them.”52 A few months later, a different veteran handed me a 
10 page handwritten report labeled ‘confidential’ with details of the FMLN 
leaderships’ alleged involvement in acts of corruption and intimidation. 
Again, discretion and secrecy were requested of me, particularly with regard 
to making the information traceable. I asked what use it might have then for 
my study. His answer was: “see for yourself.”53 

My level of access to different groups of veterans did not mean that I 
was always and completely trusted by everyone; quite the contrary. 
Everybody knows that trust can be violated or betrayed, and that this 
happens all the time, especially when stakes are high and polarization is rife. 
Many veterans were furthermore keenly aware that their political practice 
did not always resemble the ideals they voiced. While presenting my 
research project and working with the FMLN veterans that figure in this 
study, I could almost ‘see’ some of them thinking: very well that he has taken 
an interest in us, and that he is participating, taking notes, doing interviews, 
sharing opinions; but in the end, what will this guy actually write about us? 
As Wolcott observes, to the informers “the real mystique surrounding 
ethnography … is not in doing field work, but in subsequently organizing 
and analyzing the information one gathers and in preparing the account that 
brings the ethnographic process to a close” (1997, 155-6).54 

In effect, the fact that I was a relative insider to the FMLN, its people 
and its political environment, rather than inspiring assuredness, also 
potentially turned me into a greater liability, since it provided me with more 
access to the kind of information that some people might not want to share 
outside their own personal circles. It also plausibly supplied me with 
interpersonal contacts with people that might want to lay a hand on this type 
of information to use it against their political contenders. Salvadoran politics, 
left and right, is rife with distrust. Why should I be an exception?  

Rather than recurring to suggestive but ultimately confusing 
categories like ‘insider’ or ‘native’ ethnography, I found it to be more fruitful 
to reflect on my own ethnographic position in the unfolding dynamics of the 

52 Fieldnotes (17-08-2009). 
53 Fieldnotes (11-03-2010). 
54 Italics in the original. 



fieldwork.55 I learned a lot from looking at how the former insurgents I 
worked with in the field negotiated and administrated interpersonal trust 
and distrust, including with regard to myself. Previous bonds and insiders’ 
certification as an entry point to fieldwork did not necessarily translate into 
unrestricted access, but they did allow me to be (partially) absorbed into the 
social field of post-insurgency. Thus, rather than simply claiming trust as an 
insider, I considered it more fruitful to take a closer look at the negotiation of 
trust in fieldwork, and to probe how such a perspective might allow the 
researcher to approximate “the subterranean logics of the exercise of power” 
(Chabal and Daloz 2006, 262). Though creating room to reflect on the 
complexities and particularities of ethnographic engagement with people 
and phenomena already connected to my own life did not make fieldwork 
easier, I found it did make it more rewarding.  
 
The ethnographer as a genealogist 
Looking to further qualify the benefits of ethnographic familiarity, I found 
inspiration in Nancy Scheper-Hughes’ plea in favor of the inclusion of a 
localized historical perspective in the fieldwork, that of the anthropologist as 
“a keeper of the records, a minor historian of ordinary lives of people often 
presumed to have no history” (1992, 29). Her widely praised ‘Death without 
weeping’ draws on an involvement stretching almost three decades. She 
volunteered for the Peace Corps as a health care worker in a town in the 
Brazilian North-East during the 60s. At the time, her community organizing 
activities got her (and other community leaders) arrested and questioned by 
the police on accusations concerning Marxist infiltration (1992, 11). Scheper-
Hughes left Brazil and eventually became an anthropologist. During the 80s, 
she returned to the same neighborhood she had lived and worked in before, 
this time for extended ethnographic fieldwork, involving many of the same 
people she had met and worked with in the 60s. The resulting book provides 
a compelling portrait of the lived realities of power, gender and poverty in a 
Brazilian shantytown (1992). For Scheper-Hughes, the ethnographer is 
someone who 

 

55 A reflective approach in ethnography implies that subjecting “the position of the observer to the same 
critical analysis as that of the constructed object at hand” (Barnard cited in Wacquant 1992, 41. See also 
Pachirat 2009). On insider or native ethnography, see Labaree (2002), Moffatt (1992), Narayan (1993) and 
Schatz (2009, 6-8). 



knows the personal history of the community. She is their genealogist, and because 
of her privileged presence at births and deaths and other life cycle events, she can 
readily call to mind the fragile web of human relations that binds people together 
into a collectivity. (1992, 29) 

 
Patently, Scheper-Hughes’ ‘ethnographer as genealogist’ is only possible by 
means of the prolonged personal attachment that allows her to see and 
understand people in the perspective of their unfolding lives, and to interact 
with them accordingly. This perspective suggests in turn that the main value 
of ethnography’s proximity may not be located in the depth of its intimacy, 
or in the measure of trust accumulated, but rather in its capability to generate 
historicized understandings of human lives. As Bourdieu argues, the habitus, 
people’s socially constructed “system of cognitive and motivating 
structures,” (1990, 53) is a product of history and as such  
 

produces individual and collective practices - more history - in accordance with the 
schemes generated by history. It ensures the active presence of past experiences, 
which deposited in each organism in the form of schemes of perception, thought 
and action, tend to guarantee the ‘correctness’ of practices and their constancy of 
time, more reliably than all formal rules and explicit norms. (1990, 54) 

 
Following this line of thought, I consider that the particular ethnographic 
sensibility that long time familiarity with the field can help generate, is 
primarily located in the ethnographer’s ability to historicize the different 
social processes observed in fieldwork, and to capture and understand the 
possible meanings attached to these processes by their protagonists from the 
historical perspective of their previous experiences and positions, and placed 
within the perspective of what people make of themselves through time, 
their own particular life projects, however small or large these may be. Thus 
conceived, ethnography presents itself as a methodological approach suited 
not only to document portions the lived experience of El Salvador’s post-
insurgency, but also to help make better sense of the people involved from 
the perspective of the historical development of their lives. 
 
Reinforcing the social genealogy perspective 
Though convinced that ethnography held the best cards to faithfully 
document the social field of post-insurgency, I remained concerned about the 
matter of scale. How many post-insurgent relations would I be able to 
describe through ethnography? Even though I primarily aimed for a 



qualitative grasp on post-insurgency, I also did not want to completely 
ignore issues of quantitative representation. Furthermore, how to avoid 
being excessively constrained in my perspective on post-insurgency by the 
relations present in my two fieldwork sites (the community of Ellacuría and 
the FMLN veterans’ groups)? Having embraced the perspective of the 
ethnographer as genealogist, I then also felt I had to push the capacity of my 
research to actually document social genealogies. I wanted to be able to build 
a larger sample of post-insurgent relations without doing away with 
ethnographic fieldwork and without jeopardizing the qualitative character of 
my study. 

When I first thought of the historical photographs of guerrilla units as 
a research tool, I began to conceive of how data regarding the lives of those 
in the photographs might provide insight into post-insurgent relations in a 
broader sense, based on a sample that would be quite a bit more diverse than 
what I would be able to capture through participant-observation and 
interviews in the other two case studies. By drawing on a social science 
discipline known as life course research, these photographs’ potentially 
could provide a lens on post-insurgent interpersonal networks that was 
broader than the perspectives I would be able to obtain from the other two 
case studies.56 

A rather fragmented discipline, I found that life course research 
accommodates a host of theoretical and methodological perspectives (Kohli 
2007. Mayer 2009).57 In general terms, life course research efforts can be 
divided into two major branches: one that hinges on the documentation and 
analysis of life stories versus one that does the same for life trajectories. In 
practice, considerable academic distance exists between these two branches 
of life course research. The first branch is eminently qualitative and centers 
its view on the reconstruction people forward of their own life when telling 
their story (McAdams 2013).58 Life story’s epistemological contribution 
primarily rests on its ability to characterize the subject’s social world as lived 
experience, and to gain understanding of how the subject interprets and 

56 In chapter 6 I provide further methodological background on different fieldwork efforts that resulted from 
the photographs of guerrilla units.  
57 For overview studies of life course research as an academic discipline, see Chamberlayne, Bornat and 
Wengraf (2000), and Elder and Giele (2009). 
58 ‘Life story research’ commonly uses biographical interviews or texts as case study material for broader 
issues. As a rule, the number of collected life stories in any particular study is quite limited, sometimes only 
that of one individual. These voices (or voice) are commonly framed and analyzed with regard to how they 
may speak to broader social categories and issues. 



operates in this environment.59 A type of life story research familiar to Latin 
Americanists is that of testimony.60 The second branch of life course research, 
is primarily pre-occupied with quantitative variation in life trajectories 
between different sets of cohorts, often working with very large databases to 
produce elaborate statistical inferences (Butz and Torrey 2006).61 

French sociologist Daniel Bertaux and others have argued in favor of 
the need to approximate and, where possible, integrate the two branches of 
life course research (Bertaux 1995. Bertaux and Delcroix 2000. Bertaux and 
Thompson 2007). They point out that “while in-depth life historians have 
wrestled with the problems of the limitations, malleability, and subjectivity 
of memory which full interview texts present,” researchers working with sets 
of cohorts “have swept such problems under the carpet,” randomizing and 
standardizing individual lives at the cost of abstracting them from their 
social context and relations (Bertaux and Thompson 2007, 9-10). To overcome 
both problems, it is necessary to build case studies of multiple life stories of 
people having ‘linked lives’ and to use these as “small mirrors of … social 
patterns, societal dynamics and change,” in order “to grasp these patterns 
and their dynamics of reproduction and historical transformation” and thus 
constitute a case study of a particular ‘social genealogy’ (Bertaux 1995. 
Bertaux and Delcroix 2000, 70).  

59 Life story approaches have frequently been applied in fields like social psychology, gender studies and 
studies of exclusion and marginalization (Anderson 1999. Bourgois 2003. Cruikshank 1998. Furstenberg 2010. 
O’Neill 2001).  
60 Testimony is a type of life story narrative that became popular in Latin America in the 70s and 80s initially as 
a literary genre addressing contemporary political issues, and later also as a scholarly practice (Sommer 1991. 
Stephen 1997. Yúdice 1991, 1992). In El Salvador, for example, testimonial literature accompanied, promoted 
and commented on the rise of insurgency and its related popular struggles (Alegría and Flakoll 1983. Argueta 
1981. Carpio 1979. Dalton 1993. Díaz 1988. Hernández 1981. Keune 1995. López Vigil 1991. Martínez 1978. 
Stephen 1994). Sympathetic social scientists embraced ‘testimony’ as an way to reflect ‘from the bottom-up’ 
on key political issues like socio-economic inequality, human rights violations and the emergence of different 
types of popular movements (Beverley, 1991, 2003, 2004. Gugelberger 1996. Gugelberger and Kearney 1991). 
In turn, critics have questioned the way ‘testimony’ might be shaped, used and even manipulated for political 
purposes (Patai 2001). The best-known example of this critique came from David Stoll in his review of Nobel 
Prize winner Rigoberta Menchú’s famous testimonial biography on genocide and popular resistance in 
Guatemala (1999, 2001. See also Arias 2001, 2002). Moving beyond ‘testimony,’ some scholars have recently 
started to engage in ethnographic life story documentation, not directly in support of a particular political 
movement or position, but rather to examine how individual lives intersect with larger social or political 
processes (Auyero 2003. Gay 2005). 
61 This branch, known as ‘life trajectory research’ or ‘life history survey,’ builds around sets aggregated data 
concerning progressive aspects of the lives of groups of individuals, which social scientists then use to infer 
statistical relationships between different aspects of life (Aisenbrey and Fasang 2010. Hauser 2009. MacMillan 
2005). Some of the best-known studies in this branch are based on major databases that have been gathering 
information on relatively large groups of people for decades on end (Hauser and Sweeney 1997). Life 
trajectory research is particularly popular in the fields of medical science and criminology (Doherty, Laub and 
Sampson 2009. Kim and Durden 2007).  



For the purpose of case study samples, individual life stories necessarily will 
have to be condensed and clustered, but sufficient attention should be given 
to individual interpretation as well as group-specific contextual description 
and analysis to avoid excessive reductionism (Bertaux and Thompson 2007, 
16-17). Thus conceived, the consideration of the different life trajectories of 
members of a single group allows the researcher to “see them unfold in 
parallel, and witness for instance how a given development in one impinges 
upon the other ones” or “how relations of competition and complementarity 
… contribute to orient life paths” (Bertaux and Delcroix 2000, 74). This study 
takes on Bertaux’ challenge, albeit with two caveats. First, rather than 
attempting to ‘format’ all available life stories into ‘small mirrors,’ I present 
and weave together different and complementary types of findings, ranging 
from detailed ethnographic interviews to survey samplings. Second, rather 
than using ethnographic fieldwork as a methodological compliment to 
provide context for the documented samples of life trajectories, as Bertaux 
proposes (2007), I embed life trajectory documentation in ethnographic 
fieldwork itself, as one of its components.  

By combining quantitative and qualitative aspects, and by paying 
attention to peer group trajectories over time, I have attempted to 
complement and enrich Scheper-Hughes’ ethnographic genealogist, with 
Bertaux’ views on the research of social genealogy. With this choice, I am 
particularly interested in the perspective that life trajectory mapping helps 
bring into the ethnographic fieldwork at large. Thinking through the possible 
matches and mismatches in life trajectories and other ethnographic fieldwork 
data, forced everyone, myself as well as my informers, to think more deeply 
and to visualize assumptions or to reconsider commonly used explanations.  
 
Conclusions 
 
Following scholarly consensus in peacebuilding and transition literature 
respectively, the postwar transformations of the Salvadoran insurgent 
movement have been analyzed either in terms of reintegration (of former 
combatants) or in terms of institutionalization (of the political party). As I 
point out at the start of this chapter, peacebuilding literature analyzing the 
postwar ‘reintegration’ of former insurgents offers little guidance as to 
understand and theorize the adjustments and accommodations that actually 
take place within such groups in the postwar transition period. Though 



useful for shoring up a policy arena, the concept of postwar reintegration as 
part of DDR processes presents significant theoretical limitations as well as a 
lack of empirical and analytical substance. On the other hand, the problem 
with the perspective of postwar institutionalization as forwarded in 
transition literature is that it focuses on the heritage of the insurgent 
movement exclusively in terms of political party participation in a formal 
democratic system, without taking into account the deeper and multi-layered 
organizational heritages of insurgency. Relying on Bourdieu and others, I 
instead propose a conceptualization of post-insurgency as a social field. In 
the framework of the present study, I define the concept of post-insurgency 
as a historically constructed space of relationships between multiple social 
agents that were previously connected through participation in the 
insurgency.  

In their attempts to topple the regime by use of armed force and take 
over the government, insurgents normally build more than just a guerrilla 
army. Often, they attempt to construct what could be seen as an alternative, 
oppositional polity and they exercise sovereign power within this realm. 
Insurgency is characterized by the extensive construction of networks, 
alliances, constituencies, with different organizational and governance 
arrangements tying together multiple groups and individuals. For the 
consideration of post-insurgency as a social field, such a detailed historicized 
understanding of insurgency and its internal relations constitutes an 
important point of departure. Post-insurgency needs to include a social 
history perspective in order to root the multiple organizational changes that 
occurred as a result of peace agreements in an understanding of the previous 
situation for the insurgents involved. This perspective calls attention to the 
character and relevance of the interpersonal relationships that former 
insurgents inherited from insurgent participation, with their organizational 
specificities, such as the political culture of militancy and clandestinity. It 
helps situate postwar transition of former insurgents in the many stories, 
losses, and gains inherited from their struggle. Finally, it enables thinking 
about transformation as well as continuities with regard to the development 
of post-insurgent relationships.  

In order to think through the development of post-insurgency as a 
social field, I have mainly drawn on ideas concerning the longitudinal 
development of political collectives forwarded in elite theory and social 
movement studies. These theories suggest the rise of variety of responses 



from different individuals and subgroups in the insurgent movement to 
postwar transition, giving way to a series of contentious and contingent 
accommodations in internal and external relationships. Therefore, in this 
study, I examine a multiplicity of voices, including dissonant ones, as related 
to a variety of positions in the post-insurgents’ social field, in order to 
document and analyze the social processes associated with post-insurgency. I 
do so furthermore with significant sensitivity concerning the internal power 
differentials within the movement, and their development over time.  

Building the present study around post-insurgency as a social field 
implied several methodological challenges. As a former political activist 
turned ethnographer, I was able to bring into the research a great deal of 
familiarity with the field of Salvadoran post-insurgency. This helped 
facilitate fieldwork, but sometimes in ways other than anticipated. Not 
accumulated trust or intimacy, but a keen sense of history–large and small–
emerged as the main advantage of familiarity with the field of research.  

Throughout fieldwork, I reflected extensively on how to capture and 
delimitate post-insurgency as a social field. This brought me to develop a 
multi-tier research strategy for the documentation and analysis of post-
insurgent relationships. Fieldwork efforts resulted in three case studies 
(chapters 5, 6 and 7) that offer diverse entry points into current political 
relations in the field of post-insurgency, drawing on different, but connected 
field sites. I paid significant attention to the longitudinal development of 
post-insurgent relations, both by providing in-depth historical context as well 
as by incorporating life trajectory research in my ethnographic fieldwork. 
Rather than adopting post-insurgency as an idée fixe, I embraced the 
empirical diversity encountered during fieldwork as the most important 
basis to theorize about emerging patterns and interpretations. 

 
 



 

Chapter 3. A relational account of El Salvador’s insurgency 
 

Sergio Ramírez

‘Gilberto,’ a former FPL cadre2 

Introduction 
 
Before moving on to consider what became of the insurgents’ adaptation to 
peace, a more detailed assessment of their history and background is needed. 
How did the revolutionary movement emerge? What factors allowed it to 
survive and develop during 12 years of war? What individuals and groups 
were involved? What did the insurgents accumulate in the course of the war 
in political, social and economic terms? As I argued in the previous chapter, 
this historicized understanding of El Salvador’s revolutionary movement and 
its internal relations constitutes an important part of the puzzle of post-
insurgency.  

The present chapter first provides a brief outline of the Salvadoran 
conflict within the international context of the Cold War. Then it sets out to 
build a relational account of the development of the Salvadoran insurgent 
movement, using existing academic sources as well as internal 
documentation of the political-military organizations, personal accounts of 
life on the FMLN frontline, and stories circulating amongst veterans 
concerning organizational efforts during the war, among other sources. Since 
the insurgent relationships evolved and transformed considerably in the 
course of the Salvadoran conflict, I divide the task chronologically in four 
different time periods. Each marks significant changes in the war’s general 
context, as well as in the organizational strategy and tactics of the insurgents. 
I conclude this chapter with a reflection on the accumulated relationships 
and experiences the insurgents brought with them into the new era of peace.  
 

1 “It was the Left. An era that was also epic.” From Adiós Muchachos. Una memoria de la revolución sandinista 
(1999, 15). 
2 “In 1980, we all thought we were going to win.” Gilberto told me this in 1992, as we were traveling together 
from Mexico to El Salvador. He had left the FPL in 1983, after Carpio’s suicide, and was returning to El Salvador 
for the first time after years of exile. His brother, a member of the FPL leadership, had arranged for him to 
travel together with us.  



 

El Salvador: one of the last battlefields of Latin America’s Cold War 
 
The Cold War spread out forcefully over the continent after the Cuban 
revolutionaries rid their island of the Batista dictatorship in 1959, starting off 
what Jorge Castañeda calls Latin America’s ‘Thirty Years War’ (1993). On the 
one hand, Cuba helped inspire left-wing movements throughout the region 
to embrace armed struggle to rid their countries of abusive regimes 
supported by the US. On the other, the events in Cuba convinced the US 
political establishment of the existence of a significant communist threat close 
to home that had to be stopped. President Kennedy promptly called Latin 
America “the most dangerous area in the world” (Rabe 1999, 7). 
Consequently, the US prioritized its foreign policy strategy for Latin America, 
offering ‘sticks’ as well as ‘carrots’ to undermine communist aspirations in 
the region (Brands 2010. Grandin 2004). In 1961, Kennedy launched the 
Alliance for Progress, a massive program for socio-economic modernization, 
which at the same time allowed the US to solidify its political influence in the 
region (Taffet 2007). Simultaneously, the US increased its involvement with 
Latin America’s armed forces, focusing on preparing them for repression and 
engagement in counterinsurgency. This military ‘cooperation,’ in which the 
CIA also played an important role, included extensive training of military 
officers in ‘dirty war’ tactics (Gill 2004). The CIA furthermore engaged in 
extensive covert operations throughout the continent directed against 
perceived communist enemies. As the political situation in Latin America 
deteriorated in the late 60s and early 70s, the coercive dimension in US 
foreign policy towards Latin America became increasingly dominant (Grow 
2009. Rabe 2011). 
 The continental stage for conflict was set. After 1973, when a 
democratically elected coalition of left-wing forces was overthrown by the 
military in a CIA backed coup in Chile, many Latin American revolutionaries 
strengthened their conviction that meaningful political and economic change 
would only be possible through armed struggle. Numerous leading Latin 
American intellectuals shared this conviction, as did Julio Cortázar, who in 
1973 wrote: “… it is very important to understand who promotes violence: if 
it is those who provoke misery or those who fight against it.” Within the 
Latin American Left, many, though certainly not all, considered that 
revolutionary violence was justified. While military dictatorships and 
repressive regimes imposed themselves in most Latin American countries, 



 

revolutionary political-military organizations (PMOs) mushroomed all across 
the continent.  

The aspiring guerrilla grew mainly out of the radicalization of 
political activists who, for the most part, had already been participating 
within more or less established local political institutions, such as 
Communist parties or Christian Democratic organizations, and consisted 
primarily of intellectuals, university students and teachers, mostly with 
middle class backgrounds (McClintock 1998. Wickham-Crowley 1992). Apart 
from Cuba, the revolutionary war in Vietnam was an important source of 
inspiration. In ideological terms, most groups followed the theoretical 
guidance of Marta Harnecker’s omnipresent introduction into Marxist-
Leninist political theory called Basic Concepts of Historical Materialism (1969).3 
The PMOs embraced organizing methods suited for clandestine conspiracy, 
like those proposed in Carlos Marighella’s Mini-manual of the Urban Guerrilla 
(1969) or in Che Guevara’s Guerrilla Warfare (2006),4 methods that anticipated 
the counterinsurgent violence to be unleashed against them. While the Soviet 
Union was hesitant to endorse these militant groups, Cuba–and later on also 
Vietnam–provided training and support for the ones they considered 
ideologically sound and operationally viable (Castañeda 1993). 
 The military reacted to the alleged communist threat by augmenting 
their power and influence under the guise of national security. The conflict 
between revolutionaries and reactionary forces became center stage and 
polarized the political landscape of Latin America (Brands 2010). Military 
dictatorships plagued the continent, confronting revolutionaries and other 
opposition forces with fierce repression. They unleashed a bloodbath that left 
tens of thousands dead or disappeared and virtually annihilated the guerrilla 
movements in South America, with the exception of Colombia. In the 70s and 
early 80s, the militaries of South America cooperated extensively with the US, 
and also increasingly with each other in the persecution, interrogation and 
elimination of alleged revolutionaries, a scheme known as Plan Condor 
(Dinges 2005. Gaudichaud 2005).  
  In Central America, on the other hand, the political conflicts of the 
60s and 70s escalated into several full-fledged civil wars. In Nicaragua, the 

3 It is hard to overestimate the influence of this text on a generation of Latin American revolutionaries. Jorge 
Castañeda writes that Harnecker became Latin America’s second best-selling author of all times, after García 
Márquez (1993, 70). I know several former Salvadoran guerrilla leaders with university backgrounds who 
confessed that reading and discussing Harnecker’s Basic Concepts of Historical Materialism was in fact the only 
theoretical training that they (and many of their peers) received at the time. See also Kruijt (2008, 55-56). 
4 First published in 1961.



 

Sandinistas managed to oust Somoza in 1979, after a decade of armed 
struggle, becoming the first successful insurgent movement after Cuba 
(Ramírez 1999. Vilas 1986). Revolutionaries in Guatemala also made 
headway throughout the 70s, putting conditions in place for strong military 
confrontation in several rural areas of the country (Le Bot 1995). Besides 
Nicaragua, the revolutionary tide was strongest in El Salvador. Military 
repression and paramilitary violence became widespread and increasingly 
indiscriminate in an attempt to quell the expansion of the Salvadoran 
insurgency.  

The Salvadoran conflict gained international prominence after the 
1980 death squad assassination of Archbishop Romero, the country’s most 
eloquent voice for structural change.5 Conservatives in the United States 
were afraid of a domino effect should El Salvador fall into revolutionary 
hands. Containment of the ‘communist threat’ in El Salvador became the 
major foreign policy issue in Ronald Reagan’s successful 1980 presidential 
campaign. The US military subsequently became heavily involved in the war 
in El Salvador. The US sought alliances with the Salvadoran military and 
with political reformers who rejected the insurgency, like the Christian 
Democrats (Bosch 1999. Duarte 1986). The overall strategy combined forceful 
counterinsurgency with support for land reform and economic aid. During 
12 years of war, combined US military and economic assistance to El 
Salvador mounted to over 6 billion dollars (LeoGrande 1998. Montgomery 
1995a).  
 Following the 1980-1982 period, characterized by a scorched earth 
policy of brutal military operations and subsequent massive displacements, 
the war settled into a ‘low intensity conflict’ between the army and the 
insurgents. By 1982 FMLN insurgents controlled roughly a third of the 
country’s territory. At this point, in the midst of war, El Salvador organized 
parliamentary elections with strong US backing. In this event, the Christian 
Democrats and the right-wing hardliners, organized within the ARENA 
party, emerged as the two largest political forces. In 1984, Christian 
Democrat Napoleón Duarte was elected president. These wartime elections 
were boycotted and partially sabotaged by the FMLN. There were two major 
attempts at dialogue between the Salvadoran government and the insurgents, 
in 1984 and in 1987, and both failed (Córdova Mancías 1988. Martínez Peñate 
1995). Furthermore, in a diplomatic context, the Central American conflicts in 

5 For a comprehensive biography, see Brockman (2005). 



 

general (and the Salvadoran war in particular) led to extensive international 
pacification efforts. Most important were the Franco-Mexican Declaration of 
1981, which recognized the FMLN as a “representative political force,” and 
called for peace negotiations; the Contadora Initiative (1983-1985); and the 
Esquipulas Agreements (1986-1987).6  

Meanwhile, the war in El Salvador dragged on, with the FMLN 
maintaining several war fronts inside the country, and relying on 
international support from the Cubans, the Sandinistas and an international 
solidarity movement active in North America and Western Europe. In 1989, 
the FMLN launched a plan to participate in the upcoming Salvadoran 
Presidential elections, a plan the Salvadoran government rejected (Martínez 
Peñate 1995, 119). ARENA won the elections, and its candidate Alfredo 
Cristiani took position as the new president. This turn of events initially led 
to an increase in repression and political tensions. In November 1989, the 
guerrilla forces occupied a substantial part of the capital in a large military 
offensive, but were eventually beaten back by army troops and aerial 
bombing. During this offensive, the Salvadoran military assassinated Ignacio 
Ellacuría S.J., the country’s foremost intellectual, together with 5 fellow 
Jesuits and two employees on the campus of the Central American 
University (UCA). The case caused substantial outrage, comparable to the 
murder of Archbishop Romero a decade earlier. It contributed to increased 
international pressure on El Salvador’s government and military to accept a 
negotiated solution to the conflict (Doggett 1993. Whitfield 1995). On the 
other hand, the fall of the Berlin Wall (November 9, 1989) and the electoral 
defeat of the Sandinistas in Nicaragua (February 25, 1990) significantly 
dimmed the FMLN prospects for international support should the war 
continue. Hence, between 1990 and 1992, the Salvadoran government and the 
FMLN negotiated extensive peace agreements. The United Nations 
functioned as a highly pro-active mediator and set up an extensive peace and 
verification mission in the country (de Soto and del Castillo 1994. MacLeod 
2006. Samayoa 2002).  
  The balance at the end of El Salvador’s 12 years of war was of 
tremendous loss: estimates indicate over 75,000 people were killed, close to 
10,000 were disappeared, and approximately two million people were 
displaced from their homes (Montgomery 1995a. Comité Pro-Monumento 
2001). The war had also devastated large parts of the country’s infrastructure. 

6 The latter won President Oscar Arias of Costa Rica the Nobel Peace Prize. 



 

In a country of only 5 million inhabitants (in 1980), almost every Salvadoran 
family was directly affected by the conflict in one way or the other. However, 
poor peasant families shouldered the brunt of the violence (United Nations 
1993).  
 
The study of El Salvador’s insurgent movement 
 
During the 80s, something of an even-handed account of the Salvadoran 
conflict was very hard to come by. Voluntarily or not, academics easily 
became drawn into the conflict or, to be more precise, into its discursive 
battles. Academic judgment regarding the legitimacy of the insurgent 
movement held political relevance and interacted with the positioning of El 
Salvador within the contentious international arena of the Cold War (Danner 
1994. Sprenkels and van der Borgh 2011). Most scholars framed the 
Salvadoran conflict as the struggle of a legitimate national liberation 
movement against bloody military repression sustained by the US and by an 
exploitive oligarchy. Such authors particularly pointed at El Salvador’s 
highly unequal land distribution, widespread poverty and horrific human 
rights record, and tended to view revolution as something desirable and 
inevitable.7 In counter point, a second group portrayed the insurgents as 
conniving terrorists and totalitarians, partially composed of foreign 
infiltrators, and emphasized the potential threat they represented to freedom 
and security in the Western Hemisphere. This analysis was prevalent in US 
foreign policy circles (Kirkpatrick 1987, 1988. Manwaring and Prisk 1988). 
Finally, there were a few attempts toward a ‘middle road’ perspective–a 
reading of the Salvadoran conflict that was critical of the methods and 
motives of the military and the guerrilla, and favored reformist rather than 
military solutions to the conflict (Baylora 1982. Zaid 1981). 

Academic writing on El Salvador’s civil war is abundant, though 
somewhat repetitive. Most work attempts to examine the Salvadoran conflict 
as a whole, and only includes a general description of the Salvadoran 
revolutionary movement. Less than a handful of studies actually offer 
significant and comprehensive documentation of the movement itself. The 
two most extensive and in-depth accounts of El Salvador’s revolutionary 
movement are Jenny Pearce’s Promised Land: Peasant Rebellion in Chalatenango, 

7 Examples include Armstrong and Rubin (1983), Arson (1982), Bonner (1984), Bourgois (1982), Brockett 
(1990), Clements (1984), Dunkerley (1985), Gordon (1989), Jiménez et al (1988), Menéndez Rodríguez (1984), 
Montgomery (1982), North (1985), Pearce (1986) and Russell (1984). 



 

El Salvador (1986) and Yvon Grenier’s The Emergence of Insurgency in El 
Salvador: Ideology and Political Will (1999). Curiously, these two studies reach 
radically different conclusions on the character and constituency of the 
Salvadoran insurgent movement.  
 Based mainly on fieldwork in Chalatenango halfway into the 80s, 
Pearce views the Salvadoran conflict as a revolution unleashed by “the 
political awakening of the peasantry” (1986, 108). She considers that the 
popular church and the political-military organizations function as catalysts, 
but the peasants themselves “no longer passive and manipulated” then built 
their own revolutionary organization (1986, 303). The Salvadoran peasantry 
thus becomes the key force in a genuinely popular revolutionary movement 
(1986, 109). On the other hand, Yvon Grenier’s retrospective analysis of the 
Salvadoran insurgency emphasizes the movement’s urban character and 
claims that in the early 80s “the insurgency moved from the cities to the 
countryside” (1999, 84) and that “only a tiny minority of rural dwellers 
joined the insurgency, mostly young men and teenagers, and this as a result 
of a multiple set of incentives, most of which probably resulted from war 
itself” (1999, 135). In Grenier’s view, the particular stronghold areas of 
Chalatenango and Morazán were chosen because  
 

for wearied insurgents escaping brutal repression, the obvious move was to seek 
refuge in the most underpopulated, isolated and mountainous region of the 
country. … In the countryside they could regroup, seek new recruits from a 
politically enticing population, cultivate relations with foreign countries and 
organizations, and prepare militarily for the real objective: a successful military 
confrontation in the cities located in the south, especially San Salvador, the seat of 
all power and the natural environment of the comandantes. (1999, 84-85. 

 
While Pearce locates the origin of El Salvador’s insurgency in the peasants’ 
collective ability to organize itself to overthrow the regime, Grenier claims 
that Salvadoran insurgency emerges as a result of the explicit political will of 
a dissenting faction of urban middle-to-upper strata to defy the regime by 
means of armed struggle (1999, 33). Unsurprisingly, the two authors harbor 
different attitudes towards the Salvadoran revolutionary process. Pearce 
embraces the insurgents’ cause. In contrast, Grenier critically interrogates the 
insurgents’ motives and practices. While Pearce makes a case for the 
insurgency’s legitimate ‘grievances,’ Grenier emphasizes the role of the 
leadership and their underlying ambitions.  



 

Both perspectives produce incomplete and inadequate accounts of El 
Salvador’s insurgency. Pearce’s conclusion that Salvadoran peasants rebelled 
into war is flawed, as is Grenier’s view that they were manipulated into 
rebellion by aspiring elites. Both interpretations lack a careful consideration 
of the dynamic social processes that shaped the Salvadoran insurgent 
movement. In consonance with the theoretical framework outlined in the 
previous chapter, I propose instead to focus primarily on the relationships 
between different participants in the insurgency and their development over 
time. The chronological subdivision I use is based on a timeline of 
revolutionary phases used by the FMLN. These are:  

 
(1) Years of Active Clandestinity (pre-1980) 
(2) Active Resistance (1980-82) 
(3) Military Initiative (mid-1982 to 1983) 
(4) Heightened Guerrilla Control (1984-1992) 8  

 
Active Clandestinity (Pre-1980): expansion of the PMOs 
 
In El Salvador’s left-wing circles of the 60s, the main issue of debate was 
whether or not the country was suited for armed struggle (Valle 1993, 129). 
The Salvadoran debate was heavily influenced by an earlier failed attempt at 
insurgency in 1932, in which the Communist Party had played a role, and 
which had ended with the massacre of the PCS leadership as well as 
thousands of indigenous villagers in the western coffee belt of the country. 
The overall poor organization, coordination and timing made it easy for the 
National Guard to violently wipe out the rebellion, ushering in a long period 
of right-wing military control of the country.10 Also relevant for the debate 
was an alleged comment by Che Guevara himself stating that El Salvador’s 
small and densely populated territory was inappropriate for guerrilla 
warfare; given that it lacks large and isolated mountain ranges (Harnecker 
1983, 77). Nonetheless, in the early 60s the PCS set up an organization called 

8 From a FMLN document cited in Binford (1999, 11). A former PCS cadre proposes a similar, though slightly 
modified, chronology of insurgent development (Araujo 2011). 
10 Well-known accounts of this event, which came to be known as ‘La Matanza del 32’ can be found in 
Anderson (2001) and Dalton (1993). Recent revived academic interest in the 1932 events centers upon the 
question of the relative importance of the Communist Party in the rebellion, and the relationship between the 
communist and the indigenous villagers who participated in the revolt (Gould and Lauria-Santiago 2008. Lindo-
Fuentes, Ching and Lara Martínez 2010). For an analysis of the long-term impact of 1932 on El Salvador’s 
revolutionary Left see Lindo-Fuentes, Ching and Lara Martínez (2010, 213-248). 



 

Frente Unido de Acción Revolucionaria (FUAR),11 which experimented with 
armed actions but failed to make an impact, in part because of its amateurish 
approach (Harnecker 1983, 27-8. Martín Alvarez 2004, 129). While these 
antecedents helped convince part of the PCS membership that armed 
struggle was a bad idea, others argued that armed struggle in El Salvador 
was possible, but that it would require careful preparation and high levels of 
clandestinity (Valle 1993). To engage in armed struggle would require the 
creation of a new type of organization built specifically for the task.  
 El Salvador’s main opposition parties during the 60s were also the 
cradles of the PMOs: the Partido Demócrata Cristiano (PDC)12 and, especially, 
the Communist Party. In the late 60s and early 70s the PCS and PDC 
increasingly suffered internal splits between those who insisted in electoral 
politics in order to achieve reform and those who rejected it in favor of 
revolution through armed struggle. The latter position was especially en 
vogue within the youth and student branches of the two opposition parties 
(Martín Alvarez 2010). PCS general secretary Salvador Cayetano Carpio 
abandoned the party with a small group of followers and founded El 
Salvador’s first PMO, the FPL, on April 1, 1970 (Harnecker 1993). Other 
PMOs were born out of student and youth activism, with strong operational 
presence on the campus of the University of El Salvador (UES), the national 
university (Grenier 1999. Martín Alvarez 2009). The Ejército Revolucionario 
del Pueblo (ERP, active since 1970, formally founded on March 2, 1972), 13 the 
Fuerzas Armadas de la Resistencia Nacional (FARN or RN, a 1975 ERP split-
off), 14 and a smaller group called Partido Revolucionario de los Trabajadores 
Centroamericanos (PRTC, founded in 1976 and also partially an ERP splinter 
group) 15 included PCS as well as PDC dissidents amongst their founders 
(Byrne 1996. Kruijt 2008. Montgomery 1995a).  

The main concerns of the emerging PMOs were organizational 
expansion and military build-up. The differences in strategy between the 
PMOs would be long debated in ideological polemics between the groups, 
but were mainly traceable to the matter of how military and organizational 
efforts should be linked for maximum revolutionary leverage. The ERP for 
example argued in favor of preparing a popular insurrection, while the FPL 

11 United Front of Revolutionary Action.
12 Christian Democratic Party. 
13 Revolutionary People’s Army. 
14 Armed Forces of National Resistance. 
15 Revolutionary Party of the Central American Workers.



 

organized for lengthy and sustained confrontation (Dunkerley 1985. 
Harnecker 1983. McClintock 1985). The emerging PMOs defined themselves 
invariably as Marxist-Leninist, were committed to revolutionary struggle, 
sought to integrate political and military means, and saw the party as 
functioning as the vanguard of the revolution. For internal governance, the 
PMOs adopted the Marxist-Leninist principle of democratic centralism, a 
method combining a limited degree of ideological debate with strict 
obedience to the central authorities of the organization (Martín Alvarez 2004).  
 Both the ERP and the FPL cautiously expanded their clandestine 
networks in the first half of the 70s. In this initial period, both groups 
experimented with military activities, but generally avoided drawing too 
much attention (Medrano and Raudales 1994). In the case of the FPL, 
organizational expansion was structured as follows. Its initial nucleus set up 
an armed commando a few months after starting the group, and ordered 
each member of the commando to recruit 15 collaborators each to provide a 
support structure for the commando. Initially, the FPL mainly recruited from 
among labor union activists and students. The collaborators provided a pool 
of potential new FPL cadres. At the same time, this process helped the FPL to 
penetrate and take over a substantial part of El Salvador’s organized labor 
movement, mainly by infiltrating its leadership (Harnecker 1983, 86, 121).  

The PMOs built two parallel and semi-overlapping structures: popular 
organizations and a military structure partially inserted within the former 
and partially separate. Both were embedded within the overarching internal 
command structure of the PMO itself, the ‘Party,’ the ultimate authority 
controlling both the political and military arm of the organization. Conscious 
that embedding structures dedicated to armed struggle within popular 
organizations made these structures prone to persecution, the party adopted 
an organizational framework that would allow it to survive and grow in 
these circumstances. To this end, the FPL adopted the following basic 
principles: “rigorous clandestinity,” “strict parallelism and 
compartmentalization,” use of “cell structure for combatants and for the 
direction of masses,” “military centralism,” “constant technical revolutionary 
sophistication” and “strict disciplinary norms” (FPL 1974, 14). Revolutionary 
mystique helped to generate a mindset devised to overcome the turbulence 
and personal sacrifice involved in this kind of organizing.  
 

The revolutionary organization must abide by a code of high revolutionary morale 
… [and] rely on militants with high revolutionary quality. These must be promoted 



 

to the status of militant according to strict selection criteria, that guarantee high 
revolutionary qualities, [like] unlimited dedication to revolutionary struggle, 
willing to maximum personal and family sacrifice, to offer their life to the cause of 
the revolution, deep love of the people, elevated revolutionary internationalism, 
honesty in their private life and a discipline of iron. (FPL 1974, 15)  

 
The different categories of participation in the FPL were simultaneously 
designed to allow for expansion, while avoiding enemy infiltration through 
the testing of potential militants. This model translated into the organization 
being hierarchical and inscrutable, with a highly dedicated in-group working 
on expansion as the result of a sort of ‘covert snowballing.’ Militants were 
divided into three different levels: active collaborator, aspiring member and 
member. An additional category was that of collaborator who, while not 
having the status of militants, provided different important services to the 
clandestine networks, including logistical support, information gathering 
and material support for the militants. Obtaining membership was a lengthy 
and highly selective process, in which only those who “had passed the tests 
of fire, who had adopted an unbreakable commitment to the revolution, and 
who were willing to carry out any given task” might eventually qualify 
(Harnecker 1993, 121).  

Militants on different levels were responsible for the recruitment of 
reliable new adepts, and for this purpose mostly recurred upon their own 
social and political networks. New recruits in turn could only gain access to 
higher levels within the organization by demonstrating dedicated and loyal 
service, which usually included recruitment of others. Starting with the 
organization’s leader (called ‘first responsible’) all of those involved had 
someone who was responsible for them. Participants would receive both 
orders and orientation from who-ever was responsible for him or her, and 
would usually work in a collective, a group of people with specific 
capabilities the leader could rely upon to perform required tasks. From 
different organizational components of the PMO, the leadership would 
handpick (or the participating cadres would name) representatives to the 
central committee of the organization, formally the maximum decision 
making body. In practice, given the circumstances, the central committee met 
in full only on rare occasions, and conduction of the revolutionary process 



 

was in the hands of a select leadership group structured around the first 
responsible.17 

In early documents, the FPL explicitly endorsed Karl von Clausewitz’ 
thesis of ‘war as continuation of politics’ (1973, 5). In fact, the organization 
proposed a blend of political and military activities that would interlink one 
with the other in building a constituency for a revolutionary army.  
 

The armed struggle has demonstrated that, linked to the political organization of 
the masses, it accelerates the creation and development of the organization, [of the] 
revolutionary consciousness of large sectors of the people, much more effectively 
than the sole political struggle of the masses through exclusively pacific means. … 
The revolutionary armed struggle does not scorn other forms of political-
economic-social struggle of the masses and its organization for these objectives, but 
rather considers they should be stimulated and combined in the function of the 
armed struggle. These means gradually become subject to the fundamental mean 
of struggle that becomes Armed Struggle. Therefore, one and the other form 
inseparable parts of the same strategy, the political-military strategy for the 
development of the prolonged armed struggle of the people. 18 (FPL 1974, 6-7) 

 
In practice, one of the main strategies the FPL used to expand their support 
base was to infiltrate and attempt to take over political organizations 
previously controlled by the PCS.19 Apart from labor unions and student 
organizations, the FPL had considerable success in penetrating and gaining 
support within ANDES 21 de junio, 20  the country’s teachers’ union and 
previously a PCS bastion (Sánchez Cerén 2008, 78-80, 86). The organized 
teachers had a strong territorial presence throughout the country, as well as 
relatively high social standing in different towns and villages, making 
teachers a valuable asset for organizational expansion. Other sectors the FPL 
successfully targeted for expansion were slum dwellers and, particularly, 

17 Interviews with Demetrio (19-05-2009), José (03-12-2009) and Justo (20-08-2009). See also some of the 
memoirs produced by participants in the insurgency of the 70s, like Hernández (2009), Peña Mendoza (2009), 
Rico Mira (2003) and Sánchez Cerén (2008). 
18 Aware of the possible consequences of this strategy, the document quotes a fragment of Che Guevara’s 
1967 speech called ‘Message to the Tricontinental’: “And these battles shall not be mere street fights with 
stones against tear-gas bombs, or of pacific general strikes; neither shall it be the battle of a furious people 
destroying in two or three days the repressive scaffolds of the ruling oligarchies; the struggle shall be long, 
harsh, and its front shall be in the guerrillas' refuge, in the cities, in the homes of the fighters—where the 
repressive forces shall go seeking easy victims among their families—in the massacred rural population, in the 
villages or cities destroyed by the bombardments of the enemy. They are pushing us into this struggle; there is 
no alternative apart from preparing it and deciding to undertake it.” (FPL 1974, 7) 
19 Interview with Rafael (01-12-2009). 
20 Asociación Nacional de Educadores Salvadoreños 21 de junio (June 21 National Association of Salvadoran 
Educators).



 

high-school students (Harnecker 1993, 139). But the FPL’s most remarkable 
and substantial expansion occurred among the country’s peasantry.  

This success implied an important break with the dominant Latin 
American trend at the time. Booming as they were, PMOs across the 
continent had largely been unable to generate support from the peasant 
population for their cause. The ‘old’ networks of the communist parties and 
other left-leaning organizations were mostly urban, and rarely connected to 
significant peasant constituencies. As was demonstrated in Che Guevara’s 
failed attempt at creating an insurgent movement in Bolivia, the lack of rural 
support precipitated the defeat of the insurgents (Castañeda 1997. Guevara 
1994). Latin American revolutionaries became attentive to what scholars like 
Barrington Moore had pointed out: the key importance of peasant 
involvement in rebellions as part of the process of social transformation of 
societies (1966). Gerrit Huizer, a Dutch social scientist whose extensive 
fieldwork in Latin America included sojourns in rural communities in El 
Salvador, pointed out that the commonly held stereotype of ‘passive 
peasants’ reluctant to change was misleading, and that Latin American 
peasants had a long history of struggle and resistance, though not always 
manifest and often small-scale. 21  Huizer thought the climate for 
(revolutionary) peasants movements was increasingly favorable, although 
“whether [this] … will be utilized depends to a large extent on the 
willingness of urban allies to support and guide the peasant organization” 
(1973, 159). His ideas echoed well with left-wing intellectuals eager to pull 
the peasants into Latin America’s revolutionary built-up.  

Contrary to most of its insurgent counterparts elsewhere on the 
continent, the Salvadoran revolutionaries did manage to cultivate a 
substantial peasant movement. They were able to do so in large part because 
of the support for the revolutionary cause provided by an important sector of 
El Salvador’s Catholic Church. As in other parts of the continent, in the 60s 
and 70s liberation theology had gained influence among a significant 
segment of El Salvador’s clergy.22 Not only did liberation theology advocate 
revolutionary transformation of society in benefit of the poor, it also 

21 The argument would be reworked and refined in James Scott’s well-known Weapons of the Weak (1987). 
22 Liberation theology fuses notions of Christianity, Humanism and Marxism to advocate for a ‘people’s church’ 
that embraces a ‘preferential option for the poor.’ “Liberation theology … is the recovery of a biblical 
radicalism that has been harbored in the Judeo-Christian tradition virtually from its founding. … Liberation 
theologians turn to modern Marxism chiefly to gain a comprehensive understanding of contemporary class 
conflict and poverty” (Roelofs 1988, 549). For a comprehensive overview of the liberation theology and the 
movement it inspired in Latin America, see Burdick and Hewitt (2000) and Rowland (2007).  



 

proposed radical social and political transformation of community life, by 
means of community organizing (Peterson 1997). The role of this ‘popular 
church’ is crucial to understand the success of the different Salvadoran PMOs, 
and especially the FPL and the ERP, in mobilizing a peasant constituency in 
support of their cause.  
 In the only substantial contemporary account of pre-insurgent 
organizing in rural El Salvador, Carlos Rafael Cabarrús explains how a group 
of young Jesuit priests, keen to bring new progressive ideas into practice, 
used their old contacts in the rural communities to set up a ‘popular church’ 
in the parish of Aguilares, an hour north of the capital city.23 The pastoral 
team, made up of priests and seminarians, started the new project in 1972 by 
living among the peasants in the small communities around Aguilares for 
several months in a row (1983, 144-8). Towards the end of this period, a 
group of ‘lay priests’ was appointed among the community’s ‘natural leaders’ 
to continue the development of the local Christian base community24 and to 
serve as a liaison with responsible clergy (1983, 145-146). Cabarrús shows 
that the clergy provided concrete incentives to promote the organizing efforts 
(training and educational tools, trips to and exchange sessions with other 
communities, access to funding for small-scale projects) as well as symbolic 
incentives (attaching positive values to the cultural expressions of peasant 
communities: folk music, community festivals and the like).25 As intended, 
“the pastoral work almost naturally overflowed into political work” (1983, 
142).  

These efforts facilitated the emergence of local peasant leaders who 
shared a similar political outlook and worked closely together with the 
priests and seminarians. The latter also brought in students interested in 
promoting a revolutionary peasant movement to work with the local groups. 
While building this organization, the clergy moved to try and keep political 
parties and other potential political competitors out (Cabarrús 1983, 146). In 
1973, these new Jesuit-trained peasant organizers moved to take over 
leadership positions within the Federación Cristiana de Campesinos 
Salvadoreños (FECCAS),26 a peasant union set up under influence of the 

23 Cabarrús, a Guatemalan Jesuit, was at the time a doctoral candidate in anthropology. He combined the 
accompaniment of these efforts as a Jesuit, with ethnographic fieldwork for his thesis, which was eventually 
published in the form of the book referred to in this text. 
24 Christian base communities were “working groups of lay people who applied progressive interpretations of 
Church teachings to the political and social issues of the time” (Kruijt 2008, 49).  
25 Various references to such incentives can be found in Cabarrús’ book (1983, 200, 236, 249-250, 280). 
26 Christian Federation of Salvadoran Peasants. 



 

church and the Christian Democratic Party in the 60s, seen by Cabarrús and 
others as a docile and ineffective organization until it was taken over by the 
revolutionary movement (Dunkerley 1985, 99-100. Martín Alvarez 2004, 77).  
 Throughout his book, Cabarrús emphasizes the need to withdraw the 
peasants from the influence of the traditional powers: State authorities and 
the landlord’s patronage networks. He also stresses the competition that 
developed between the revolutionary movement and other organizations 
trying to gain a foothold among the peasantry (1983, 182). The most 
important of these organizations was the Organización Democrática 
Nacionalista (ORDEN),27 an anti-communist paramilitary organization set up 
in the 60s by the military to promote rural organization under the banner of 
progress and against ‘communist insidiousness.’ ORDEN initially functioned 
mostly as a support structure for the governing political party and as a 
channel for official development projects, like the mainly US funded projects 
offered by Fomento y Cooperación Comunal (FOCCO)28 and the Banco de 
Fomento Agropecuario (BFA), 29  a rural development bank. 30  It also 
organized patrols and coordinated other auxiliary tasks with the military. 
The expansion of ORDEN in the villages continued until deep into the 70s, 
during which time it also increasingly became involved in espionage, 
coercion and violent persecution of local activists (Mazzei 2009, 148).31  

Other initiatives seen as (potential) competitors of the revolutionary 
peasant movement were not militaristic in nature. The Union Comunal 
Salvadoreña (UCS)32 for example, created in 1966 and funded largely by the 
United States, promoted the creation of both peasant cooperatives as well as 
a peasant syndical movement (Sariego and González 1977). UCs worked 
together closely with the Catholic Church (via the Catholic NGO Caritas, a 
partner in the project). Local chapters of the UCS maintained extensive 
relationships with the Partido de Conciliación Nacional (PCN), 33  the 
government party, as well as with the Christen Democratic opposition party, 

27 Nationalist Democratic Organization. 
28 Communal Development and Cooperation. 
29 Agricultural Development Bank. 
30 See Gordon (1989, 185) 
31 Available documentation on ORDEN and Salvadoran paramilitaries in general is scarce and, beyond Cabarrús, 
scholarship so far holds few empirical data on the local rural dynamics of paramilitary organization and its 
development in relation to the emerging conflict. Mazzei provides the best historical overview study of 
Salvadoran paramilitary organizations (2009). More general accounts that also ponder the role of the 
paramilitary structures include Ching, López Bernal and Tilley (2007), Menjívar Ochoa (2006), Pyes et al (2004), 
Stanley (1996) and United Nations (1993), 
32 Salvadoran Communal Union. 
33 National Conciliation Party.



 

and both political parties worked with UCS members as one of several 
vehicles to maintain or extend their political influence in the countryside 
(Sariego and González 1977, 5-6). In sum, starting in the mid-60s, the 
reactionary Right, the moderate reformists and the revolutionary movement 
were all working in sometimes overlapping areas of the Salvadoran 
countryside in an attempt to build support among the peasants.  
 Cabarrús’ empirical data offer some interesting insights into the 
organizational pragmatism of the revolutionary movement. He describes 
how those responsible for organizational expansion carefully studied the 
political situation of the community, and in their organizational efforts tried 
to capitalize as much as possible on existing local networks and kinship 
bonds, as well as existing local disputes, pragmatically adjusting specific 
organizational strategies used in each community to “win over the people” 
(1983, 209). Existing traditional bonds, such as compadrazgo relations, could be 
useful tool for the organization to gain local embedding. 34  Different 
leadership figures or local organizations, including on occasion a local 
chapter of ORDEN, might either be recruited or taken over (if feasible), or 
might alternatively be an opposition target for community organizing efforts 
(201-2).35  

Other in-depth field studies were not conducted at the time. However, 
available data indicate that the pre-insurgent organizational expansion 
elsewhere in the countryside followed a similar path, albeit with particular 
local adaptations. El Salvador’s rural areas, rather than being political 
landscapes “virgin because of abandonment” (Samayoa and Galván cited in 
Pearce 1986, 174. See also Todd 2010) were in fact sites of rapid social change 
in the decades prior to insurgency. Local traditional powers were 
increasingly intersecting with different external actors, which included 
political parties, churches, paramilitary networks, emerging peasants unions 
and development projects.36 This development, which accelerated decisively 

34 Compadrazgo can be translated as ‘godparenthood,’ an important traditional institution based on bonds of 
reciprocity between godparents. For descriptions of the institution of compadrazgo in El Salvador, see Martín-
Baró (1973) and Montes (1978). 
35 For example, while in the community of El Jicarón the organizers built the local group in explicit opposition 
to the wealthiest man in town and those families allied with him (260-1), in the community of El Rodeo the 
organizers built the local group around the support of the wealthiest family in town (Cabarrús 1983, 225-6). 
36 Confirming this view, Anaya Montes argues that in the early 70s “there are a great many institutions or 
organizations that in one way or the other control the peasant” (1972, 75), and lists several pages of specific 
examples of organizations, programs and projects existing in the Salvadoran countryside in the late 60s and 
early 70s. Referring particularly to the case of Chalatenango, Bataillon argues that the changes of the 50s and 
60s lead to a situation in which “subsistence farmers modulate their relationships with local elites through the 
clergy, the State and the military” (2008, 115).   



 

in the 60s, led to the widespread involvement of different types of support 
groups and outside allies with rural communities. Thus, in the 70s, different 
“activists and their organizations offered alternative sources of economic 
assistance and protection to peasants directly and through their links with 
urban and international groups” (Brockett 2005, 164).  
 In the case of Chalatenango, Ascoli emphasizes the pre-insurgency 
organizational relevance of local peasant cooperatives promoted by the 
Catholic Church from the 60s onward (2001, 21).37 The training programs 
associated with the cooperative movement helped peasant leaders from 
Chalatenango to “develop analytical skills to fully engage social and political 
activism” and to “create lasting political networks” (Chávez 2010, 139). 
Chávez furthermore points to the success of the Catholic Radio School 
project, also in the 60s and early 70s, and the dynamic social role of the local 
educators in the church’s grassroots activity in Chalatenango (2010, 143-149). 
Initially, the empowerment of these catholic networks led to increased 
political influence for the PDC, which in some cases contributed to PDC 
mayors being elected in Chalatenango municipalities.38 However, with the 
intensification of the links between liberation theology’s organizational 
networks and militants of the PMOs, the PDC eventually lost grip in these 
areas. 

In the early 70s, some of the most influential clergy had sought 
connections to the PMOs and the other way around. A few priests and 
seminarians actually became members of PMOs, and started to lead a 
clandestine double life (Alas 2003, 238. Gibb 2000, 75-85. Kruijt 2008, 53). In 
some other cases, guerrilla organizers were allowed access to the 
organizational network the clergy had built up, as was the case in 
Aguilares.39 In Chalatenango, one of the first persons to embrace the cause of 
the FPL was Benito Tovar, a Catholic priest (Chávez 2010, 171). Through him, 
FPL organizers accessed the local constituencies of the Christian Base 
communities, educational projects and cooperatives. These FPL organizers 

37 Chris van der Borgh points out that the cooperative peasant movement in Chalatenango in the 70s already 
received funding from Dutch and German NGO’s (2003, 80). More details on different projects related to the 
cooperative movement and the churches are available in Chávez (2010).  
38 Interviews with Carmen (14-12-2009) and Reyes (31-03-2010). An example of the PDC nation-wide 
expansion in the 60s is the fact that this party won over a third of El Salvador municipal governments in the 
1966 elections, including San Salvador (Bataillon 2008, 103). 
39 The links between the PMOs and the Catholic Church networks were facilitated through the existence of 
previous relations of a good part of the militant students with Catholic youth organizations, particularly Acción 
Católica Universitaria Salvadoreña-ACUS (Salvadoran Catholic University Action) and Juventud Estudiantil 
Católica-JEC (Catholic Student Youth). I thank Alberto Martín Alvarez for pointing this out to me.  



 

provided political education workshops and recruited local leaders to their 
cause. 40  In 1974, these organizers together with some outstanding local 
recruits founded the Unión de Trabajadores de Campo (UTC),41 trying to 
emulate FECCAS in Aguilares (Ascoli 2001, 40). UTC was founded 
simultaneously in the two areas where, apart from Aguilares, the FPL 
organizing had advanced the most: Chalatenango and San Vicente (Chávez 
2010, 158-9). 

When channeled in through the clergy, the revolutionary militants 
encountered an organizational infrastructure they could build upon, with 
people generally receptive to the revolutionary ideas that had also been 
promoted by the progressive priests and catholic lay workers. In line with 
the model of clandestine expansion, guerrilla organizers actively recruited 
local leaders as new PMO members, while often keeping them in place in 
their local leadership roles (Cabarrús 1983, 291). Secret recruitment and 
insertion within the popular organizations made it possible for the PMOs to 
operate within a broader movement with a public political presence and to 
control that movement. Increasingly, the peasant movement started to 
confront both local powers as well as the national regime, by means of strikes 
and land invasions (243, 252, 304). In the mid-70s, organizations like FECCAS 
and UTC were able to mobilize contingents of between 2,000 and 3,000 
peasants in different anti-government protests (Cabarrús, 1983, 240. Pearce, 
1986, 163-164).  
 While the geographic emphasis of the FPL’s work was with the 
popular church networks in the northern and central part of El Salvador, the 
ERP focused mainly (but not exclusively) on the eastern part of the country. 
For example, the ERP managed to find an inroad into northern Morazán 
through the progressive Catholic networks organized by father Miguel 
Ventura in the parish of Torola. According to anthropologist Leigh Binford, 
this arrangement made it possible for the ERP to work quietly and 
clandestinely for many years among the peasants of the area to extend its 
support base (1997, 33. 2004). While the FPL engaged peasant supporters in 
confrontational activities with the regime as early as 1974, the ERP gave more 
attention to military preparation and only started to engage in protest 
movement tactics in 1977 (Binford 1997, 32). Also in the central part of the 
country, the ERP had managed to organize support structures in various 

40 Interview with Reyes (31-03-2010).  
41 Union of Rural Workers. 



 

progressive parishes (urban and rural). However, a significant segment of 
that network would split-off when the RN was born.   

The different PMOs also disputed rural supporters between them. For 
example, reviewing the events of the 1970s in his Suchitoto parish, directly 
east of the Aguilares parish and across the Cerrón Grande reservoir from 
Chalatenango, former priest and popular church organizer José Inocencio 
Alas comments that, after 1975, the area  
 

becomes politically flooded. Activists of the five tendencies42 present themselves in 
the city and the majority of the cantons (villages). The objective: bring together the 
largest number of followers and obtain hegemonic power in the region. They are 
all particularly interested in the Guazapa mountain, which stands majestically a 
few kilometers from San Salvador. Its northern slopes give exit to Chalatenango, 
where intensive work is carried out with the peasants … (Alas 2003, 237)43 

 
Alas’ comment is eloquent on the PMOs active pursuit of peasant 
constituencies. However, the PMOs simultaneously provided a vehicle for 
empowerment and social ascendency for the peasants. Though urban cadres 
dominated leadership, the PMOs facilitated meaningful internal participation 
for the peasants, and a significant number of peasant leaders also obtained 
cadre status during the 70s. The revolutionary peasant leaders also 
demanded this space (Chávez 2010, 173). In this sense, it is important to 
acknowledge that the PMOs and the popular movement they controlled 
allowed the peasants to participate in a project in which their personal and 
collective status was framed positively. In the revolutionary parlance of the 

42 Alas refers here to the different PMOs that eventually integrated the FMLN. However, in 1975 the panorama 
of the revolutionary organizations was still slightly different: the RN is in the process of splitting off from the 
ERP. The PRTC did not yet exist and the PCS had not set up its military arm yet, but was nevertheless also 
politically active in the countryside.  By the late 70s, political control of the peasant communities in and 
around Guazapa area was mostly in the hands of the RN, the FPL and a small contingent supportive of the PCS.  
43 The participation of different PMOs in the dispute of the bases around Suchitoto was related to the fact that 
the Alas brothers did promote liberation theology, but were not recruited at the time by a specific PMO. 
Therefore, they allowed different groups to enter their area of influence. In several cases, priests that had 
already been recruited or were collaborating closely with a specific PMO functioned as gatekeepers keeping 
other PMOs out of their area of influence (Alas 2003, 237. Cabarrús 1983, 146.). This factor helps explain the 
territorial distribution of the areas of influence of the different PMOs that later integrated the FMLN. It is 
important to note that clergy influenced by liberation theology represented a significant sector in El Salvador’s 
Catholic Church in the early to mid-70s, but did not dominate the entire church. “Outside the Archdiocese of 
San Salvador, … most of the other dioceses had conservative bishops who prevented individual pastoral agents 
from forming Christian base communities or other parish-based projects" (Peterson 1997, 56). Documented 
examples of pastoral work overflowing into revolutionary peasant organizing include David Rodriguez’ work in 
San Vicente and La Paz (Gibb 2000), Miguel Ventura’s work in Morazán (Binford 1999. López Vigil 1987), the 
brothers Alas in Suchitoto (Alas 2003) and Rutilio Grande in Aguilares (Cabarrús 1983. Cardenal 1986) and 
Benito Tovar in Chalatenango (Ascoli 2001. Chávez 2010). These areas also became the most important 
guerrilla warfronts during the 80s. 



 

FPL, the ‘peasant-workers alliance’ was to be the backbone of the revolution 
and the new El Salvador that was to emerge afterwards (Carpio 1999, 91). 
The popular church frequently referred to the organized peasant families as 
the ‘chosen people,’ increasingly so when the struggle became more difficult 
(Berryman 2004. Wright 1994). Because of their participation in the 
movement, the peasants were able to engage in and negotiate relationships 
with other groups and individuals, like political organizers, university 
students or priests, on relatively horizontal terms and in which, to a 
significant degree, the peasants’ personal and collective aspirations found 
echo and acceptance.  

Simultaneously, the positive framing of the concept of popular, 
meaning grassroots or mass based, also contributed to the emergence of a 
vibrant cultural production among the organized peasants that in turn also 
helped sustain the revolutionary movement. For example, with the help of 
clergy and the rural unions, the peasant communities stepped up the 
organization of local festivals and other cultural activities, mixing traditional 
religious and peasant motives with revolutionary themes (Sprenkels 2009, 19-
20). The new religious songbook promoted by the popular church was based 
on popular music and promoted active participation of the population in 
singing and making music (Peterson 1997). Revolutionary songs in vogue in 
Latin America at the time were often incorporated into the repertoire of the 
local popular church groups. 44  Rallies, meetings and festivals were 
accompanied by artistic presentations from urban as well as rural groups 
(Almeida and Urbizagástegui 1999).45 The expansion of the popular church, 
peasant movement and PMOs was thus accompanied by new and 
transformative cultural experiences, helping to create an “oppositional 
political culture” and to consolidate symbolic and emotional attachments 
among the movement followers (Foran 1997. Jasper 2011).  
 In the second half of the 70s, rural activists would frequently play 
different roles and switch back and forth between these roles when 
circumstances so required: from lay preacher, to peasant leader to guerrilla 
organizer (Sprenkels 2001, 209-213). In parishes like Aguilares, Chalatenango, 
Tecoluca and Torola, (lay) priests, peasant leaders and militants of PMOs 
increasingly operated in overlapping networks and roles to actively and 
consciously build a revolutionary constituency. Being inserted within 

44 See Almeida and Urbizagástegui (1999) and Sprenkels (2009). Interview with Carmen (14-12-2009). 
45 Almeida and Urbizagástegui identified 50 popular musical groups that worked with the insurgents between 
1975-1992 (1999, 13). 



 

multiple networks also allowed activists to assume multiple roles and 
responsibilities in political and military work. The multiple roles were a tool 
for organizational accumulation as well as a defense mechanism. When 
necessary, members of the guerrilla could pass as union organizers or lay 
priests.  

During this period of rural expansion, the PMOs also continued to 
make headway in the cities, increasing their influence over a significant part 
of the labor unions, student associations, and urban Christian base 
communities.46 They also successfully attempted to organize previously less-
organized groups like high-school students and urban slum dwellers. All this 
political activity took place much to the discomfort of the established 
political forces. The PCS for example was highly critical of the PMOs and 
accused them publicly of adventurism and ‘extreme leftism.’47 As a result, 
there was sometimes violent tension between the PMOs and the PCS, whose 
members saw their influence shrinking. 48  According to the Christen 
Democratic leader Duarte, the PDC was also affected by the organizational 
success of the PMOs: “the mass organizations grew as our party [the PDC] 
withered” (1986, 94). At the same time, the PDC also endured pressure and 
persecution from right-wing groups like ORDEN. “By the end of the 70s, 
[these two forces] had decimated the Christen Democrats” (Duarte 1986, 92).  
 The dispute for constituencies and cadres might help to explain the 
sectarianism that flourished among the Salvadoran PMOs in the 70s. A rough 
diagram of revolutionary rivalry divided the two earliest PMOs (FPL and 
ERP) from each other and both opposed to the PCS.49 Revolutionary zeal, 
repression and clandestinity fueled distrust and internal power struggles. 
These disputes would sometimes end in tragedy, as was the case within the 
ERP in May 1975. In an episode whose exact details and responsibilities 

46 Several urban parishes set up Christian base communities and promoted radical political organizing in 
similar ways to the one described by Cabarrús. Examples include Father Ernesto Barrera in Ciudad Delgado, 
Father Alfonso Navarro en San Salvador, Father Rafael Palacios en Santa Tecla and Father Octavio Ortíz in San 
Antonio Abad. The book La semilla que cayó en tierra fértil (Consejo de Mujeres Misioneras por la Paz 1996) 
provides testimonies from participants in urban Christian base communities. A few protestant churches also 
developed similar communities, for example the Emmanuel Baptist Church. Its pastor, Augusto Cotto, became 
one of the leaders of the RN. Anna Lisa Peterson offers a comprehensive overview of the experience of 
Christian base communities in El Salvador (1997). On the part of the high-school students, the largest 
organization was Movimiento Estudiantil Revolucionario de Secundaria (MERS), affiliated to the FPL 
(Harnecker 1993, 124). 
47 Dagoberto Gutiérrez, one of the leaders of the Salvadoran Communist Party in the 70s, used the term in an 
essay called ‘Nuestra polémica con la ultraizquierda’ (Hernández 2009). See also PCS (2011, 23). 
48 Interviews with Demetrio (29-06-2009) and Rafael (01-12-2009). See also Hernández (2009). 
49 For a discussion of the different ideological currents among the Salvadoran PMOs in the 1970s, see Byrne 
(1996, 33-43). 



 

remain unclear today, the ERP leadership executed Roque Dalton, El 
Salvador’s foremost poet and intellectual. A known public figure, Dalton had 
returned clandestinely to El Salvador from Havana a year earlier to 
participate in the ERP’s urban structures (García Dueñas and Espinoza 2010). 
His death strengthened the internal divisions within the ERP, giving origin to 
a new PMO, the RN, initially with very strong animosities towards the ERP. 
The ERP remained in control of the rural structures in the eastern part of El 
Salvador, but lost a significant part of its organizational bases in the central 
part of the country to the RN. 

In the second half of the 70s, the revolutionary expansion provided 
the impetus for the establishment of overarching popular movements known 
as ‘mass organizations.’ In 1975, the FPL clustered the different popular 
organizations it controlled into the Bloque Popular Revolucionario (BPR) 50 
(Harnecker 1993, 136). The BPR constituted the FPL’s reply to the 1975 
massacre of a protest march of university students by the Salvadoran military 
(Flores Macal 1980, 20). In the BPR different sector organizations (peasants, 
workers, teachers, students etc.) formed a broad popular front under the 
banner of ‘popular combat.’ After leaving the ERP in 1975, the RN 
consolidated control over the Frente de Acción Popular Unificada (FAPU),51 
a mass organization founded in 1974, whose direction they had initially 
disputed with the FPL, the PCS and the PDC (Dunkerley 1985, 99). Following 
the internal rupture, the ERP initially focused more on preparing the military 
infrastructure that would allow for a popular insurrection. However, the ERP 
also founded its own ‘mass organization’ in 1977, called Ligas Populares 28 
de febrero (LP-28),52 after the massacre of several ERP supporters that had 
gathered on a central square in San Salvador to protest against electoral fraud 
in the presidential elections.  

At the time, these ‘mass organizations’ defined themselves publicly 
as revolutionary movements, but denied having organic ties to the guerrilla 
organizations (Duarte 1986, 94. Dunkerley 1985, 100). The ‘mass 
organizations’ combined pro-active and dedicated organizational expansion 
with anti-government rallies and occupations of buildings (in the city) and 
estates (in the countryside). The ‘mass organizations’ provided the PMOs 
with a belligerent protest movement and sufficient mobilizing capacity to 
deepen the country’s mounting political crisis. The protests reached their 

50 The Revolutionary Popular Block. 
51 The Unified Popular Action Front. 
52 February 28 Popular League. 



 

peak in 1979 (Brockett 2005, 186-8). The same groups also served as a training 
school for revolutionary activists and a recruitment pool for the PMOs. And 
because of gradually increasing repression by military and paramilitary 
forces in the late 70s, the ‘mass organizations’ themselves also had to develop 
defense mechanisms that prepared for and anticipated the military tasks that 
were to come for many militants. At this time, FPL leader Cayetano Carpio 
launched the slogan “our mountains are the masses.” The phrase heralded 
the expansion of the popular movement, and connected it directly to the FPL 
strategy of revolutionary warfare. The underlying message was that Che 
Guevara had been wrong to disqualify El Salvador as fertile ground for 
guerrilla warfare because of its lack of mountains. The Salvadoran guerrillas 
might overcome such geographical limitations by seeking cover within the 
grassroots masses.  

Military or paramilitary violence directed at the PMOs and their 
alleged supporters occurred with increasing frequency in the second half of 
the 70s. It also started to target priests active in the popular church. Rutilio 
Grande, the Jesuit responsible for the Aguilares parish, was murdered in 
1977 together with two of his parishioners (Cardenal 1986). Apart from the 
military, also paramilitary forces like ORDEN were involved in acts of 
intimidation and violent repression of revolutionary forces. Meanwhile, the 
PMOs needed money and weapons in order to consolidate themselves and 
develop military actions. They carried out bank robberies and kidnappings (a 
few ended in assassination) of wealthy Salvadorans or other prestigious 
figures. These actions translated into the accumulation of a significant ‘war 
chest,’ especially by the RN and the ERP (Binford 1997, 33. Rico Mira 2003, 
129).53 The actions also established a type of military presence of the guerrilla 
forces in the country, and were simultaneously used to push for other 
demands, such as the release of captured militants. Armed propaganda was 
another early strategy: masked guerrillas showing off their weapons and 
distributing pamphlets during brief and unexpected public appearances. The 
PMOs stepped up their military presence gradually, in part to manifest their 
growing capacity vis-à-vis the enemy, in part to avoid lagging behind with 

53 Former RN comandante Macías Mayora claims the RN war chest at some point amassed 50 million dollars 
(1997, 285). This seems a bit steep. But several authors coincide that successful kidnapping operations in the 
late 70s and early 1980, did provide the RN with very substantial resources (Hernández 2009. Rico Mira 2003). 
On the other hand, according to some sources, the ERP might have lost a substantial part of the money 
accumulated through kidnappings when Alejandro Rivas Mira, the organizations’ top leader, deserted and 
reportedly took a significant amount of money with him, leaving the maximum leadership of the ERP in the 
hands of Joaquín Villalobos (Hernández 2009, 122). Interview with Demetrio (19-05-2009). 



 

regard to the other PMOs. The revolutionaries suffered from a significant 
scarcity of weaponry, which they obtained mostly from the black market and 
from ‘requisition’ of firearms during attacks on the police or the military. 

Finally, as indicated earlier, the build-up of El Salvador’s 
revolutionary movement was not an isolated development, but occurred in a 
context of Latin American revolutionary effervescence. All the different 
PMOs sustained relationships with revolutionary groups outside of El 
Salvador, and especially with the Cubans, who provided cautious but crucial 
support for the emerging Salvadoran guerrilla organizations and in turn 
tried to exert influence on these groups (Castañeda 1993). Of immense 
symbolic and later also practical importance for the Salvadoran 
revolutionaries was the insurrectional triumph of the Nicaraguan Sandinistas 
(July 19, 1979), providing a key rallying cry for the subsequent years: “If 
Nicaragua won, El Salvador will win” (Perla 2008). 
 
Active Resistance (1980-82): violence, terror and escalation 
 
The March 24, 1980 death-squad assassination of Archbishop Romero is often 
seen as the ‘point of no return’ in the escalation of the Salvadoran civil war, 
since it eliminated the one figure who could plausibly have facilitated a 
negotiated solution to the crisis (United Nations 1993. Montgomery 1995a). 
However, it was the October 15, 1979 coup d’état that inaugurated the 
dramatic escalation of violence. It brought a civil-military junta to power, 
which included moderate left-wingers, with a program resting on broad 
reform and the cessation of political persecution, including the immediate 
dissolution of ORDEN (Majano 2009. Menjívar Ochoa 2006, 267). Monseñor 
Romero as well as a substantial part of the UCA Jesuits threw their support 
behind the coup (Bataillon 2008, 241-5). It backfired because both reactionary 
hardliners and the PMOs viewed the coup as a threat to their political 
position (Galeas 2004, 6. Harnecker 1993, 170). 

Major Roberto d’Aubuisson, a counter-insurgency official during the 
previous regime, responded to the coup by leaving the military to organize 
an underground paramilitary terror campaign. In subsequent months, 
D’Aubuisson and others were able to create a militant anti-communist 
movement with the support of part of the country’s economic elite, part of 
the military and most of the paramilitary networks, in particular the formally 
dissolved structures of ORDEN (Galeas 2004, 12). The ‘death squads’ became 



 

the best-known expression of this right-wing shadow force, operating 
partially inserted within Salvadoran Armed Forces, partially outside of it. 
The hardliners increased their share of control of coercive resources through 
massive engagement in semi-clandestine, semi-governmental repression, 
generating an intractable mix of official and unofficial violence, what Didion 
described as the “proliferation of … shadowy and overlapping forces” (1983, 
13). At the same time, the anti-communists publically mobilized vocal 
pressure groups, like Frente de Agricultores de la Región Oriental (FARO) 
and Frente Feminino.54 D’Aubuisson created a militant anti-communist Right 
that, in part mirroring the methods used by the PMOs, integrated and 
combined political and (para)military means.55  
 On the other hand, the insurgents also aimed to sabotage the 
reformist junta because they were afraid successful reform would undermine 
their position on the left of the political spectrum. A military victory for the 
insurgency, like what had occurred in Nicaragua in July that same year, 
would place them in a much better position (Zaid 1981, 11, 27). The PMOs 
were pushing hard to consolidate their popular bases and strategic military 
positions. In the process they increasingly imparted ‘revolutionary justice’ on 
those they considered their enemies or otherwise a liability to their own 
safety. In the words of ERP comandante Ana Guadalupe Martínez, “at this 
time [the end of 1979 and beginning of 1980] all the armed organizations of 
the Left were committed to an intense campaign of annihilation of the 
paramilitaries” (cited in Galeas, 2004, 19).  

Thus, paradoxically, the rise to power of the moderates actually led to 
a dramatic increase of both urban and rural political violence. A horrifying 
wave of assassinations began late October 1979 and the formally dissolved 
ORDEN groups were at the forefront of the massacre (Americas Watch 1991. 
Menjívar Ochoa 2006. United Nations 1993). The campaign instigated dozens 
of massacres of peasant families signaled as collaborators of the guerrillas, 
often perpetrated in joint operations involving paramilitaries and local 
security forces. In the cities, it included the selective elimination, often 
through forced disappearances, of suspected left-wing militants as well as 

54 Eastern Region Agriculturalist Front and Female Front. 
55 The most comprehensive account of D’Aubuisson’s efforts to organize a clandestine militant right-wing 
movement in the period 1979-1981 can be found in Galeas (2004), especially in the extensive interview 
featured there with Fernando Sagrera. Escobar Galindo coined the idea of D’Aubuisson as the artifice of El 
Salvador’s ‘militant right’ (2002, 87). See also Melara Minero (2012) and Sprenkels (2011). 



 

the execution of prominent reform-minded opposition figures. Archbishop 
Romero’s assassination took place within this context.  
 After the expansion of the revolutionary peasant movement, Jenny 
Pearce explains that “the repression [of the late 70s and early 1980] was too 
late. It failed in its intention of intimidating and terrorizing people into 
passivity or retrenchment. Instead, such was the momentum of the popular 
movement that it was spurred to greater militancy” (1986, 175).56 The idea 
makes sense, but it is important to take note, as Juan Linz points out, that in 
the logic of political violence “the line between cause and effect becomes 
blurred” (1978, 15). Among the members of the peasant movements, some 
militants who were already working consciously and actively to promote 
violent escalation co-existed with those whose commitment to armed 
struggle was probably enhanced by the experience of repression itself. 
According to a former UTC leader from Chalatenango, the escalation of 
violence was widely anticipated within the revolutionary movement, and 
even used for recruitment, framed in the biblical allegory of Noah’s Ark: 
 

there were two contending forces [the peasant movement and the state forces] and 
that if [neighbors] joined the Ark [the peasant movement] chances were that they 
will spare their lives but if they didn’t, most likely they will perish. (cited in 
Chávez 2010, 159) 

 
From my interviews with former participants in the insurgency, it becomes 
clear that while many participants from the 70s became (more) committed to 
the revolutionary movement because they suffered violent repression, a 
significant number of participants abandoned the movement when the 
conflict escalated. 57  In its visceral dialogue, violence may function as a 
deterrent as well as a catalyst for more violence (Lichbach 1987). Furthermore, 
as Kalyvas points out, the particular dynamics of the generation and 
application of violence in civil war are not only conditioned by the larger 

56 Scholars Paul Almeida (2008) and Charles Brockett (2005) recently dedicated book size studies theorizing on 
this phenomenon in their respective analysis of the Salvadoran ‘protest cycle’ that preceded the civil war. 
Brockett calls this the ‘protest-repression paradox,’ something he encountered in his research on both El 
Salvador and Guatemala. It reads as follows: “Repression generally succeeds in smothering contention if the 
prior level of mobilization was low. However, if state violence is increased after a protest cycle / cycle of 
contention is well underway, this repression is more likely to provoke even higher levels of challenge, both 
nonviolent and violent, rather than deter contention” (2005, 327). For Almeida, the 60s in El Salvador 
constituted a period of relative political liberalization, laying the groundwork for civil society groups to 
organize to defend their interest. Subsequently, “[i]f regimes close down this political opening they risk much 
more disruptive and violent forms of political action by the newly disenfranchised but organized groups” (2008, 
217). 
57 Interview with Carmen (14-12-2009). 



 

national-level conflict, but to some extent take their shape in any given 
locality as a result of the particular relations and divisions in existence in that 
place (2006). The geographic distribution of the military forces, the 
paramilitary networks and the insipient guerrilla forces, in combination with 
the different local relations maintained by these forces, were indeed crucial 
factors in the different ways the violence developed in each locality or sector. 

A general pattern could be simplified as follows: local authorities and 
paramilitary structures responded to the expansion of revolutionary 
organizing by resorting to violence and intimidation. Meanwhile, the 
popular organizations created self-defense committees, progressively 
militarized their actions and became increasingly more interdependent and 
even more indistinguishable from PMOs. Increasing violent repression 
especially accelerated the militarization of the peasant movement, which by 
late 1979 and early 1980 resulted in complex local patchworks of militia and 
makeshift security dispositions, particularly in those areas of the country 
described in the previous section.58 The escalation of violence in these areas 
increasingly forced local peasant families to either flee (which many did) or 
to choose sides in the conflict. As the UTC leader had anticipated, in some 
communities it indeed became more dangerous for the peasant families to 
stay unaligned than to embrace the protection of one of the armed groups 
(Silber 2011, 48). 

Close to half of the total of human rights violations of the Salvadoran 
conflict took place in this turbulent ‘preparing for war’ period between 
October 1979 and December 1980.59 What is important to take into account is 
that the death-squad campaign had different effects in different localities, 
with pronounced differences between urban and rural areas. By and large, in 
the countryside the violence tended to be more indiscriminately directed 
against entire families and it caused many more victims (United Nations 
1993). As it turned out, the PMOs were still ill prepared for military 
confrontation, especially due to a lack of weapons. In the villages with high 
levels of revolutionary organizing, increasingly indiscriminate massacres 
forced peasant families to abandon their homes permanently. Those closest 

58 References can be found in Ascoli (2001, 44-51), Sprenkels (2001, 51-57. 2009, 19) and van der Borgh (2003, 
103-6). 
59 See Sprenkels and Melara Minero (forthcoming). This appreciation is based on the Annex of the UN Truth 
Commission report (1993), and confirmed by the more comprehensive list of victims presented by Comité Pro-
Monumento for the Monument for Civilian Victims of El Salvador’s Civil War located in the Cuscatlán park of 
San Salvador. The UN Truth Commission, by mandate, did not take into account any acts of violence that 
occurred previously to 1980, omitting 1970s cases in its report.  



 

to the PMOs sought refuge in hideouts and improvised camps, further away 
from the towns with military outposts.60 In general terms, the violence in the 
rural areas often further mobilized the peasant families into the 
organizational structures of the guerrilla. When peasant families fell prey to 
repression, the survivors would often be able regroup and to organize for 
retaliation. The rural insurgents were able to move in the terrain, keep a 
certain amount of territorial control and even to strike back at the local 
military and paramilitaries, from time to time.  

At the same time, in the cities, the repression severely hampered 
insurgent organizing activities. Apart from the many who were assassinated 
or disappeared, scores of activists were thrown into the jails, already packed 
with political prisoners from previous years. Revolutionary activity in the 
city became increasingly difficult and high-risk in the course of 1980. The 
popular organizations, like unions, were forced to suspend most activity, 
what Mario Lungo calls “the retreat of the urban mass movement” taking 
place halfway into 1980 (1987, 71). The military invaded the campus of the 
UES, the most important hotbed of revolutionary organizing, and closed it 
down on June 26, 1980 (Quezada and Martínez 1995, 67). The killings and 
disappearances made internal communications in the urban networks falter, 
leaving survivors out on a limb.61  

The secretive and personalized organizational model of cells and 
collaborators was vulnerable to enemy infiltration or dilatation by captured 
(and usually tortured) militants. It was common at this time for participants 
in the urban guerrilla networks to lose their nexus to the PMOs because of 
the impact of repression. The PMOs focused their efforts on the people and 
means they considered crucial and left many others to fend for themselves. 
Mostly, the PMOs urged their militants and collaborators to stay put and 
hang in there until the proposed ‘final’ offensive. The pressure the urban 
insurgents were under was tremendous, especially if they did not have a 
good cover (which required money and connections). It was easy to lose 
track of what was going on even inside one’s own organization. Many 

60 An example of such an improvised camp was in the Chalatenango hamlet of Las Aradas. The refugees chose 
the place because it was far from military outposts and on the other side of the Sumpul River from Honduras. 
They would thus be able to move into Honduras should the army get too close. On May 14, 1980, heavy rains 
had swollen Sumpul’s current. The Honduran army closed off the Honduran side of the river, collaborating 
with the massacre perpetrated by the Salvadoran forces. The refugees at Las Aradas had only a few pistols at 
their disposal for defense. Between 300 and 600 people were assassinated, the second worse massacre of the 
war. (Morales and Navas 2006. Sprenkels 2002b. United Nations 1993).  
61 See Sprenkels (2001, chapter 3).  



 

wanted out: if there were no conditions to go to the mountains (yet), then 
maybe exile could be an alternative?62 A hard choice, because it might also 
mean losing out on what was to come, and many revolutionaries thought 
victory was near at hand.  

In spite of the hardships of repression, in 1980 the PMOs considered 
political momentum was on their side. The reformist coup failed to sustain 
the broad coalition which initially supported it. More left-leaning elements 
left the junta, and only conservative sectors of the PDC and the army 
remained loyal. In turn, several moderate left-wing organizations allied with 
the insurgent groups to create the Frente Democrático Revolucionario 
(FDR), 63  augmenting the amount of urban middle class support for the 
insurgents, and strengthening their international legitimacy (Montgomery 
1995a, 111). Also the PCS (highly critical of the PMOs throughout the 70s) 
had decided to join the insurgency and set-up an armed wing called FAL in 
1979.  

The proliferation of guerrilla groups (now numbering five in total), 
different grassroots groups, ‘mass organizations’ and other political forces 
gravitating towards the insurgent movement as the crisis prolonged, led to 
an impressive array of acronyms, reflecting both the insurgents accumulation 
of strength as well as their disunity and division. Throughout 1980, the 
different PMOs were involved in a lengthy process of creating political unity, 
which passed through several stages to eventually disembogue into the 
creation of the FMLN in October 1980. The creation of the FMLN, provided 
the insurgents with an overarching coordinating body, without the five 
PMOs (FPL, ERP, RN, PRTC and PCS-FAL) having to surrender their organic 
integrity. The FDR in turn, allowed the insurgent movement to incorporate a 
broader array of political forces not all of which were directly subjected to 
PMO authority (Dunkerley 1985, 166). 

In this context of growing revolutionary unity, right-wing elements 
inside the Salvadoran military resorted to another high profile assassination. 
On November 27, 1980, security forces kidnapped and assassinated 6 

62 Little has been written on the urban clandestine guerrilla organizing in El Salvador. Manlio Argueta’s novel 
Caperucita en la Zona Roja (1981) describes some of the early clandestine urban dynamics in the 70s. Rico 
Mira (2003) offers a personal account of his experience within the RN. García Dueñas and Espinoza (2010) and 
Hernández (2009) focus on the details around the assassination of Roque Dalton, which offers a glimpse in the 
urban dynamics of the ERP in the mid-1970s. Sprenkels (2001) includes a chapter dedicated to FPL safehouses 
during the 80s. For an excellent insiders account of the urban guerrilla in Guatemala in 1981 (with many 
parallels to the Salvadoran experience) see Payeras (1987). A recent book by Galeas (2013) offers an partially 
novelized account of the internal dynamics of the first years of the ERP. 
63 Democratic Revolutionary Front. 



members of the FDR leadership gathered in the capital for a meeting (United 
Nations 1993). It was a final blow to the revolutionary movement’s 
aspirations to maintain some type of public urban presence. Except for some 
segments of the church and the Jesuit University community, all popular 
groups linked to the insurgency had stopped operating in the cities by late 
1980, because of the continued repression (Montgomery 1995a, 102). 
 
Figure 3.1 Insurgent relations toward the end of 198065 

 
 
The 1981 offensive 
The long-anticipated ‘final’ insurgent offensive came on January 10, 1981. 
The FMLN timed it before Ronald Reagan’s presidential inauguration 
(January 20, 1981), in view of his announcement to step up military aid to El 
Salvador. The guerrilla offensive started with 43 simultaneous attacks 

65 Adapted from Armstrong and Rubin (1983, 220-1), Cabarrús (1983, 320), Dunkerley (1985, 303-4), and 
Montgomery (1995a, 102). For the complete names of the organizations mentioned, see the list of acronyms 
(Annex 3). 



 

throughout the country, included assaults on several major cities and 
military positions (Bosch 1999, 83). Most spectacularly, in Santa Ana two 
officers declared their allegiance with the insurgents, destroyed the barracks 
and left to join the insurgency with a small part of the troops (Mena Sandoval 
1990). In spite of fierce fighting in several parts of the country, the offensive 
was far less successful than the insurgents had anticipated. An announced 
general strike did not materialize. Spontaneous rebellion in the cities did not 
occur. The US government reacted by rushing military equipment to El 
Salvador in support of the army. On January 17, a first shipment consisting of 
two helicopters and large quantities of weapons and ammunition arrived 
(Bosch 1999, 100). On January 18, the FMLN announced a temporary retreat 
and renamed ‘the final offensive’ as ‘the general offensive.’ Increased US 
support and the army’s ability to resist the FMLN offensive with relative ease 
made it gain confidence. In the months after the offensive, the insurgents’ 
rearguard areas were further weakened by the large counteroffensive 
operations mounted by the government (Byrne 1996, 81). 

Several things became clear with the offensive. First, it evidenced the 
insurgents’ organizational and logistical weaknesses, which included limited 
popular backing and a significant lack of firepower.66 Second, the results of 
the offensive helped consolidate areas both for the guerrillas (northern and 
eastern parts of the country) as well as for the military (the cities and the 
western part of the country) (Benítez Manaut 1989, 259). Third, in spite of 
disappointing military results, the FPL and the ERP confirmed their status as 
the strongest and most effective insurgent military forces. The bulk of the 
approximately 4,000 guerrilla fighters who participated in different tasks 
during the offensive came from these two groups. 67  The failure of the 
offensive also revived some of the earlier tensions among the different 
insurgent groups, especially between the FPL and the ERP. Among other 
differences, the two groups held completely different analyses as to the 

66 In spite of support from Cuba and Nicaragua, the insurgents lacked weaponry. One RN comandante from 
Guazapa stated that during the offensive he had led 300 to 400 combatants and only 60 had rifles (cited in 
Montgomery 1995a, 117). The situation was similar on other fronts. The other organizations accused the ERP 
of hoarding the weapons that came in via Nicaragua. Because of how the different PMOs were positioned in 
the military fronts throughout the country, the ERP controlled the main routes to and from Nicaragua 
(interview with José, 15-11-2009).  
67 Brian Bosch, former US military advisor and scholar of El Salvador’s civil war, estimates that by late 1980 the 
FMLN had 4,000 full-time combatants (1999, 61). Estimates of the total guerrilla effectives vary according to 
sources and were also manipulated in relation to the objectives of the war. In a 1981 interview, one FMLN 
commanders placed the insurgency’s strength at 4,000 armed guerrillas and more than 5,000 militia members 
(cited in Montgomery 1995a, 116).  



 

reasons for the failure of the 1981 offensive. While the ERP considered it had 
come too late, the FPL thought it had come too early. The FPL argued that 
the offensive had been precipitous and that more popular organizing was 
required before a final assault on power could take place, while the ERP 
considered the time had been ripe for insurrection during the first half of 
1980 and that subsequently, momentum had been lost (Menjívar Larín 2006, 
272).  

The failure of the 1981 offensive had different impact on the 
insurgency’s rural and urban constituencies. When it became clear that 
victory was still far away, the PMOs saw their already wearied urban 
constituency shrink further. A physician for the FPL guerrillas explains:  

 
[d]uring the first months of 81 a good quantity of physicians and paramedics 
arrived [at the front]. … [They] thought at the time that the war would end in two 
months. Most of us got involved in it [the war] with the idea of being back at home 
and at work in 15 days. After the second month, many abandoned. The front … 
was left behind almost without professionals (cited in Metzi 1988, 96).  

 
Increasingly, groups of Salvadoran urban insurgents gathered and organized 
in exile. After the failed offensive, Managua became the de facto 
headquarters for the Salvadoran PMOs. Nicaragua’s capital city provided a 
safe rearguard from which the leadership organized the war in El Salvador 
and in which a range of specialized and operational tasks could be 
performed.69 Another significant group of (urban) FMLN militants settled in 
Mexico City (Pirker and Nuñéz 2011). The PMOs started to build support 
organizations in other countries, through (former) members who had gone 
into exile as well as by dedicating cadres to this line of work across Europe, 
North America and several Latin American countries. The main tasks of 
these structures were to raise funds and political sympathy for the 
revolutionary cause. Another specialized task organized (partially) in exile 
was that of setting up an extensive communication structure, which included 
press agencies covering the Salvadoran conflict from the perspective of the 
insurgency and several attempts at launching insurgent radio stations 
(Leonhart 1999).70 The FPL launched Farabundo Martí Radio in January 1982 

69 Interviews with Beatriz (12-02-2010), Dolores (02-12-2009), Fidel (02-12-2009), José (15-11-2009), Moisés 
(27-08-2009), Rafael (01-12- 2009), Rogelio (10-12-2009), Sebastián (12-09-2009), and Umberto (15-05-2009).  
70 Starting in 1980, Salvadoran insurgents set up different press agencies like SALPRESS (FPL affiliated), COMIN 
(ERP affiliated), NOTISAL (PCS affiliated) and AIP (RN affiliated), operating in Managua and / or Mexico City 
(Leonhard 1999, 16). 



 

(Escalona 2003). The most successful radio station in terms of impact and 
coverage was the ERP’s Radio Venceremos, which functioned from 1981 
onwards (Darling 2007, 2008. López Vigil 1991). Though struggling 
continuously with attempts by the military to blur the signal, the insurgent 
radios provided the guerrilla movement with a voice beyond the confines of 
the controlled areas. They also quickly became an important educational and 
social tool for those living within the different fronts (Darling 2007, 77-9. 
Henríquez Consalvi 2010). 

The repression of 1980 and the failure of the 1981 offensive thus 
drove many urban PMO supporters into exile while, on the other hand, 
spurring rural PMO supporters deeper into the war fronts. These moves 
contributed to the development of a range of specialized operations within 
the insurgent movement, and to a more structured division of labor, which 
partially took place outside of the war zones and in which urban / rural 
differences were accentuated. By the time of the offensive, the majority of 
peasant families that were part of the revolutionary movement had already 
been displaced from their homes by the repression and had already 
organized their daily lives around the guerrilla’s command structures in the 
countryside. The families that supported the guerrilla were called masas,71 
after the mass organizations in which their revolutionary affiliation was 
forged. Each PMO set up a specific structure with designated cadres to tend 
to their own masas. Generally, the insurgent leadership told their supporters 
to stay in the area and rely on guerrilla protection for safety, in spite of the 
military invasions and harsh conditions (Sprenkels 2001). Many in fact 
wanted to stay and contribute to the fight. On the other hand, if they left on 
their own account, they risked persecution by the military as well as, 
sometimes, retaliation by the insurgents for desertion. 
 Thus, with the failure of the offensive, the rural base of the insurgents 
had become even more indispensable in sustaining the war. If kept within 
the realm of influence of the guerrilla, the peasant families’ numerous 
offspring would provide a permanent flow of potential new recruits. 
Furthermore, the peasant’s knowledge of the terrain and their physical 
resilience, combined with proper training, turned them, generally speaking, 
into more effective guerrilla fighters than their urban counterparts. The 
PMOs continued to offer specialized military and political courses to 
outstanding peasant cadres, sometimes including training in Cuba and even 

71 Masses.  



 

in Vietnam (Castañeda 1993. Kruijt 2008). To a large extent, the ability of the 
insurgents to overcome the poor results of the offensive hinged on the fact 
that the remaining rural supporters provided the basis upon which to 
gradually establish stronger military and political control over the guerrilla’s 
rural areas of activity. Meanwhile, a significant number of urban PMO 
members regrouped in exile and from there were able to diversify and 
consolidate the insurgent movement’s international infrastructure. 
 
Military Initiative (mid-1982 to 1983): consolidating the fronts 
 
After overcoming the disarray left by the failed offensive, the PMOs focused 
on enhancing security and expanding control in the areas they saw as their 
military rearguard. In part they did so by systematically attacking and 
eliminating the smaller military outposts in these areas or close to them. This 
campaign was also a form of retaliation against the paramilitary forces and 
the military outposts that had participated in the massacres of 1979-1980. 
Those families aligned with the paramilitaries forces that were originally 
from the surrounding hamlets had left their houses and brought their 
families into town, to seek military protection from guerrilla retaliation. The 
families concentrated literally around the military outposts, in the houses in 
the center of town, in shacks or tents, and under trees. For example, in 
Chalatenango, many towns had a small military post in 1980, an inheritance 
from the earlier preemptive counterinsurgency strategy. The army was 
reluctant to abandon these posts. The guerrilla forces were able to take post 
after post, causing significant casualties as well as the exodus of the survivors 
(Byrne 1996, 82-3). In this period, the FMLN’s controlled areas became larger 
and included abandoned towns. The masas organized in support of a specific 
PMO were mostly living scattered in improvised camps in the area, held few 
weapons and mostly moved around to avoid the military operations and the 
bombing raids. The formal guerrilla forces, consisting mostly of selected 
youth from the masas camps, were concentrated in close-by but separate 
camps that functioned under a military regime.72 
 The Salvadoran Armed Forces, with extensive US assistance, resorted 
to ‘scorched earth’ tactics in order to make the presence of civilian supporters 
in the liberated zones increasingly difficult and unsustainable. These 
operations, which had started in 1981, followed a military strategy called 

72 Interviews with Carmen (14-12-2009) and Justo (20-08-2009).  



 

‘draining the sea’ and targeted not only the organized supporters, but 
sometimes also villages on the fringes of the guerrilla areas suspected of 
offering support (Danner 1994. Sprenkels 2001). The masas did not wait for 
the military to arrive and instead ran for their lives, sometimes for weeks on 
end, in long flights called guindas. The guerrilla proved unable to effectively 
protect the masas from the military and as a result, hundreds of peasants, 
mostly women, elderly and children were killed by government troops or by 
famine or disease and dozens of children were kidnapped, often during the 
guindas.73 

Though the PMOs initially urged (and sometimes coerced, depending 
on the rigidness of the local leadership) the ‘masses’ to stay within their zone, 
the disastrous consequences of the large-scale military operations convinced 
PMO leadership that they were exposing their followers to massacre 
(Sprenkels 2001, 82). Also, the efforts to protect the masas kept the 
combatants occupied, diminishing the guerrilla’s capacity to strike and cause 
enemy casualties.74 The operations provoked the arrival of additional batches 
of refugees to the camps around San Salvador and at the Honduran border 
and prompted the organization of a refugee camp further into Honduras, 
under the auspices of the United Nations (Compher and Morgan 1991. Todd 
2010). Mesa Grande, the largest Salvadoran refugee camp in Honduras, 
halfway into the 80s, harbored close to 12,000 refugees, most from 
Chalatenango and Cabañas (Compher and Morgan 1991. Edward and Tovar 
Siebentritt 1991.). In spite of ongoing harassment by the Honduran army, the 
camp was safer for the peasant families than the liberated zones inside El 
Salvador (Compher and Morgan 1991, 31). Insurgent organizers worked to 
“convert the refuge in a trench for the FMLN” (Ascoli 2001, 98). The different 
PMOs continued to organize the population in the camps to keep up the 
contribution to the revolutionary struggle in different ways: providing 
recruits; setting up workshops to produce resources for the guerilla army; 
receiving international delegations; and raising awareness of the crimes 
committed by the Salvadoran military.75 

‘Carmen,’ one of the FPL organizers who worked in the camp early 
1983, describes how recruitment took place at the time. 

73 Different accounts of these large scale military operation and the ensuing guindas can be found in Ascoli 
(2001), Binford (1997), Bourgois (1982), Danner (1994), de Witte (1989), Metzi (1988), Pearce (1986), Serrano 
Serrano and León Castillo (2009), Sprenkels (2001, 2002a), Todd (2010) and Wright (1994). 
74 Interview with David (20-12-2009). 
75 Todd (2010) provides the most extensive account of the refugee camps in Honduras.  



 

 
They [the FPL] sent me to work in Mesa Grande with a team … . Our task was to 
send approximately 200 young people a month [to the front]. … We also did some 
work with the population, to raise consciousness that they shouldn’t forget the 
people that stayed at the front. We said: it’s OK for the elderly and the children to 
go there [to Mesa Grande], but what are all those young people doing there? All 
these young people growing up: for what really? What will become of them? 
Where is the contribution of these people? …  
 
The problem was that the people already knew what the war was. In the beginning 
the people didn’t know. ‘Do you want war?!’ … Everybody said:  ‘Yes!!! Yes, we 
want war!!’ Without knowing what war really was. But now the people that had 
been inside [the war] knew what they could expect. The work was first to go [talk] 
to the parents. … We did house visits, from hut to hut, and also in assemblies. … 
There were some families that … felt it was hard to accept that their son or 
daughter would have to continue in the ravages of war, as they had lived it. But 
the interesting part was when the youngsters themselves said: ‘no, but the 
compañera is right. … We can go fight, you [the parents] can’t.’ … A lot of them 
also remembered what they had lived through, how they had been evicted from 
their home, the memory of how their mother or their grandmother was murdered. 
… This memory also motivated them to make the decision and say: ‘caramba, what 
am I doing over here, when I should go and avenge my family’s blood.’76  

 
For subsequent years, the refugee families in Mesa Grande and their 
adolescent children became the most important recruiting ground sustaining 
the guerrillas in the central part of El Salvador (Spencer 1996. Sprenkels 
2001).77 Not only would the FPL and the RN recruit, but these organizations 
were also the ruling political powers in the camp. Later on, the PCS-FAL was 
also allowed to do political work in Mesa Grande and to recruit combatants 
there. 78  Similarly, with regard to the ERP’s work with refugees, 
anthropologist Leigh Binford asserts that  

76 Interview with Carmen (07-01-2010). ‘Caramba’ is a common expression meaning roughly ‘wow’ or ‘dammit.’ 
77 A few scholars have pointed out that the Salvadoran guerrilla also frequently recruited children (Courtney 
2010. Verhey 2001). From what I learned, among the peasant guerrilla supporters it was considered normal 
that boys could become fighters in the guerrilla forces at around 14 or 15 years of age. Sometimes, younger 
boys would perform different tasks for the guerrilla, like that of a messenger or auxiliary. The participation of 
underage girls in different tasks was not uncommon either. Courtney estimates that around 20% of the 
Salvadoran guerrilla forces were made up of child soldiers (2010, 524). Verhey indicates that in the Salvadoran 
Armed Forces fresh recruits would frequently be under 18 years of age–estimates are up to 80%–the 
recruitment criteria being “youth who looked physically old enough” (2001, 7). 
78 The PCS-FAL had difficulty recruiting because they did not have a significant peasant constituency. As part of 
an internal FMLN agreement, the PCS-FAL was allowed to start working and recruiting in Mesa Grande in the 
mid-80s. However, the refugees were already organized into two blocks: the RN and the FPL, the latter being 
the largest force. The PCS-FAL were able to overcome this obstacle in part offering potential combatants 



 

 
the Colomoncagua refugee camp carried out many functions of a clandestine 
satellite guerrilla community, an extension into Honduras of the northern Morazán 
[the ERP front] social field. Several former ERP guerrillas maintained that without 
the human and material resources contributed by the Colomoncagua refugees the 
ERP would have had great difficulty sustaining a consistently high level of military 
activity. (1997, 38) 

 
The guerrilla forces recovered from the failed 1981 offensive and its difficult 
aftermath by improving the military organization and logistics of the war 
zones, and by linking these closely to the refugee camps. The combat units of 
the guerrilla normally consisted of relatively young and trained fighters, 
dedicated full-time to military tasks. Apart from that, the PMOs also 
organized militias, which were made up mostly of the older males, as well as 
some women. The militias performed what were considered as auxiliary 
military functions, like posting, placing mines etc. Militia would occasionally 
be mobilized for combat assistance in large-scale operations.79 However, their 
primary function was the defense of the insurgent movement support base. 
Militias had been established in the late 1970s when repression against the 
revolutionary movement increased. In case of an attack, militia would take 
up arms to help defend the non-combatants living and moving around in the 
war zones, which often included their own families. Furthermore, the PMOs 
needed recruits to build trenches and dig tatús to hide people and material 
from the aviation and incursions, to bring messages back and forth and to 
carry the wounded. Militia members were often used for such activities, as 
were children who had lost their families or whose families were integrated 
in the revolutionary movement (Courtney 2010. Hernández 2009).  

Gradually, more advanced specialized units were set up in aspects of 
health and logistics both for the guerrilla army as well as for the ‘masses’ that 
had remained in the area. 80  War-wounded could be attended to by 
physicians inside the war-fronts. If necessary, they could be sent out of the 
country for recovery and specialized medical attention, mainly provided by 

better conditions for incorporation, like boots, clothes and stipends. Thus, the PCS-FAL was also able to 
incorporate some members from Mesa Grande. Interviews with Arturo (29-06-2011) and Pablo (29-6-2011). 
79 For an extensive description of the use of militia forces by the Salvadoran PMOs, see Moroni Bracamonte 
and Spencer (1995, 67-71). 
80 Metzi (1988) describes FPL health work during the 1980s in Chalatenango. Espinoza (2007) provides a 
retrospect on the work of a physician at the service of the FPL. FUNDABRIL (2012) offers a structured and 
detailed account on the organization and evolution of the health system within the FPL for two war fronts 
(Chalatenango and Cuscatlán-Cabañas). 



 

Cuba, although it was often difficult to get the patient safely out of the 
country. Counterinsurgency experts praised the FMLN’s “sound logistical 
foundation” as a “great accomplishment” (Moroni Bracamonte and Spencer 
1995, 186). Furthermore, and often integrated with their political work, the 
PMOs paid significant attention to popular educational activities, including 
literacy campaigns, directed at the masas accompanying the guerrilla forces 
in the war zones and in the refugee camps (Hammond 1998). The different 
fields of specialization developed by the insurgents tended to gain in depth 
and sophistication in subsequent years.  
 By late 1982 the problem of weapon scarcity had largely been 
eliminated. Through the extensive use of (handmade) landmines and traps, 
the insurgents had made their rearguard difficult to penetrate by the enemy. 
In this period, the insurgency was also able to establish solid logistical 
channels for the military zones as they had shaped up in the war (Moroni 
Bracamonte and Spencer 1995, 186). At this time priority was given to what 
was called ‘expansion work.’ Around the ‘liberated zones,’ in areas in which 
military control was either disputed or in the hands of the government, 
guerrilla organizers would mingle with the local population and work to 
build collaborative networks that would allow them to perform logistical 
tasks, tap into local information channels and sometimes to recruit new 
guerrilla fighters. It would also help the insurgents to keep track of the 
enemy movements and intelligence work being done in the sector.81  
 Halfway through 1982, the FPL and the ERP were able to field large 
clusters of hundreds of combatants, two examples of which were the Felipe 
Peña Mendoza Brigade and the Rafael Arce Zablah Brigade (Ibarra Chávez 
2009, 169). In this period, the insurgents were increasingly successful in 
defeating the army in large-scale confrontations. Furthermore, the insurgent 
groups set up highly trained special-forces units. They were also able to 
improve strategic military coordination among different PMOs to plan and 
carry out highly sophisticated special operations, like the December 31, 1983 
assault on the 4th Brigade in Chalatenango.82 At the height of this period, the 
guerrilla forces totaled an estimate of 12,000 armed individuals (Benítez 
Manaut 1988, 11). 

81 Interview with Carmen (14-12-2009). Carmen coordinated expansion work for the FPL in one area of 
Chalatenango between 1983 and 1985. 
82 In this operation, FPL Special Forces had the lead, supported by regular FPL guerrilla forces as well as RN and 
FAL troops. See Spencer (1996) for a detailed account. 



 

As the war consolidated, the PMOs increasingly suffered internal problems 
related to enemy infiltration as well as to the effects of war and post-
traumatic stress on some of their members. César Macías Mayora, a 
Guatemalan revolutionary recruited into the RN through one of the 
Salvadoran solidarity committees during his exile in Mexico, arrived at the 
Guazapa front in 1982 as a RN intelligence chief. In his book, he describes 
discovering that one of the military commanders was in fact an infiltrator. 
However, the RN maximum leadership ignored his reports, until much later, 
after the infiltrator had been responsible for many deaths. Eventually, the 
culprit deserted (Macías Mayora 1997, 279-281).83  
 Even with the infiltrator out of the picture, Macías Mayora found that 
“hate, jealousy, resentments or, in the best of cases, simple distrust were 
floating in the air” at the front (1997, 281). He discovered then that the local 
RN military commanders had secretly killed and buried one of their own 
combatants, a favorite of the rank-and-file at the front. They subsequently 
misinformed the people at the front that he had been transferred to another 
location. When it became known he had been executed, the commanders 
informed the troops that he had been an enemy infiltrator. A large part of the 
RN mid-level cadres and rank-and-file were infuriated by what they saw as a 
cover-up for murder. In reply, they plotted to eliminate the entire RN 
military command in Guazapa. The crisis was eventually dissolved through 
the intervention of external RN cadres and the restructuring of the military 
command. Even so, several mid-level military leaders and combatants left 
the RN to join the FPL or the FAL to avoid posterior retaliation (1997, 281-
288). In Macías Mayora’s analysis,  
 

the reasons for discontent included a complex range of aspects of the revolutionary 
morale: disrespect for the organization’s statutes, … different groups being 
assimilated by the organization without ever achieving a common political-
ideological identity; incoherency between political discourse and social practice; 
unequal distribution of resources (great hardship on the warfronts and abundance 
in some of the structures in the exterior, which denoted opportunism), but above 

83 The case  described by Macías Mayora, is an example of an infiltrator who reached a high position in the 
organization and worked for several years in coordination with the enemy while participating in the PMO. 
Macías Mayora ventures that “maybe in the ‘successful’ work of [the infiltrator]–and his successors–an 
explanation can be found for the successes of the Armed Forces in the western part of El Salvador, and to the 
very weak or non-existent presence of the FMLN in Santa Ana, for the duration of the war” (1997, 280). 
Investigative journalist Tom Gibb offers an extensive account of this case of infiltration in the RN and the 
destruction it caused (2000). 



 

all, … internal struggles for control of the organization … that had accumulated a 
substantial war fund. (1997, 284-285) 84 

 
A different example of the heavy burdens accumulated by the insurgents 
under the pressures of the war, were the events of April 1983 in Managua. A 
major crisis ensued within the FPL as a result of political differences between 
the two top leaders of the organization: Secretary General Cayetano Carpio 
and number two, comandante ‘Ana María’ (Mélida Anaya Montes). Most 
sources sustain that Carpio devotees conspired to assassinate Ana María. 
Part of the remaining FPL leadership (backed by the Sandinista government) 
then accused Carpio of the plot. He subsequently committed suicide 
(Castellanos Moya 1989. Morales Carbonell 1999. Sánchez Cerén 2008, 191). 
The crisis led to a split in the organization. According to one estimate, up to 
30% of the remaining urban militants left the organization, some of them 
seeking to build their own political-military organization. 85  The split-off 
included several party intellectuals, some urban guerrilla units and an 
important part of the international support network. 86  However, 
Chalatenango and the other rural fronts remained loyal to the FPL, with the 
exception of a small group operating near the capital.87  
 
Heightened Guerrilla Control (1984-1992): the civil-political front and the 
second great offensive 
 
In spite of the internal troubles described above, in military terms 1983 was a 
good year for the Salvadoran guerrillas and a bad one for the Salvadoran 
armed forces (Byrne 1996, 85). The US responded to the guerrilla’s success by 
further stepping up their efforts to back the Salvadoran army. In addition to 
extensive training and significant increases in troops numbers, the US 
government provided a large amount of modern aerial equipment, which 

84 Recall earlier references to the RN war chest obtained through kidnappings and bank robberies in the 1970s.  
85 Interview with José (03-12-2009). José, a former FPL mid-level cadre, was present in Managua at the time of 
the events and later participated in the FPL’s international work. 
86 The FPL split-off organization would become known as ‘la Fracción’ and operate militarily under the name of 
Frente Clara Elizabeth Ramirez or simply Frente Clara, which had been the name of the FPL’s urban front in 
and around San Salvador. Another group of FPL dissidents formed a group called Movimiento Obrero 
Revolucionario (MOR). (Alvarenga 1993. Morales Carbonell 1999) According to José, the latter gained some 
international support halfway into the 80s. The former continued to operate militarily and politically for 
several years, but in the margins, mainly in San Salvador and around the university. They were harassed by the 
PMOs integrated in the FMLN, especially by the FPL. Interviews with Antonio (29-07-2009), José (03-12-2009) 
and Umberto (15-05-2009). 
87 Interview with José (03-12-2009). See also Morales Carbonell (1999). 



 

allowed the Salvadoran army to perform quick, large-scale disembarkation 
operations in enemy territory. Already halfway into 1984, this new modality 
of warfare forced the guerrillas to break up troops into smaller subunits to 
diminish vulnerability on their side (Binford 1997, 10-12. Spencer 1996). 
While the guerrillas devised a new strategy to wear down the enemy with 
scattered attacks and sabotage, the US and the Salvadoran government 
sought to isolate the guerrilla forces as much as possible, combining military 
means with increased government presence in the countryside, for example 
through rural development programs. The new US strategy consolidated the 
shift towards ‘low intensity warfare’ (Byrne 1996, 125. Seligson and 
McElhinny 1996, 213). 
 Most insurgents, and especially the combatants, perceived the forced 
return to ‘guerrilla’ type warfare as a significant military setback. It caused 
demoralization and led to unprecedented high levels of desertion among the 
troops.88 Between 1983 and 1986, the number of guerrilla combatants was cut 
almost in half, although this did not necessarily mean that the FMLN’s 
military power was similarly reduced, because the remaining fighters were 
increasingly well-trained and specialized (Montgomery 1995a, 198).89 In the 
case of the ERP, the shortage of combatants resulted in a move that 
previously had been used by the Salvadoran insurgents only very 
sporadically: the forced recruitment of young people. This soon backfired 
because not only did forced recruitment undermine the underground 
political work of the ERP in the affected communities, but it also provoked 
significant national and international outrage (Byrne 1996, 146. Montgomery 
1995a, 173). Furthermore, as the government sought to regain some kind of 
political presence in disputed territories, the insurgents responded with 
persecution of the newly established local authorities in these areas. In 
particular, the ERP executed a number of mayors assigned to towns in ERP 
territory (United Nations 1993, 288). Under the guise of low intensity warfare, 
the armed confrontation continued, but it took a backseat with regard to the 
political aspects of warfare, in which both public propaganda as well as 
underground organizing were highly important.  

It was in this context that anthropologist Jenny Pearce clandestinely 
traveled to Chalatenango to do her research in El Salvador’s liberated zones. 

88 Interviews with David (20-12-2009), Félix (06-03-2010) and Tino (16-07-2009). For more details, see chapter 
6 on the life trajectories of guerrilla fighters. 
89 According to some estimates, the volume of insurgent troops initially fell from some 12,000 in 1983 to 
roughly 6,000 in 1986. Based on Benítez Manaut (1988, 11) and Bosch (1999). 



 

At the time, she thought of the place as a laboratory for an investigation of a 
larger scope: the role of peasants in revolutionary processes of national 
liberation. She was particularly interested in the relationship between urban 
allies and the rebelling peasants, posing the following question: “[d]o the 
peasant become a tool of these ‘outside’ agents or is a genuine alliance forged, 
with the peasants and producing their own leadership?” (1986, 108). She 
focused on the local government structures the Chalatenango peasants 
developed in the liberated zones, called Poder Popular Local (PPL).90 She 
called this “a means by which the civilian population could guarantee their 
needs and organize their society independently of the military command of 
the FPL” (1986, 242). Pearce’s account of life at the Chalatenango Front 
underscores the revolutionary commitment of the guerrillas and civilian 
population alike. She admiringly relates how, in spite of the war’s harsh 
circumstances, Chalatenango’s peasants managed to organize health care, 
popular education, food production and women’s empowerment largely on 
their own, while the FPL guerrilla provided a sort of enabling environment 
for these processes. However, according to Pearce, “when it comes to 
decisions, it is the PPL which makes them” (1986, 252).  

Over two decades later, when I shared Pearce’s mid-war conclusions 
on the PPL’s relative autonomy with ‘Hernán,’ a former FPL mid-level cadre 
active in Chalatenango during the war, he smiled. “You understand. There 
was a war, and it was necessary to have control,” he said.91 His comment 
bore no disdain for the PPL. It just seemed obvious to him that the needs of 
war imposed strict, vertical control of the affairs at the front. The PMO 
charged both rural and urban cadres with responsibilities over all different 
aspects of life at the front. Not only combatants were assigned to a specific 
unit, but also each family had a designated place in the organizational 
structure of the ‘masses,’ which regulated essential services and duties. The 
families involved might distribute specific tasks among themselves, but the 
overall supervision and coordination was the responsibility of PMO cadres. 
Thus, all of those present at the front, including the masses, were integrated 
into the insurgent government, which was hierarchical and militarized, but 
not overly rigid, as significant cohesion and group empathy existed, and 
constant changes were necessary to adapt to the development of the war 
(Anderson 1993. Shaull 1990). On the issue of responding to emerging 

90 Local Popular Power. 
91 Fieldnotes (22-11-2009). 



 

circumstances, one Swiss internationalist who worked for the FPL in 
Chalatenango from 1982 to 1985, wrote: “[t]he people’s war is a school for the 
emerging society that wages it. Mobility and change are permanent, not just 
in terms of spaces and places, but the forms and the structures as well” 
(Metzi 1988, 12).92   
 Thus, the way the peasants organized and the tasks they engaged in 
varied throughout the revolutionary process, however, the FPL’s 
revolutionary jurisdiction remained constant. The PPL was integrated within 
the insurgent’s governance model (Metzi 1988, 219). Its functions included 
organization of the refugee camps within the area of insurgent control, food 
production, and the coordination of security for the masses.  Simultaneously, 
the PPL was used to showcase civilian presence in the guerrilla-controlled 
areas, to denounce indiscriminate military operations against the population 
and to raise funds from international cooperation for small-scale refugee 
projects.93 Apart from ideological embellishment, these latter functions were 
also the main reasons to publicly emphasize the autonomous character of the 
PPL. Hernán emphasized that in the liberated zones of Chalatenango 
everyone was directly linked with the PMO and that, for both military and 
political reasons, it could not have been any other way. 
 
Two-faced power 
On a broader level, the less-repressive political climate starting in 1984 made 
it possible for the insurgents to intensify organizational efforts outside of the 
liberated zones. Two crucial elements that contributed to a notable decrease 
in political terror were the elections of Christian Democrat Napoleón Duarte 
as president (March 1984) and a growing international pressure on the 
Salvadoran government and military to improve their human rights record. 
In fact, inside the US Congress, human rights performance became a crucial 
element in debates concerning financial support for the Salvadoran armed 
forces. The two factors translated into a significant reduction in human rights 
violations and civilian casualties (Binford 1996, 1999. Sprenkels 2005. 
Sprenkels and van der Borgh 2011). This allowed for Salvadoran public life, 
which had largely come to a halt because of the war, to gradually recover. 
For example, in a gesture of practical and symbolic value, the military 

92 Francisco Metzi outlines and comments the basic organizational structure of the Chalatenango Front in the 
period 1982-1985, situating the PPL under the FPL’s military and political command (1988). 
93 Fieldnotes (22-11-2009).  



 

abandoned the UES campus they had occupied in 1980, and the university 
resumed normal operations.  
 The key insurgent strategy for the new period was called ‘poder de 
doble cara,’94 which consisted of the construction a civil-political front inside 
the country, made up of student groups, unions, NGO’s, cooperatives, 
human rights groups etc. (Binford 1999. Byrne 1996. Sprenkels 2005). “Under 
the new strategy, the new organizations would present a legal face to the 
government, insisting on their rights as civilians, while simultaneously 
collaborating with the FMLN” (Wood 2003, 167). While the military, the 
government and their US advisors spoke of ‘front-groups,’ supporters 
emphasized the legitimacy of what could plausibly be seen as civil society 
organizations (Sprenkels 2005, 55). 
 The new strategy capitalized on the remarkable efforts of the 
different PMOs in building support networks for their cause in Europe, the 
United States and Canada, and, to a lesser extent, in other Latin American 
countries like Mexico. The five different PMOs all carried out what they 
called ‘international work’ and the FPL, PCS and ERP were particularly 
successful in this area.95 Functions of international cadres included political 
lobbying, fundraising and recruitment. For this work, the PMOs networked 
with a range of sympathetic left-wing groups, including liberation theology 
influenced churches, as well as with the Salvadoran (refugee) community 
(Perla 2008. Waller 1991). The efforts were instrumental in generating the 
political pressure that convinced the US Congress to condition military aid to 
El Salvador on improvements in human rights performance (Nepstad 2001. 
Sprenkels and van der Borgh 2011). The efforts also led to many contacts in 
NGOs, mainly in northern Europe, dedicated to international cooperation, 
which made it possible to access financing to set up NGOs inside El Salvador 
or outside El Salvador, for example dedicated to projects directed at the 
refugee population.96 Thus, not only improved security but also access to 
external funding made it possible for the PMOs to dedicate cadres to set up 
the civil-political front inside the country which expanded rapidly and 
successfully in subsequent years (Binford 1999. Grenier 1999).  

This organizational infrastructure had several functions: to exert 
internal and international political pressure as a civil movement, to provide 
cover, infrastructure and resources for the PMOs, to facilitate recruitment of 

94 Two-faced power. 
95 Interview with José (03-12-2009). 
96 Interview with José (03-12-2009). 



 

new collaborators and militants for the PMOs. The move provided an 
opportunity for (exiled) PMO cadres, especially those with university 
education, to re-insert himself or herself in urban El Salvador, for example as 
a university professor or an NGO worker, thus providing them with a cover 
and an income. A few PMO cadres with labor union experience were also 
able to return and try and revive revolutionary syndicalism. The civil-
political front mirrored the experience of the mass organizations in the 70s, 
albeit with a smaller popular constituency, and with a much larger 
component of internationally funded NGOs. The PMO’s international work 
also contributed to provide safety and support for insurgent constituencies 
within the country, by means of the regular visits by politically sympathetic 
international delegations. 

In the countryside, the doble cara strategy led to the reactivation of 
organizations dedicated to peasant organizing. Starting in 1986, the most 
important political focus for the FPL for the rural areas became the 
repopulation of abandoned villages in the war zones. These repopulations 
were to provide permanent settlements for the FPL peasant constituencies 
that had been living in the refugee camps around the capital city and the 
small groups of masas that were still moving around in the war zones. The 
town of San José Las Flores in Chalatenango, founded in June, 1986, became 
the first of these repopulations. The ongoing Esquipulas peace process 
provided international backing for the return of refugees to settlements in the 
conflict areas (Edwards and Tovar Siebentritt 1991). In 1987 the first large-
scale return from Mesa Grande was organized, with the participation of 
supporters of the FPL as well as the RN. Additional organized returns took 
place in subsequent years, leaving Mesa Grande empty by 1992. A similar 
process took place at the (smaller) San Antonio camp, which housed FPL and 
PRTC supporters. 97  The ERP organized the return of residents of the 
Colomoncagua camp, setting up a large settlement called Ciudad Segundo 
Montes in northern Morazán in 1990.98 

Apart from attending to the needs of the peasant constituencies they 
had inherited from pre-war organizing, the PMOs also tried to use the new 
context in order to protect or increase their support base in the countryside. 
The ERP was especially active in these efforts in Morazán and Usulután. In 

97 Interview with Napoleón (23-02-2011). 
98 On the repopulation movement see Cagan and Cagan (1991), Compher and Morgan (1991), Edward and 
Tovar Siebentritt (1991), Lungo, Umaña and Rivero (1996), MacDonald and Gatehouse (1995), Peterson (2005), 
Sollis (1992) and Todd (2010). 



 

an excellent study, Elisabeth Wood (2003) describes how the ERP was able to 
build a broader peasant support base in Usulután during the last years of the 
war, by embedding ERP cadres in NGOs and peasant organizations where 
they organized small cooperatives. These cooperatives were, in turn, 
stimulated to claim and occupy stretches of land, occupations which in turn 
provided the ERP with leverage in the land negotiations that were to come as 
part of the Peace Accords (Wood 2003, 160-92).  

To a lesser extent, the FPL organized similar land invasions in San 
Vicente, with families from its historical support bases occupying some large 
haciendas that had been abandoned because of the war (McElhinny 2006). 
While the ERP’s main focus was on infiltrating and stimulating cooperative 
expansion and, later, land invasions, the FPL and the RN organized their 
rural component of the civil-political front mainly around the issue of the 
resettlement of refugee constituencies. The ERP only commenced return and 
resettlement initiatives late in 1989 (Cagan and Cagan 1991). In 1990, groups 
of rural refugees linked to the different PMOs that had been living in exile in 
countries like Nicaragua, Costa Rica or Panamá, also started the resettlement 
process, giving birth to additional resettled communities in areas of strong 
insurgent influence.99  
 
The 1989 offensive 
In military terms, the period between 1984-1992 started out with the 
fragmentation of forces and the return to guerrilla tactics and small-scale 
operations. As the guerrilla forces learned to handle the new strength and 
mobility of the government troops, the war gradually settled into a new 
stalemate, with the insurgents divided among smaller and more mobile 
military fronts. Once the adjustment to the regime’s airpower was made, the 
insurgents proved able to establish a more quilted and flexible territorial 
presence, opening up small new fronts, and establishing effective 
communication networks between their troops in different locations. One of 
the difficulties of the insurgents was the relatively large amount of war-
wounded accumulated over the years, with some living in difficult 
conditions in the remotest areas of the front. A partial solution to this 
problem was found with the safe-conduct transfer of contingents of war-
wounded to Cuba.  

99 Several accounts are available about the refugee’s return from countries other than Honduras. For example, 
Morel (1991), Quizar (1998), and Nueva Esperanza Support Group (1999). 



 

From 1986 onwards, the insurgent efforts were characterized by the long and 
careful built-up of forces towards the November 1989 general offensive. In 
order to boost the amount of troops, recruitment was intensified in all 
spheres of influence of the insurgents: the refugee camps, the resettled 
communities, the expansion zones around the fronts, the civil-political front 
in the cities (which found new recruits mainly among the students), the exile 
communities linked to the PMOs in Managua and elsewhere, and even, by 
means of the international work, internationalists willing to incorporate. The 
PMOs set up fresh logistical pipelines for weapons and support material 
from Nicaragua. Cuba contributed a significant amount of arms.100 Crucial 
for what was to come, the guerrilla forces expanded and consolidated 
operations on and around the San Salvador volcano, right next to the capital 
city.101 

The second great insurgent offensive started on November 11, 1989 
and lasted for 14 days. The guerrilla forces were able to take a large part of 
the capital city, and for several days, corner the military forces. The troops 
from the rural fronts connected with cadres able to organize logistics and 
orientation within the city. In the course of the offensive two events drew 
international attention. The first was the assassination of the Jesuits from the 
UCA. The second was the guerrilla’s assault on the luxurious Sheraton Hotel 
in a wealthy neighborhood of the capital, where FPL and ERP guerrilla forces 
held several prominent diplomats as well as a group of US Green Berets 
hostage (Azucena et al 2005). When the military regained terrain in the 
capital, the insurgents gradually retreated back to their previously held 
fronts.  
 The 1989 offensive affected the insurgent groups in several ways. The 
PMO’s urban structures partially dissolved due to the logistical maneuvering 
necessary to mount the military apparatus of the offensive. It then became 
somewhat of a problem for the individuals and organizations involved when 
the offensive did not produce the victory they had hoped for. Urban PMO 
cadres who had shown their affiliation during the offensive had to go 
underground. The government temporarily stepped up the repression and 
forced some organizations to shut down, but in comparison to the repression 
that occurred in the aftermath of the 1981 offensive, the response was mild. 
By mid-1990 most of the insurgency’s civil-political organizations were 

100 Interview with José (15-12-2009). 
101 Based on interviews with Anastasio (15-12-2009), Angela (11-05-2009), Dolores (02-12-2009), Felipe (30-01-
2010), Félix (06-03-2010), José (15-12-2009) and Marcelo (31-03-2010). 



 

functioning again. 102  The quick post-offensive regrouping of the urban 
networks was demonstrated by the 1990 May Day parade, dominated by the 
revolutionary groups and with a reported 80,000 people marching 
(Fitzsimmons and Anner 1999, 106). During the last two years of the war, the 
civil-political front inside El Salvador and the insurgents’ international work 
shifted focus to support peace negotiations. 

On the other hand, though military losses had been significant on 
both sides, the guerrilla was able to take advantage of its pre-offensive build-
up to continue militarily strong in subsequent years. When the armed forces 
tried to step up military pressure on the insurgents in the months after the 
offensive, they had limited success. In spite of the fact that the government 
and the guerrilla soon resumed negotiations, and this time with very serious 
intent to reach an agreement, intense and sustained military confrontation 
continued in the years 1990 and 1991. These military actions were seen 
mainly as operations designed to send (symbolic) messages to the 
negotiation table.103 
 
A radiography of the FMLN’s civil-political front towards the end of the war  
The accumulated successes of the two-faced strategy implemented since 1984 
resulted, towards the end of the war, in a “dense insurgent network of civil 
society organizations” present both in the cities as well as in the rural areas 
(Wood 2003, 178). This sophisticated and diverse political infrastructure 
operated under the control and leadership of strategically placed PMO 
cadres. It included an important segment of the trade and labor unions as 
well as part of the country’s cooperative movement, with its technical 
support structures. It also comprised different emergent social movements, 
like the refugee and repopulation movement, the human rights movement 
and the women’s movement. Characteristically, different popular sectors 
representing organized interest groups (OIGs) were paired with specific non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) specialized in fundraising and project 
implementation and concentrating these services in support of a particular 
OIG. Alternatively, some of the organizations involved combined the 
political interest group work with NGO work (more technical and project 
oriented).104 Each of the five PMOs built its own specific cluster of OIGs, 

102 See for example Wood (2003, 172, 184) and Sprenkels (2005, 66-67). 
103 Interview with Ever (15-12-2009). 
104 For discussions of the emerging relationships between revolutionary organizations, social movements, and 
NGOs in the Latin America of the late 1980s and early 1990s, see Escobar and Alvarez (1992) and Hale (1997). 



 

NGOs and mixed organizations under its authority. However, such 
connections were publically denied for political as well as security reasons. 
In order to give an idea of the extension of the insurgents’ civil-political front 
in 1991, I did a mapping exercise for this study that rendered the data 
presented in figures 3.2 and 3.3. 107 
 
Figure 3.2 Affiliation according to type of organization (1991) 

Organization OIG     NGO Mixed Other Total 
FPL 11 14 6 2 33 
ERP 4 7 4 1 16 
RN 2 3 2 2 9 
PCS 2 6 1 1 10 
PRTC - 2 - - 2 
FDR/CD - 2 - - 2 
Unitarian  4 3 2 - 9 
Total 23 37 15 6 81 

 
Figure 3.3 Civil-political organizations according to sectors and affiliation 
(1991) 

FPL ERP RN PCS PRTC FDR Unitarian 
Peasants & coop’s

COACES 
ANTA / ADC 
MCS 
FEDECOPADES 
FEDECASES 
FUNPROCOOP 
 

CONFRAS 
FENACOA 
COMUS 
FASTRAS 
PADECOMSM 
PADECOES 

 ATACES 
FUNSAL- 
PRODESE 

   

Further details concerning the different organizations involved can be found in Annex 4, in which the data 
presented in this section are accounted for. Repopulated communities have not been included, since chapter 
5 goes into the repopulation movement and its PMO relations in more detail. Figure 3.3 also excludes 
organizations operating outside of El Salvador with signifcant PMO influence, for example Committee in 
Solidarity with the People of El Salvador (CISPES) or the organized refugee groups in NIcaragua. For 
interpretation purposes, it is important to take into account that the PMOs varied signifcantly in size. 
Furthermore, several social organizations were themselves composed of smaller organizations at the 
grassroots level. For example, FENASTRAS, controlled by the RN, consisted of a federation of 21 smaller labor 
unions which all followed the same line. Similarly, FEASIES federated 3 of such unions within the sphere of the 
FPL, while the FUSS united 5 small PCS aligned unions (Stewart and Jiménez 1993). These three labor 
federations appear as three single organizations in figure 3.2 and 3.3. Similarly, the ERP-linked NGOs CIAZO 
(education) and ASPS (health-care), initially started out as programs embedded in the larger NGO FASTRAS, 
and evolved into separate NGOs towards the end of the war. Organizations with historical roots from before 
the emergence of the PMOs, such as the teacher’s union, ANDES, and several of the trade unions, were known 
to suffer from internal disputes between members linked to different PMOs.
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Additional to those rendered in figure 3.3, a few other sectorial interest 
groups linked to the PMOs can be identified: the country’s teacher union 
(ANDES), the organized university students (AGEUS),111 and El Salvador’s 
organized political prisoners (COPPES), all three unitarian organizations. A 
peace dialogue platform called Comité Permanente de Debate Nacional 
(CPDN) constituted another important unitarian effort during the last two 

111 Quezada and Martínez (1995) present several cases of smaller organized student organizations linked to 
specific PMOs during the late 1980s and early 1990s, but these groups were not very stable, and I have not 
been able to establish which ones were actually active in 1991.



 

years of the war. The PMOs also each continued to maintain special 
structures for communication, including press agencies and radio stations.  

Because of the PMOs important underground role, the civil-political 
front was characterized by what the revolutionaries referred to as 
‘cinquismo.’  Save those exceptions in which the insurgents created what 
they called ‘organismos unitarios,’  the different PMOs created and relied on 
their own organizational infrastructure and networks. Thus, for every type of 
civil society group (labor union, human rights office, women’s group, 
student association, etc.) one might find five different (but similar) left-wing 
pro-insurgent versions, each affiliated with a particular PMO (Sprenkels 2005, 
67-69. Grenier 1999, 68-69). Similarly, each PMO had its own repopulated 
communities, where part of its historical support base had been settled. In 
correspondence to the size of the cadre structures and the extension of its 
international support networks, the FPL was most successful in building this 
organizational infrastructure, with ERP and RN following suit, while PCS 
and PRTC made do with a smaller set of communities, associations and 
NGOs. 

Apart from the five sets of organizations linked to the different PMOs, 
figure 3.3 shows several groups linked to the FDR, the organization 
representing social democrats that supported the insurgency. The role of the 
FDR requires some clarification. When originally founded in 1980, some 
senior participants within the FDR were PMO cadres, while others were 
prominent social democrats who procured to retain some level of 
independence from the PMOs. With the establishment of the alliance 
between the FMLN and the FDR (at the end of 1980), in subsequent years 
FDR leaders were mostly dedicated to international political-diplomatic 
work. Though it was never formally dissolved, the FMLN-FDR alliance died 
down when, in 1987 and 1988, several prominent FDR leaders, like Rubén 
Zamora and Guillermo Ungo, returned to El Salvador to re-establish small 
social-democratic political parties in the country with the aim to participate 
in elections.112 In the fall of 1987, these parties formed a coalition they called 
Convergencia Democrática (CD).113 This presented a left-wing alternative on 
the ballot for the 1989 presidential elections and in the 1991 parliamentary 

112 Interview with Martín (20-02-2012).
113 The parties participating in the Democratic Convergence alliance were the MNR (Movimiento Nacional 
Revolucionario / Revolutionary National Movement), the MPSC (Movimiento Popular Social Cristiano / Popular 
Social Christian Movement) and the PSD (Partido Social Demócrata / Social Democratic Party) (Montgomery 
1995a, 208). Later, the UDN (Unión Democrática Nacionalista / National Democratic Union), a party closely 
affiliated with the PCS, would also join the CD (see chapter 4).



 

elections, when the FMLN itself was still barred from participating. During 
the last years of the war, the parties affiliated with the CD also set up several 
civil-political organizations (named in figure 3.3).  

The unitarian organizations, the most prominent of which was the 
Unión Nacional de Trabajadores Salvadoreños (UNTS),114 integrated within 
their governance structure representations of different groups controlled by 
the PMOs (Pirker 2008, 229). Alternatively, as was the case with the Comisión 
de Derechos Humanos de El Salvador (CDH-ES), 115  the different PMOs 
would reach an agreement to appoint cadres in specific roles within the 
unitarian organization, mandating cooperation with cadres from the other 
PMOs in pursuit of joint objectives. In practice, the internal politics of such 
unitarian organizations were complex. Outwardly, senior organization 
members represented the same institutional interests. However, these same 
members had to respond primarily to their supervisor inside the PMO, and 
not to the common agenda of the organization, which had the potential to 
cause significant tensions in cases of disagreement or conflict (Sprenkels 
2005). 
 Apart from the extensive civil-political organizational infrastructure 
linked directly to the PMOs, at the end of the war the insurgents were also 
firmly embedded within several other important institutions in the country. 
As indicated previously, a key stronghold for the insurgents was the 
University of El Salvador, already an institutional space dominated by 
revolutionary organizing in the 1970s, and renewed since its 1984 reopening, 
with cadres from all the PMOs operating on different levels within the 
institution, and the PMOs heavily involved in transcendental UES decision 
making, such as the appointment of university authorities.116 The student 
organizations, each also affiliated with specific PMOs, were important for 
orchestrating public protest, for recruitment of new members, and to ensure 
internal political leverage for each PMO within the university. 

Cadres from the PMOs were also active within important sectors of 
the Salvadoran churches. The FPL, the ERP and the RN maintained extensive 
relationships with the Catholic Church in El Salvador. Several PMO cadres 
functioned inside its institutional structures, where they cohabitated with 

114 National Union of Salvadoran Workers. 
115 Human Rights Commission of El Salvador. 
116 To illustrate the extent of the PMOs political control, one of the cadres in charge of political work within the 
UES explained to me that, after 1984, the decision of who was to become the new rector of the UES would be 
made by the General Command of the FMLN. Interview with Umberto (15-05-2009). On the influence of the 
FMLN in the UES, also see Grenier (1999).  



 

(only) church-affiliated personnel, for example within the San Salvador 
Archbishop’s office. Another particularly important link was the one 
between the Jesuits and the FPL. 117  At the time, the Jesuits ran several 
parishes and institutions, the most important of which was the UCA, El 
Salvador’s largest private university. The relationship between the Catholic 
institutions and PMOs was complex and ambiguous, because church 
authorities always maintained levels of autonomy vis-à-vis the PMOs. The 
relationship of influence also went both ways. For example, the FPL held 
influence within the Jesuit community in El Salvador, but the Jesuits also 
clearly influenced the FPL throughout its history. While in the case of the 
FPL and the ERP, the main religious support groups were linked to the 
Catholic Church, in the case of the PCS-FAL, a strong affiliation existed with 
a small but active Lutheran Church in El Salvador, and in the case of the RN, 
with one of the local Baptist Churches, as well as with several Christian base 
communities.  
 In addition to the civil-political front inside El Salvador, the PMOs 
also managed important international support networks, which included 
solidarity committees in many different countries. In the Netherlands, 
Germany, and Belgium, most major cities had their own committee. The 
leaders of such committees were often (secretly) aligned with a specific PMO. 
In the United States, FPL cadres were heavily involved with three important 
nation-wide groups dedicated to political organizing, lobby and fundraising: 
CISPES, SHARE and Sister Cities, founded respectively in 1980, 1981 and 
1986 (Waller 1991). Marxist-Leninist groups in Italy and the Basque country 
sustained extensive ties with their Salvadoran counterparts. The different 
PMOs had assigned senior cadres to coordinate solidarity work in different 
parts of the world. Through PMO connections, the different international 
organizations and their efforts often connected to specific PMO 
constituencies inside El Salvador, supporting projects for example to benefit 
a repopulation or a trade union.118 

117 As explained earlier in this chapter, the relationship between the FPL and the Jesuits goes back to the 
Aguilares experience, one of the FPL founding pillars. Several Jesuit priest and seminarians became part of the 
FPL in the 70s and early 80s. In 1992, one member of the FPL’s top leadership (the 15 member political 
commission) was an active Jesuit priest and another former Jesuit and top FPL leader had recently been killed. 
(Antonio Cardenal, comandante ‘Jesús Rojas,’ was killed, together with several staff members on April 11, 
1991 in an army ambush in Chalatenango.) Several other FPL leaders and cadres had close historical ties with 
the Jesuits. 
118 Interview with José (15-12-2009). Abundant material on international solidarity work around El Salvador 
can be found in the archives of the International Institute of Social History (IISH) in Amsterdam. 
Documentation reaches into the mid-90s and includes internal documents of some of these committees.  



 

 
The negotiated solution to the war 
The 1989 offensive coincided with the fall of the Berlin Wall in Germany, and 
the major shifts in international politics that this event symbolized would 
play a crucial role in ending the civil war in El Salvador. Crucially, the US 
started to re-orient its policy on El Salvador, moving its preference from a 
military solution towards a political solution. Furthermore, the new 
international political context thoroughly complicated the FMLN’s long-term 
military perspectives, debilitating the insurgents’ most important allies. In 
Nicaragua, the Sandinistas lost the 1990 elections and had to abandon power. 
One of the practical implications of this was that the Salvadoran PMOs had 
to dismantle their Managua headquarters and move part of their 
infrastructure to Mexico.119 In Cuba, the deterioration of trade relations with 
the USSR unleashed an unprecedented economic crisis on the island, forcing 
the regime to implement harsh austerity measures and reign in its geo-
political ambitions. 
 The offensive itself and the events that took place during its 
development had both national and international echoes. The already 
problematic reputation of the Salvadoran military had received an enormous 
blow with its involvement in the assassination of the Jesuits, which resulted 
in El Salvador’s first domestic trail against military officers for war crimes 
(Popkin 2000. Whitfield 1995). Most analysts interpreted the results of the 
offensive as a military stalemate and public opinion in El Salvador 
increasingly shifted towards the option of a negotiated settlement as the best 
or the only way forward. The perceived need to end the war in order to 
facilitate economic recovery furthermore also helped to throw a large part of 
the country’s economic elite behind the negotiation process (Wood 2000). 

Official negotiations between the government and the insurgency 
resumed in April 1990. Unlike previous attempts, a mayor role was granted 
to the United Nations as a mediator in the process, and the agenda for peace 
was divided into different sections which could be negotiated separately and 
lead to partial agreements. The July 1990 agreement on human rights 
included the mutual acceptance of the establishment of a UN verification 
mission in El Salvador. The UN furthermore appointed experienced 
facilitators for the process. The lengthy negotiation process eventually also 
translated into significant rapprochement among the negotiators from the 

119 Interviews with Emanuel (28-08-2007), José (15-12-2009) and Mauricio (12-12-2007). 



 

different blocks. A growing sense of irreversibility of the peace process 
disembogued in what FMLN negotiator and political scientist Salvador 
Samayoa later called “the explosion of consensus” among the elites from 
both camps (2002, 585). Thus, on January 16, 1992, the government and the 
insurgency signed extensive peace agreement in Chapultepec, Mexico.120 
Both parties confided that the UN would provide extensive and reasonably 
objective verification. Furthermore, the implicit understanding that the 
international community would pick up most of the (substantial) price tag 
attached to the agreements facilitated their acceptance (de Soto and del 
Castillo 1994).121  
 Towards their own political constituencies the insurgents and the 
government both claimed credit for the peace agreements. Their confidence 
was boosted by large-scale, pacific celebrations of the accords by their 
respective partisan groups in San Salvador. ARENA hailed Cristiani as “the 
president of peace” (Krämer 1998, 184). On the other side, the FMLN 
victoriously declared that it had “established the basis for a new republic” 
(FMLN 1992a, 185). “To die fighting for the Peace Accords was worth it, and 
for this reason, it is worth to continue the struggle!!” Thus proclaimed 
Salvador Sánchez Cerén–comandante ‘Leonel González’–at the FPL’s 22nd 
anniversary, the first to be celebrated after the cease fire (González 1992, iv). 
 
The lived experience of insurgency in El Salvador 
 
Given that so many lives came together in the revolutionary movement for so 
many years, what the war meant exactly for those involved varies 
substantially from person to person. The specific experience of insurgent 
participation also varied substantially between different specialized units of 
the PMOs. To form a part of the guerrilla army on the rural warfront entailed 
social-political experiences far different from that of operating a clandestine 
urban safe house in enemy territory.122 To work somewhere in the chain of 

120 Extensive accounts of the negotiations can be found in Juhn (1998), McCormick (1997) and Samayoa (2002). 
121 As it turned out, in the 1992-1995 period, assuring adequate international financing proved to be more 
difficult than anticipated. The lack of funding became one of the most serious threats to the peace process. 
Chief negotiators and high-ranking UN personnel had to work many extra hours and exert severe political 
pressure in order to procure acceptable levels of financial support for implementation of established 
agreements. Interview with Martín (26-08-2009).  
122 For a description of life and community in urban guerrilla safe houses, the most thorough account comes 
from Payeras (1987) on the guerrilla in Guatemala. Sprenkels (2001, 177-243) and Ward (2011) offer accounts 
on urban safe houses sustained by the FPL guerrilla, including Salvadoran operations in Honduras. For 
extensive descriptions of daily life at the frontline in El Salvador, see Metzi (1988), Perales (1986), Shaull 



 

logistics was quite different from doing political organizing or participating 
in special operations. To be a rank-and-file fighter implied different militancy 
experience from that of a senior cadre. Many insurgents participated in 
several different types of tasks over the years, but even so the specific 
positions held within the organizational networks of the PMO also imprinted 
significant differences on the lived experience of insurgency. 
 Nonetheless, based on the previous sections of this chapter, it is 
possible to identify common elements that became engrained in the 
interpersonal relationships that sustained the insurgency and that are part of 
the shared history of its participants. To be a part of the Salvadoran 
revolutionary movement signified being part of, and adopting the lifestyle of, 
a very distinct community, what has been called the ‘habitus’ of 
revolutionary militancy (Pirker 2008). The magnitude of the revolutionary 
endeavor, the bonding and the enormous investment of resourcefulness and 
human energy, the dreams that were shared–and often left unfulfilled–the 
losses of lives of comrades and friends, the strains of war and clandestinity, 
the internal power struggles and betrayals, all made significant contributions 
to the experience of insurgency.  
 Members of the PMOs subjugated practically all aspects of their lives 
to the revolutionary cause. For Beatriz for example, the PMO she belonged to 
represented 

 
your life, your family, it was everything ... that gave meaning to your life. The 
representative of the organization was the one who decided, even your private life 
in many ways. … Well yes, because the main thing was the struggle … and not so 
much the personal emotional ties, right? … There was a whole process … for those 
who entered [the organization]: to study, to discuss and debate. … So you also 
identified with what you were doing, what you were analyzing, it wasn’t 
something mechanical. … I never felt a ferocious, military, arbitrary kind of 
discipline. … The leaders, well ... I really admired them a lot…. . And you also 
knew that your comrade could give his life for you, and I for him, at any given 
moment… . All of this gave you a strong sense of belonging.123  

 
“For me joining the FPL was practically like joining a church,” ‘Máximo’ told 
me when I asked him what his experience of participating in the FPL in the 
80s had been like. Not really as with a ‘normal’ church, but more like  

(1991) –all for the FPL–and Ibarra Chávez (2009) and Vásquez and Escalón Fontan (2012)–for the ERP–among 
others. 
123 Interview with Beatriz (23-01-2010). 



 

 
Christian communities at the time of the Roman Empire or the first Reform Church 
communities … ; for them the church …. was their way of life, their community. … 
[In the case of the FPL] behind all that discourse about ‘popular war,’ the image 
that was used … was that of the chosen people crossing the desert. We are the 
chosen ones. We suffer because we are chosen. We are crossing the desert, but 
sooner or later we, or our children, will reach the promised land.124 

 
In political terms, each PMO constituted a form of exclusive and strongly 
connected political community that Charles Tilly refers to as a ‘trust network’ 
(2006c, 41). The revolutionary ethos moralized the ascendency of the interests 
of the organization (and thus the revolution) over any personal preferences 
or interests, integrating hierarchical and compartmentalized, but also 
extremely tightly-knit PMO communities, frequently referred to as ‘family’ 
or ‘blood lines’ by its members. For the members of the PMOs, the idea of the 
revolution was what Lalich conceptualizes as a transcendent belief system, 
feeding a strong individual and collective commitment that provided all 
members with meaning and purpose. 125  Yet such commitment also 
demanded single-mindedness, a way of thinking frequently characterized by 
dogmatism and rigidity, and limited identity outside the context of the group 
(2004). The combination of ideological zeal and political persecution 
converted the Salvadoran PMOs into sect-like organizations, reminiscent of 
Goffman’s ‘total institution.’126 However, instead of being closed-off entities 
with limited interactions with external social agents, the PMOs continuously 
dedicated a significant number of their cadres to work on organizing and 
maintaining support networks outside of the organizations’ core.  

Within the habitus of the Salvadoran revolutionaries, to be a member 
of the cadre was a sacred fulfillment, to become a comandante of the 
revolution the highest possible personal achievement. Members were 

124 Interview with Máximo (27-08-2009). 
125 The definition Lalich offers of a transcendent belief system is the following: “The overarching ideology that 
binds adherents to the group and keeps them behaving according to the group’s rules and norms. It is 
transcendent because it offers a total explanation of past, present, and future, including a path to salvation. 
Most important, the group also specifies the exact methodology, or recipe, for the personal transformation 
necessary to qualify one to travel on that path” (2004, 17) Lalich’s work is inspired, among other sources, on 
her personal experience as a militant of a Marxist-Leninist political party in the United States.  
126 Sociologist Erving Goffman describes a ‘total institution’ as “a place of residence and work where a large 
number of like-situated individuals cut off from the wider society for an appreciable period of time, together 
lead an enclosed formally administered round of life” (1961, 11), chiefly characterized by the fact that “all 
aspects of life are conducted in the same place and under the same single authority” (1961, 17). Goffman 
conducted his original fieldwork leading up to the concept of ‘total institutions’ in an asylum, and then applied 
the idea to a number of other organizations, including the military.  



 

encouraged to think of the revolution as their mother and the party (the 
PMO) as their father.127 Many senior cadres thought of themselves as the 
chosen, as “the precursor of the New Man. … The most prestigious and 
superior people of all” (Cañas cited in Kruijt 2008, 54). The PMO cadre 
system allowed for the organizations’ members to spread out on different 
tasks, and to insert themselves in different social circles, while at the same 
time maintaining a religious devotion to the PMO and its leadership. Though 
the different PMOs presented a similar pathway of development with many 
commonalities in members’ experiences, the most important and immediate 
shared history among the militants was that pertaining to their own specific 
PMO. The development of their own organization was the common project 
they shared and worked on throughout the years.  
 Without extensive clandestine organizing the insurgency in El 
Salvador would not have been possible. Its influence extended beyond the 
confines of insurgency, as also paramilitary death squad violence operated in 
clandestine forms, even if these were partially inserted in state structures. As 
one of the top negotiators from the part of the Salvadoran government 
pointed out “[t]he war has been, in good measure, clandestine” (Escobar 
Galindo cited in Montgomery 1995a, 213). Even if all major political actors 
used conspiracy as a political tool, in the case of the PMOs, conspirative 
methods lay at the heart of their organizing efforts. 
  

The rebels themselves turned conspiracy into a way a life. Most members of the 
FMLN had to lie about everything in order to survive. They gave themselves new 
names, made up cover stories, they misled their families, indeed they re-invented 
almost everything about themselves. This, they all accepted, was perfectly normal 
in the situation, and naturally they expected everyone else to be doing the same. 
Worst of all, everyone was always looking for enemy spies and infiltrators. This 
was especially true of the leadership, … [since] lack of vigilance would cost them 
dear. Thinking in conspiracies was not the slightly crazy attitude it is often 
regarded in most of the world. In El Salvador in the 1980s everyone was conspiring. 
(Gibb 2000, 223) 

 
As an organizational recourse, clandestinity simultaneously allowed for 
isolation and for integration. Through clandestine organizing, apparently 
unconnected social sites were actually highly coordinated and 
complementary components of the insurgent movement. This 

127 For a former militants’ testimony concerning the level of dedication to the revolutionary cause, see 
Sprenkels (2001, 180-1).



 

complementarity occurred principally within each of the PMOs. In spite of its 
symbolic importance for the revolutionary movement, the FMLN had very 
limited institutional existence. In political, social and military terms, the 
PMOs were the true ordering principle of the revolutionary movement.128 
Not withholding differences in size and development, each of these groups 
attempted to create their own ‘integral’ revolutionary apparatus. Different 
civil-political organizations pertaining to the same PMO were interlinked 
with each other, on local, national and international levels, creating both 
public and covert networks that mutually strengthened each other. Only a 
handful of people knew the details of PMO involvement in the different 
organizations. Through the cadre system, the PMOs nonetheless effectively 
assured the control of political power within their respective spheres of 
influence.  

PMO sectarianism was another defining aspect of the insurgent 
experience. The different PMOs continuously struggled for primacy within 
the revolutionary movement, with a particularly strong rivalry between the 
two largest forces, the FPL and the ERP. The hegemonic pretentions of 
leadership of different PMOs were commonly seen as the main reason that 
the insurgent groups waited until late 1980 to establish a common front 
(Montgomery 1995a, 107). When the FMLN was finally established, with its 
joint insurgent command made up of the top comandantes of each PMO, 
hegemonic pretensions had to be tempered, but were far from eliminated. 
For example, with FMLN unity established, the FPL launched the following 
rallying cry: “There is only one Comandante, Marcial Comandante.” In 1981, 
“[a]t least three times a day, in every village behind the lines, guerrillas, 
militiamen, and supporters lined up in neat rows to dutifully recite [this] 
slogan” (Krause cited in Kruijt 2008, 61). Throughout the war, the 
revolutionary movement developed in a constant tension between 
revolutionary cooperation and sectarian disputes. Numerous sources speak 

128 Consider the declarations by former FAL comandante Dagoberto Gutiérrez in a 2010 interview. “Did the 
FMLN exist? No. What existed then? Five organizations. The political understanding between five 
organizations was called FMLN. But, besides the five organizations nothing else existed. There never was 
anything else! We decided everything in the political commissions of the five organizations, which was what 
really existed.” ‘Plática con Dagoberto Gutiérrez: me hice comunista a partir de mi experiencia con Dios,’ El 
Faro, August 29, 2010. Available at http://www.elfaro.net/es/201008/el_agora/2340/?st-cuerpo=3; accessed: 
Jul. 3, 2012. 



 

of extensive distrust between insurgent groups in different stages of the 
struggle.129 
 The lived experience of insurgency has a side generally viewed as 
positive by its participants, which includes aspects such as discipline, 
solidarity and sacrifice, but it also has a negative side, commonly associated 
with phenomena such as personal losses, (sectarian) intolerance and internal 
conflicts.130 For many, the worst and most painful aspect of the war was the 
internal purging. Thus far, only high-profile cases like the 1975 assassination 
of Roque Dalton and the events of April 1983 in Managua are public 
knowledge. Serious problems with infiltration, defection and related security 
issues happened throughout the development of the insurgent movement. 
Such phenomena furthermore sometimes intersected with internal conflicts 
and disputes. In the case of Roque Dalton for example, political differences 
with the ERP leadership at the time emerged, as well as an accusation that he 
was an infiltrated CIA agent (Didion 1983, 33. García Dueñas and Espinoza 
2010). 

On the rural war fronts, security problems varied with the 
development of the war, with the period of the growing governmental 
military power in 1984 and the intensification of the war before, during and 
after the 1989 offensive standing out as particularly delicate periods. In 1984, 
the army’s increased mobility and airpower incremented the effectiveness of 
planted infiltrators among the insurgents, and caused significant security 
problems on the fronts.131 Starting in 1988, the combination of the army’s use 
of planted infiltrators with the insurgency’s influx of new inexperienced 
troops, intensified mobility and military activity, the upcoming offensive 
furthermore represented a high stakes scenario. All of these factors 
contributed to increment fears of the ‘enemy within.’ The different PMOs 

129 For the 70s, the best sources indicating distrust and strife among different insurgent groups are these 
organizations’ own clandestine publications (see e.g. FLACSO and Fundación Gallardo 2011). Recent 
investigative work into the assassination of revolutionary militant and poet Roque Dalton by members of the 
ERP is also illustrative (García Dueñas and Espinoza 2010). Furthermore, Hernández documented several 
instances of inter-insurgent violence in the 70s, including the assassination of members of rival left wing 
groups (2009). For the 80s, exemplary cases include the internal crisis and split-off in the FPL (Morales 
Carbonell 1999. Rojas 1986), and divisive struggles over internal hegemony within the insurgency (Grenier 
1999. Zaid 1981). For references to continued distrust among former insurgents in the 90s, see Joaquín 
Villalobos’ accusation at the address of other former insurgent organizations with regard to the manipulation 
of aspects of the implementation of the Peace Accords (Villalobos 1999). 
130 For diverse reflections on the personal costs of Salvadoran insurgent participation, see Rivera et al (1995) 
and Sprenkels (2001, 2002a). 
131 Based on Byrne (1996, 104), Macías Mayora (1997, 279-288) Perales (1986, 107-112) and interviews with 
David (02-12-2009), Ever (15-12-2009), and Luis (12-01-2010, 22-01-2012). 



 

responded by incrementing internal scrutiny, tightening discipline and by 
eliminating suspected infiltrators. The largest known excesses occurred 
within the FPL, particularly in San Vicente in the period between 1989-1991 
(Galeas and Ayalá 2008).132 However, all PMOs suffered traumatic cases of 
internal purges in the course of the war. All organizations had high-ranking 
members who deserted or, worse for morale, defected to work with the 
Salvadoran government.133 The core of interpersonal trust that the PMOs 
were built on and needed to survive was repeatedly violated.  
 
Conclusions: accumulated insurgent relations 
 
El Salvador’s insurgent movement was much more than just a guerrilla army. 
In many ways, political organizing constituted the heart of the revolutionary 
movement. Early on, the insurgency became organically structured into the 
pillars of the PMOs. Through clandestine organizing, the different PMOs 
built up or took over an impressive array of organizations and institutional 
links, making it possible to fuel different expressions of the revolutionary 
movement in different urban and rural sectors of the country. By the mid-
1970s, the PMOs were well embedded within part of the Catholic Church 
networks as well as within a significant portion of the unions. The PMOs 
clustered together the different popular organizations they were involved in 
to create mass movements that coordinated protest activities between sectors. 
By the late 1970s, widespread strikes and protests, combined with scattered 
guerrilla attacks, deepened the country’s political and economic crisis and 
helped ferment a situation the insurgents interpreted as ‘revolutionary 
effervescence.’  

The expansion of the revolutionary movement relied on militants of 
the PMOs actively, carefully and secretly weaving together networks on 
different levels: kinship, compadrazgo and peer group networks, popular 
church networks, student groups, peasant organizations, mass organizations, 
guerrilla structures, all subjugated to the ultimate authority of ‘the Party’ (as 
the PMO was referred to). These organizing efforts did not draw the majority 
of El Salvador’s population into the revolutionary movement, but rather 

132 More on this episode in chapter 6.
133 Well-known defections of insurgent leaders include those of comandante ‘Alejandro Montenegro’ (ERP) in 
1983, ‘Miguel Castellanos’ (FPL) in 1985 and Pablo Salvador Cárcamo (FPL) in 1989. See Hudson (1988), Menzel 
(1994) and Rojas (1986). Accused of collaborating with the enemy, Miguel Castellanos (real name: Napoleón 
Romero) was assassinated by a FPL commando in 1989 (United Nations 1993, 252-253). 



 

consisted of localized efforts that succeeded in creating revolutionary 
seedbeds in significant urban sectors and different rural areas. Through the 
participation in the mass movements, different organized sectors actively 
bridged with each other under PMO tutelage. In these revolutionary 
networks, the “divisions between guerrilla, party and union [became] 
constantly traversed and increasingly blurred” (Dunkerley 1985, 98).  
 The PMO networks responded to the extreme repression of 1980-1981 
in a range of different manners: some segments disintegrated, some 
militarized, and others went into exile or were reconstituted there. Though 
relationships with international allies were established earlier, from 1980-
1981 onwards, the Salvadoran PMOs increased their operations outside of El 
Salvador, with the formation of important insurgent hubs in Managua and 
Mexico City. The PMOs rolled out diplomatic efforts, together with FDR 
leaders, and created a strong branch of international solidarity work that 
became a crucial element in sustaining the war effort, and eventually also 
caused significant impact on the political conditions in El Salvador itself, 
boosting the insurgency’s legitimacy and helping to put pressure on the 
regime.  

As the war developed, the different PMO structures became more 
specialized and sophisticated. From 1982 onwards, the insurgents depended 
principally upon a peasant army, backed with an extensive support structure 
led by higher educated militants, operating mostly outside of El Salvador or 
in specialized tasks on the fronts (such as providing health care or staffing 
the insurgent radios).134 Starting in 1984, the implementation of the doble 
cara strategy revived the insurgency’s political build-up in the country, 
capitalizing significantly on the international support the insurgency had 
created over the years. The increased political activity of this period also 
contributed significantly to the preparations for and realization of the 1989 
general offensive, since it facilitated increased military recruitment, 
improved military logistics and the required connections to the city. The 
intense military activity during and around the offensive led to the 
reincorporation of more urban PMO members (working class and middle 
class) into the guerrilla army itself as well. 
 A paradox that accompanied the revolutionary process was that the 
PMOs were closed sect-like organizations as well as proficient social network 

134 The PCS-FAL constituted a partial exception to this development. Unlike the other PMOs, it only inherited a 
very limited peasant constituency from the 1970s. Even though, the FAL tried to emend this in the course of 
the war, they had to rely on combatants of urban origin to a significantly larger extent than the other PMOs.  



 

builders, both at the same time. The security demands associated with armed 
struggle and warfare were integrated into a highly pro-active apparatus 
dedicated to supporting social network building in many different spheres. 
The tensions associated with this model were partially resolved through 
insistence on a revolutionary ethic and mystique, as well as by establishing a 
tiered member system, with various levels of militancy and commitment, 
each with their associated internal prestige.  
 Clandestine organizing allowed the PMOs to establish political 
control over public organizations and constituencies, while at the same time 
remaining partially invisible from the outside and thus less vulnerable to 
political repression. In spite of government persecution, this strategy was 
sustainable for the insurgents during all of the 1970s and after 1984. In the 
period between 1980 and 1983, repression was so strong and indiscriminate, 
that practically every public organization associated with the revolutionary 
movement was dissolved or forced underground. One of the effects of 
clandestine organizing was that, throughout the revolutionary process, a lot 
of things were not what they seemed. Clandestinity led to the extensive 
manipulation of political representation practices and personal identities 
within the revolutionary movement. The critical importance of security 
within the insurgent organization contributed to an internal social climate, in 
which revolutionary morale cohabited with factionalism, distrust and overall 
‘wear and tear.’ 
 The internal relations of the five PMOs constituted the primary 
ordering principle of the Salvadoran insurgency. A historicized 
understanding of insurgency’s organizational dynamics helps delineate the 
type of political, social, and economic capital accumulated by the different 
participants. In particular, the PMOs’ recruitment strategies and their ability 
to constantly adapt organizationally to address the emerging circumstances 
of the war, supply crucial clues as to who, why, how, and where 
incorporated into the revolutionary movement. Different actors converged in 
El Salvador’s revolutionary process, actors with different stakes, skills and 
resources to bring to the insurgency. The Salvadoran PMOs etched out a 
political-military path through the active, intricate and clandestine weaving 
of interpersonal relationships that made it possible to shore up the necessary 
human, economic and political resources for their project. Each PMO was 
able to mobilize people with a wide breadth and diversity of capabilities. 
They were also successful in adapting strategically and frequently as the 



 

conflict evolved. These qualities shaped the guerrilla army and the larger 
political community that sustained it. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 4. Post-insurgent reconversion 

Leon Trotsky1 

Introduction 
 
This chapter, spanning from the Peace Accords until the early 2000s, focuses 
on the adjustments that took place within the insurgents’ social field as a 
result of the Peace Accords. The Peace Accords contemplated three main 
tracks (demilitarization, political institutional modernization and socio-
economic reform), thus setting in motion what has been called El Salvador’s 
‘triple transition’ (van der Borgh 2004). For the PMOs, the accords similarly 
translated in three parallel transformation processes: first, the disarmament, 
demobilization and reinsertion of their military force; second, the 
constitution of a political party equipped to participate in the elections; and, 
third, the broader re-organization of PMO networks and constituencies in 
function of the Peace Accords and a new postwar political project.  

As I will review in this chapter, these three different dimensions of 
post-insurgent transformation have been dealt with unevenly in existing 
scholarship on El Salvador’s postwar transition. The FMLN’s metamorphosis 
‘from guerrilla movement to political party’ has drawn a constant stream of 
scholarly attention, mainly in the field of comparative politics. In contrast, no 
academic reviews are available that deal with the process of demobilization 
and reinsertion of the insurgents’ military forces, with the exception of 
reinsertion of female guerrilla fighters. Finally, even if socio-economic 
reconstruction and development processes in El Salvador’s former conflict 
zones have been documented quite extensively, the specific role of the 
organizational networks inherited from the PMOs in these processes has 
been dealt with only partially or spuriously. However, the main limitation in 
the study of the insurgent adjustment to postwar transition in El Salvador 
has been the fact that the three different dimensions of this process have been 
studied in relative isolation to one another. As a result, very little is known 
regarding to how the different elements of the insurgent polity adjusted to 
the new situation in relation to each other. To what extent, for example, did the 

1 From The Revolution Betrayed. What Is the Soviet Union and Where Is It Going? (1972, 88) 



forms of cohesion of the insurgents’ social field change in the postwar 
transition process? How were internal relations redefined in the new 
situation?  

A relational approach moves away from the confines of reintegration 
as understood in peace building literature to embrace a more integral 
understanding of the insurgent movement. This allows us to focus on the 
different accommodations taking place within each of the five PMOs in the 
context of postwar transition. I furthermore explore the different ways in 
which apparently separate reconversion processes overlapped and interacted 
in practical terms.  

I start this chapter with a review of a handful of internal PMO 
documents, which relate to the (projected) internal adjustments after the 
signing of the Peace Accords. These documents demonstrate how PMO 
leadership saw different dimensions of reconversion as interrelated. I 
continue with a retrospective analysis of the demobilization and reinsertion 
programs derived from the Peace Accords that translated into the 
demilitarization of the insurgent forces. Subsequently, I discuss the 
adjustments the PMOs went through to constitute and develop themselves as 
political parties (not only the FMLN, but two other political parties active in 
the 1990s originated from the PMOs). Finally, I examine the broader 
dynamics of socio-economic reconversion in various subgroups of the former 
PMO communities.  

The chapter documents how factors like unmet historical 
expectations and renewed social differentiation among former insurgents 
helped nurture a sense of political disillusionment, further fuelled by the on-
going, often unsettling, events of the transition period. However, despite 
such deep felt sense of deception, the former insurgents were still gradually 
able to garner spaces of (collective) empowerment and ascendency in the 
new context, particularly those that had stayed active inside the FMLN as a 
political party. The interpersonal connections the former insurgents had 
inherited from the war played a very important role in structuring access to 
the benefits associated with postwar reconversion.  
 
The PMO perspective on post-insurgent reconversion 
 
In March 1992, senior ERP cadres met in Jocoaitique, Morazán, one of the 
military zones under their control, for several days of strategic planning for 
the peace process. According to the minutes of this meeting, the “power 



strategies” proposed by the cadres at the time included the design of an 
“advantageous reconversion which would allow to turn our accumulated 
political-military might into a social, political and productive force.¨ 
International cooperation and reconstruction efforts should be combined to 
create a “economic hub” that would allow the ERP to “develop the party’s 
own economic capacity and not depend upon the efforts of the SM [social 
movement] for funds.” ERP cadres present at this meeting furthermore 
recommended:  

 
we need to insert our own leadership personnel into civil life with legal identities 
in such a way that we are able to carry out recruitment efforts in order to retain our 
military structure should it become necessary in a particular moment to implement 
this form of struggle. (PRS-ERP 1992)2 

 
The FPL organized a similar strategic meeting of its central committee in Las 
Vueltas, a town in the FPL’s Chalatenango rearguard, in July, 1992. Similar to 
the ERP, the minutes of this meeting reflect that the FPL discussed the matter 
as the process of “conversion of our accumulated military-political strength 
into social, economic and political strength.” The FPL included the following 
interrelated areas in its peacetime workload: a) “compliance with the 
accords,” b) “political-electoral battle,” and c) “social-economic 
development.” As for the latter, the meeting emphasized the need to:  
 

combine correctly a political offensive comprised of negotiations with the 
government … to ensure the largest possible quota of land and programs for ex-
combatants, with the initiation of our own efforts to promote a social-economic 
development strategy. (FPL 1992,9) 

 
In a later FPL document called ‘Party Readjustments,’ dated February 1994, 
the idea of post-insurgent reconversion was elaborated in more detail: 
 

[s]ince their creation, the Popular Liberation Forces are more than a political party. 
As the FPL we have created a system and a movement of revolutionary 
organizations and instruments in which each piece was created according to the 
challenges of the process, and where each develops its contribution based upon its 
area of specialization, but in which each is only able to reach its full meaning in 

2 PRS is the acronym of the Partido de la Revolución Salvadoreña (Party of the Salvadoran Revolution), the 
political structure connected to the ERP. Formally, the ERP was the military branch of the PRS, which 
represented the party as such. In practice, the distinction was mostly a formal one, and only used for internal 
purposes. Outwardly, the PMO concerned was referred to mostly as ERP and occasionally as PRS-ERP. 



relation to the rest: within the framework of a cohesive and solid system focused 
upon a single [political] project. (FPL 1994) 

 
According to the document, during the 80s, the “FPL system” was composed 
of the military structure as well as by “a great body of international 
solidarity” and by a “social movement in the city and in the countryside.” 
The document outlined that FPL’s new structure after the 1994 election 
would be composed of the following elements: “our legal party,” “the social 
movement,” “NGOs,” “the international work,” and upon “our insertion as 
public service employees within the state institutional structures.” In light of 
the multiple changes the FPL has been undergoing since the Peace Accords, 
the document underscores that the postwar objective should be “to maintain 
the historic accumulation of party cadres and grassroots members. This is the 
guarantee for our future projection in accordance with our historic project.” 
The difficulty lay in how to financially sustain this ”cadre framework in the 
new circumstances. In fact, the FPL’s immediate concern was to reduce the 
number of cadres on the party’s pay roll. In the course of 1994, a 75% cut in 
personnel costs would be required to avoid financial crisis. The document 
proposed the following solution: 
 

[t]he ideal method is to find employment within NGOs, unions or within 
municipalities where there is significant identification with or similarity to the 
work of the party. This will allow party members to divide their time between both 
missions. Legislators and mayors for example, will have very favorable conditions, 
but so too non-elected functionaries who can use the same mechanism. (FPL 1994) 

 
Thus, it was clear for the leadership of the different PMOs that the 
participation in electoral politics would probably only provide a relatively 
small number of their cadres with an income, and that the rest would have to 
find alternative ways to make a living. PMO leadership in fact 
conceptualized their own postwar transformation process as something 
broader than simply the move from a PMO to a legal political party. The 
internal documents cited here reveal that the ERP and the FPL both 
conceived of the different aspects of reconversion as mutually reinforcing, at 
least in potential. For example, the FPL thought of successful demobilization 
and reinsertion efforts as necessary to “ensure … the active incorporation by 
combatants to party activities” of the combatants (FPL 1992, 10). For the 
PMOs, the clue to postwar adjustment was to find ways to convert what they 
called the organizations’ historical accumulation to the new circumstances, 



substituting the “political-military strategy” for a “political-economic-social” 
one (FPL 1992, 2). This included setting up a ‘development strategy’ directed 
specifically at their historic constituents. From the perspective of the PMOs, 
the challenge was to find ways to coordinate the three dimensions of the 
reconversion process (military, political, and socio-economic) in such a way 
that they might end up strengthening each other and translate into political 
ascendency. Bearing this in mind, let’s now take a look at how these three 
dimensions unfolded in the years after the Peace Accords. 
 
Insurgent demobilization and reinsertion 
 
The demobilization process  
The Peace Accords contemplated the complete demobilization of the 
guerrilla forces as well as the reduction of the armed forces, including the 
demobilization of the security forces and the specialized counterinsurgency 
battalions.3 After the ceasefire, the government troops withdrew into 39 
designated ‘peace-time’ military installations and 22 strategic locations of 
national interest, including communication antennas and hydroelectric dams. 
UN officials supervised all troop withdrawals from military locations close to 
the guerrilla areas. The negotiators did not establish exact locations for the 
concentration of the insurgent troops, but rather 15 designated areas, located 
in the zones of FMLN control.  

Spread out in these concentration areas, the different PMOs 
integrating the FMLN set up a total of 68 individual guerrilla camps (Verhey 
2001, 17). The post-cease fire guerrilla camps were mostly nestled in and 
around the resettled towns or in other areas that had functioned as local 
rearguards for the guerrillas during the last years of the war. The exception 
concerned the troops operating in and around the San Salvador volcano and 
the mountainous area of southern La Libertad. The only concentration area 
established for San Salvador and La Libertad was El Paisnal, near Aguilares, 
in the area where FPL rural organizing had started in the 1970s (see chapter 
3). The FPL withdrew troops active around the capital to El Paisnal, while the 
other PMOs with presence around the San Salvador volcano moved their 

3 El Salvador’s militarized security forces (National Police, National Guard and Treasury Police) were 
responsible for a substantial portion of human rights violations committed during the 1970s and between 
1980-1982. The army’s counterinsurgency battalions were responsible for the worst human rights violations 
when they became the army’s most important offensive troops, late 1981 (Brockman 2005. United Nations 
1993). 



forces to other areas, such as Guazapa. As troops assembled, the FMLN 
realized that the encampments would represent new logistical challenges 
and significant costs. An emergency program was set up to support the 
assembled camps with temporary housing, food, personal items and health 
care.4 FMLN leadership also reasoned that it would be a missed opportunity 
not to take advantage of the time to start a basic educational program for the 
troops.  
 
Figure 4.1 Insurgent concentration areas and distribution of different PMOs5  

 
 
In its capacity as official verification organism, the United Nations played an 
important support role in the disarmament and demobilization efforts. After 
the guerrillas settled into designated concentration areas, officials from the 
United Nations Observer Mission in El Salvador (ONUSAL) came in to 
register the troops and its weaponry, working in close cooperation with the 
insurgent leadership. UN personnel set up small permanent supervision 
bases in the camps. The troops were demobilized and weapons destroyed in 
five different rounds. The calendar suffered several minor setbacks as the 
FMLN conditioned demobilization rounds to the government compliance 

4 The program cost $8.2 million, and was paid for mostly by the Norwegian government (Guáqueta 2005, 15). 
5 Based on United Nations (1995, 217), Villalobos (1999, 38-41), an interview with a former FMLN 
representative on the cease fire commission (23-02-2011), as well as my own knowledge of the demobilization 
process acquired through working in and visiting different camps pertaining to the FPL forces. 



with specific aspects of the Peace Accords. For the demobilization process 
ONUSAL and the FMLN established the following categories: END 
structures, political structures and war-wounded. On December 15, 1992, 11 
months after the Peace Accords, the FMLN and ONUSAL officially 
concluded the process of demobilization of the END structures. The 
demobilization of the FMLN’s political personnel and the large group of 
injured former combatants were processed afterwards, concluding in March 
1993 and November 1993 respectively. Close to 30% of those demobilized 
were women (Luciak 2001. Pampell Conaway and Martínez 2004, 3. Spencer 
1997). The official demobilization figures per PMO read as follows:6 
 
Figure 4.2 Categories of demobilized FMLN members per PMO  

 
Information gathered by different institutions regarding the FMLN 
demobilization process confirms the social diversity of the participants in the 
Salvadoran insurgency as discussed in the previous chapter. Although the 
demobilized forces were principally made up of young peasant males 
possessing little formal education, statistics still show considerable diversity. 
The average age of demobilized combatants was 21; 32% were over 30; and 
170 were over 60 years old.7 80% of the demobilized combatants had received 
no formal education or only primary education; 7% had attended university.8 
With regard to the socio-economic background of the insurgent participants 
available information again confirms the mix of a large rural constituency 
with a smaller group of urban, mostly well-educated participants.9 More than 
80% of the demobilized initially settled in rural communities.10 

6 Based on the ONUSAL document ‘Proceso de Desmovilización del Personal del FMLN,’ cited in Luciak (2001, 
49-55). 
7 Cited in Luciak (2001, 58) and USAID (1994a, 39).  
8 Fundación 16 de enero (cited in Barillas Villalta 1999, 7). 
9 A 1993 survey among female FMLN participants offers the following information with regard to the 
respondents’ background. Before integrating into the FMLN, 57% worked in their household, 19% were in 

PMO END Political Injured Total  % 
FPL 2,583 1,439 1,060 5,082 34 
ERP 2,653 463 814 3,930 26 
RN 1,554 656 289 2,499 17 
PCS-FAL 1,110 996 144 2,250 15 
PRTC 652 429 167 1,248 8 
Total 8,552 3,983 2,474 15,009 100% 



 
Reinsertion programs 
The reinsertion programs for FMLN personnel did not constitute a 
comprehensive package negotiated as part of the Peace Accords. In the 
Accords themselves, the topic was included as one of the aspects to be 
implemented as part of the National Reconstruction Plan (NRP). 
Scholarships, pensions and jobs were listed among the benefits, but no 
specific programs, timeframes or funding requirements were outlined 
(FMLN 1992a, 93-94). Instead, the FMLN, the government, the UN and 
several international donor agencies negotiated most of the reinsertion 
provisions in the course of the implementation of the Peace Accords. To 
facilitate the attainment of reinsertion objectives, the FMLN set up an 
institution called Fundación 16 de enero (F-16), a foundation comprised of 
representatives of the different PMOs, dedicated to the design and 
administration of projects and programs. 

Salvadoran government officials and international donors, that jointly 
managed the funds, frowned upon granting extensive benefits specifically to 
FMLN personnel. The United States Agency for International Development 
(USAID), NRP’s largest contributor, was concerned that such assistance 
might generate “predictable resentment … on the part of the general 
population” (1994a, 16). Thus, initially the reinsertion provisions constituted 
a very sober package. Most of the funds were instead to be used for 
reconstruction efforts benefitting the communities in the former warzones 
(Bendaña 1999, 55. USAID 1994a, 8). During the implementation process the 
FMLN repeatedly and successfully argued that, for the stability for the peace 
process, additional benefits for ex-combatants were crucial.11 To USAID’s 
dislike, the FMLN insisted on channeling funds assigned to NRP towards 
reinsertion programs, which led eventually to an “over tenfold increase in 

school, 8% worked in agriculture, 14% had paid employment or combined work with school, or listed ‘other’ 
(5%). As their main wartime task with the FMLN, the respondents listed: cook (29%), health care worker (15%), 
combatant (15%), and support work (13%), including education and sewing workshops. The remainder (26%) 
held a political responsibility or fulfilled ‘specialized tasks,’ including secret missions, fundraising or other work 
outside El Salvador.  
10 Barillas Villalta (1999) and Fundación 16 de enero (1993). This last study concerns a large survey among 
demobilized women in 1993. Close to 88% of the women that participated in the sample indicated they 
resided in predominantly rural municipalities in the former conflict areas, while only 12% resided in the cities. 
In fact, most of the respondents listed as their place of residence one of the repopulated communities in the 
former conflict zones. For original data, see Fundación 16 de enero (1993, 23-28). 
11 See for example FMLN (1992a and 1992b) and USAID (1994a). 



the ex-combatant assistance component” (USAID 1994a, 13). USAID 
furthermore complained that:  

 
as the FMLN developed confidence …, it would begin to develop lists and 
amended lists, each of which would increase the numbers of the FMLN 
determined and UN sanctioned ‘eligible beneficiaries.’ (1994a, 17)  
 

To understand these criticisms, it is important to note that USAID had 
initially intended for most of the reconstruction funds to build on the 
infrastructure of the official development programs the Salvadoran 
government put in place during the war, and that USAID had previously 
worked with when these programs were an integrated part of the US 
counterinsurgency efforts in the country (USAID 1994a, 8). In other words, 
USAID aimed for most of the funds to be used by the Salvadoran 
government and its affiliated development programs. However, whereas 
government institutions frequently failed to make use of different 
components of the NRP, “the FMLN showed serious interest in the projects” 
(USAID 1994a, 17). “The FMLN proved especially successful at lobbying in 
the U.S. and USAID was pressed to deal directly and often separately with 
the FMLN” (USAID 1994a, 16). One of the aspects of this pressure, was to 
execute parts of the program via “FMLN related NGOs,” of which USAID 
identified as many as 43 (1994a, 17). 

The FMLN reinsertion programs were thus forged in the dynamics of 
ongoing negotiations and included the participation of a host of different 
institutions and donors. As a result, the reinsertion process consisted of a 
patchwork of different projects, sometimes working with different logics and 
timeframes. For example, three weeks before finalizing the demobilization 
process, the FMLN proposed an additional economic reinsertion program for 
FMLN ‘officers,’ entitled ‘From guerrilla commanders to entrepreneurs’ 
(FMLN 1992b, 1992c).12 The project, which came to be known as ‘Plan 600,’ 
intended to benefit PMO leadership as well as senior and mid-level ‘cadre’ 
with an additional 7.2 million US$ grant for training, housing benefits and 
support of personal business ventures. It was accepted and implemented 
after heavy FMLN pressure.13 In 1993 another special program was set up for 

12 In Spanish: ‘De comandantes guerrilleros a empresarios.’ 
13 In the end, 598 FMLN officials participated in the program, receiving benefits amounting to US$ 12,000 on 
average. The exact extent of the benefits depended on the leadership categories assigned by the FMLN (‘A’ for 
the PMO leadership, ‘B’ for senior cadre and ‘C’ for mid-level cadre), with the highest category receiving the 
higher personal amounts (FMLN 1992b, 1992c. Luciak 2001, 131-132. USAID 1994a, 36). 



‘child soldiers’ who had participated with the FMLN. It foresaw the 
provision of scholarships and food packages to 850 former child combatants. 
However, the program, called ‘Plan 850,’ in spite of funding allocations, 
failed to properly come off the ground and only a fraction of its targets were 
met (Verhey 2001, 27-8). 
 The implementation failure of ‘Plan 850’ was the exception to the rule. 
In fact, most of the FMLN reintegration programs were not only 
implemented, but also significantly overspent allocated budgets. In 1994, the 
NRP framework tallied 12 different reinsertion programs, subdivided in 4 
clusters called ‘tracks’: a (rural) agricultural track–including land transfers–
an (urban) micro-enterprise track; an academic scholarship track and the 
‘officers program’ (Plan 600).14 Apart from credit benefits, entering the rural 
or urban track would translate into at least 6 months of training during 
which the ex-combatants would receive a subsistence allowance of US$ 100 
per month. The reinsertion process additionally contemplated rehabilitation 
assistance for war-wounded veterans and housing programs for ex-
combatants in the rural areas.15 The final beneficiary figures once more 
confirm the predominantly rural profile of the PMOs: 78% of the FMLN 
demobilized chose the agricultural track, 14% elected the micro-enterprise 
track, and 8% the academic scholarship track.16 
 The cornerstone of the rural reinsertion was the Land Transfer 
Program (PTT), which catered to former combatants and FMLN constituents 
in the former conflict zones. Its prominence made one close observer 
characterize the Salvadoran reinsertion process as essentially an “arms-for-
land deal” (del Castillo, 1997). The PTT program was technically complex 
because it required solving a host of land measurement and legal ownership 
issues. Furthermore, rural property prices skyrocketed because of the PTT, 

14 Based on USAID (1994a, 35-38). The complete list of NRP reinsertion programs with corresponding numbers 
of FMLN beneficiaries by the end of 1994 reads as follows: 1. scholarships for ex-combatants (690); 2. 
Agricultural and vocational training (7,870); 3. Livestock and agricultural technical assistance for ex-
combatants (6,000); 4. Agricultural credit and technical assistance for farmers (5,473); 5. Micro-enterprise 
development for ex-combatants (1,156); 6. Land transfer for ex-combatants (2,712 ex-combatants and 6,157 
FMLN squatters) (Note: these are the 1994 figures. The final figures were much higher); 7. Emergency Shelter 
for ex-combatants (571); 8. Agricultural starter kits (8,800); 9. Household Furnishings (10,747); 10. Academic 
Refresher Course (415); 11. Plan 600 (598); 12. Assistance for war-wounded (2,500).  
15 By January 1995, 6311 ex-combatants (of a total of 7,500 planned beneficiaries) had benefitted from 
housing projects in any of three different categories: provisional, progressive and permanent (Sención 
Villalona 1995, 85-86). Some additional housing program projects were implemented at a later stage, granting 
some kind of housing assistance to most rural ex-combatants.  
16 See USAID 1994a, 35-38. Plan 600 is not contemplated in these figures. In practice, Plan 600 was mostly 
granted as an additional benefit ‘on top of’ of participation in other tracks. The extent to which the FMLN 
officers took advantage of the reintegration possibilities available varied. 



prompting drawn-out additional negotiations with international donors 
(Chávez 2008, 16). By far the lengthiest component of the reinsertion process, 
the PTT was concluded only in 1999, registering a total of 27,418 FMLN 
beneficiaries. It resulted in the transfer of 9.5% of the total of El Salvador’s 
arable land to the former insurgents (Alvarez and Chávez 2001).17  
 A large part of the reinsertion benefits were extended in the form of 
loans that had to be repaid. However, payback rates were extremely low, and 
numerous ex-combatants flatly refused to pay back the loans, since they 
considered they had ‘earned’ the benefits through their wartime 
contribution. Eventually, over the years and after the FMLN and affiliated 
groups exerted significant political pressure, debts were restructured and 
subsequently pardoned at the end of the 1990s (De Bremond 2007. Foley 
1997. Kowalchuk 2003a, 2005).  
 
Additional programs outside of the NRP 
Relying in part on its international contacts, the FMLN actively engaged in 
fundraising activities outside of the framework of the NRP, in order to 
establish additional support programs for ex-combatants, ranging from rural 
reconstruction programs to the establishment of productive cooperatives of 
ex-combatants in an urban environment. The largest of such programs was a 
European Union program in Usulután, which served 3,000 ex-combatants for 
a total investment of US$ 18 million (Verhey 2001, 25). The FMLN also 
managed to find several external funding sources to provide over 300 extra 
scholarships to ex-combatants, in addition to the close to 700 scholarships 
provided by the NRP (USAID 1994a, 16). 
 Another track for reinsertion, separate from the programs falling under 
the NRP, was the possibility for ex-combatants to incorporate into the new 
police force established through the Peace Accords, the National Civilian 
Police (PNC). In the Accords, the FMLN had negotiated a 20% quota for its 
ex-combatants in the first contingents of this new force, adding up to 1,000 
available posts for the insurgents (Villalobos 2001, 72). FMLN leadership 
deemed its quota of strategic importance in order to guarantee the force’s 
neutrality in future political disputes. Nonetheless, the FMLN struggled to 
find sufficient voluntary candidates in their ranks that fitted the educational 

17 Apart from the two FMLN contingents, the beneficiaries of the PTT also included a group of 8,519 
demobilized government soldiers. This group was benefitted with 2,5% of El Salvador’s arable land. The total 
results of the PTT were: 36,089 beneficiaries, 1032 km2, 12% of El Salvador’s arable land (Alvarez and Chávez 
2001, 38, 54). 



profile required to enter the police academy, and thus initially had a hard 
time making the PNC quota (Bendaña 1999, 25). The F-16 accompanied this 
process, registering the incorporation of a total of 408 former combatants on 
the FMLN quota (Sención Villalona 1995, 87). This included several high-
ranking officers who assumed leadership positions in the new force. The 
FMLN managed to remedy the deficit by allowing non-combatant 
sympathizers of the FMLN to fill in part of the quota, and by stipulating that 
other ex-combatants be admitted as regular cadets at a later stage, thus 
giving them more time to fulfill the educational requirement (Costa 1999, 
127. Villalobos 2001, 72). 
 A final major component of the reinsertion provisions was a care and 
pension arrangement for war-wounded veterans as well as for the children 
and elderly parents of fallen combatants. In 1992, the Salvadoran parliament 
adopted decree 416 concerning the establishment of the ‘Fund for the 
Protection of War-Wounded and Disabled as a consequence of the Armed 
Conflict.’18 Political negotiations and struggles over lists of beneficiaries and 
exact benefits to be dispensed dragged on for years. Pressure from the 
associations of war-wounded veterans eventually led to significant reforms 
of the Fund in 2001. Veterans wounded in the war eventually did receive 
health benefits as well as incapacity pensions, but most saw the benefits as 
insufficient. The veterans’ complaints regarding political manipulation of the 
Fund, low benefits and poor implementation continued for years.19 With 
international support, a few small groups of war-wounded were able to set 
up cooperative projects which aimed to provide durable employment and 
income, like Cooperativa Nueva Vida, a print shop run by ERP war-
wounded in San Salvador. 
 
Retrospect on reinsertion: evaluations and ‘lessons learned’ 
The evaluations that USAID commissioned at different stages of the 
reinsertion process alternated between lamenting the partial take-over of the 
NRP by the former insurgents and praising the programs’ contribution to the 
peace process. The latter was based on the idea that the relative satisfaction 
expressed by beneficiaries with regard to the benefits received would 
translate into confidence in the peace process and political stability for the 
country (USAID 1994a, 1994b. CREA 1996). Although “no group was fully 

18 In Spanish: ‘Fondo de Protección de Lisiados y Discapacitados a Consecuencia del Conflicto Armado.’ 
19 Based on the ALGES bulletin ‘Al Tope’ 2002, 11-12, p. 5-12. See also ‘Lisiados de Guerra. Saldando Viejas 
cuentas,’ Voces Semanario, February 5-11, 2010. 



satisfied with the menu of available reinsertion programming options,” an 
evaluative survey found that “4 out of 5 respondents judge themselves to be 
integrated” (CREA 1996, 6-7). This success was attributed largely to the 
“tremendous local and international financial support for reinsertion 
programming for El Salvador’s demobilized” (CREA 1996, 28). Nonetheless, 
USAID considered that the program had “suffered from heavy focus on ex-
combatants” as well as “inadequate planning and support from the FMLN” 
(USAID 1994b, 2-3). 

On a more critical note, evaluators found that the key assumption 
underlying the design of the reinsertion process had proven to be flawed, as 
“practitioners defined reinsertion as a move back into pre-conflict 
communities, [while] ex-combatants tended to have expectation of social 
mobility for themselves following the cease fire” (CREA 1996, 38). A later 
overview study of Central American reintegration processes also found that 
prewar backgrounds not necessarily determined postwar aspirations: “even 
if they came from the countryside …, ex-combatants in many cases had no 
real agricultural vocation” (Bendaña 1999, 112). USAID furthermore qualified 
as missed opportunities the insufficient attention to the specific needs of 
women ex-combatants and war-wounded veterans among (30% and 16% of 
the total force, respectively) (1994a, 20, 29). 
 The F-16 commissioned evaluation coincided with USAID on these last 
two missed opportunities, but for the rest reached rather different 
conclusions. Its main emphasis was on the perceived negative role of the 
Salvadoran government in marginalizing the FMLN ex-combatants and 
limiting the benefits of the reinsertion program. It judged the government’s 
economic policy to be explicitly counterproductive to the needs of ex-
combatants and by the end of the reinsertion process considered it the main 
reason that “the future of the insertion remains uncertain” (Sención Villalona 
1995, 48).   
 

There are no secure jobs, profitability is almost null, the economic activities’ future is 
uncertain. … The most difficult situation is that confronted by ex-combatants trying to 
reinsert in the rural areas. ... The economic situation of the country … is not favorable 
for economic insertion of ex-combatants and [insurgent] landholders. The stagnation 
of agriculture, commercial liberalization and the strengthening of the large-scale 
importation sector … threaten to force many small and medium sized businesses out 
of the market. (Sención Villalona 1995, 102-3) 

 
After the conclusion of formal program evaluations, the reinsertion process 



of FMLN ex-combatants received some retrospective attention in the light of 
the international donor community’s continued interest in DDR as a policy 
tool in postwar transitions. Several consultants produced case studies 
offering lessons learned, which mostly came down to pointing out the need 
for more time and flexibility in reinsertion programming and the need for 
more specific attention to vulnerable groups among the demobilized.20  
 Serious academic interest in the reintegration processes of former 
guerrilla fighters has been more limited and, remarkably, it has focused 
almost exclusively on the issue of gender in relation to the reinsertion 
process. Thus, a series of scholarly studies revolve around the question of 
how women’s wartime participation in the FMLN may have contributed, 
after their reinsertion, to postwar improvement of the political position of 
women in El Salvador. Several authors reflect on the postwar role of women 
and gender issues in the FMLN as a political party (Garibay 2006. Luciak 
1999, 2001. Moreno 1997). Another line of inquiry emphasizes the role of 
former female insurgents in forging El Salvador’s feminist movement and 
promoting women’s empowerment (Blumberg 2001. Cagan and Juliá 1998. 
Falquet 2001, 2002. Kampwirth 2004. Navas 2007. Shayne 2004). In the most 
extensive study to date on the reinsertion of women guerrillas in El Salvador, 
Jocelyn Viterna warns to not equate guerrilla participation with postwar 
empowerment: “those who were empowered during their time in the 
guerrillas by and large … filled high-prestige positions within the guerrillas,” 
while the women who did not reach such positions showed little 
empowerment (2003, 206-7). Subsequently, the insurgent women’s postwar 
levels of political participation were mainly contingent on what Viterna calls 
“within-guerrilla distinctions” (2003, 208). 
 
The politics of FMLN reinsertion 
The brief review presented above indicates the extent to which reinsertion 
became a crucial concept in structuring the allocation of reconstruction 
resources in El Salvador. FMLN reinsertion unfolded as a constant dispute 
over who should have access to the financial resources generated through the 
peace process. Making use of their strong degree of internal organization as 
well as of their accumulated NGO experience and infrastructure, the PMOs 
actually performed quite well in this arena. They were able to direct 

20 Examples are Barillas Villalta (1999), Cassafranco Roldán et al (1997), Chávez (2008), Oliver (2000), Pampell 
Conaway and Martínez (2004), Segovia (2008) and Spencer (1997). 



resources towards their constituents, sometimes to the dismay of their 
political opponents. Reinsertion programs were seen as a conquest won 
despite the opposition of the Salvadoran government. According to former 
ERP leader Villalobos,  
 

the partial success of the reinsertion programs for the ex-guerrilla were due to 
pressure and efforts by the guerrilla itself. The governmental policy … was that of 
systematic blocking, delays and reductions in the quality of the programs. (2001, 
41-42) 

 
For the former insurgents, ‘Plan 600’ had great symbolic importance. It 
marked an important step away from the PMOs egalitarian internal political 
discourse and formalized the privileged status of senior cadres. The plan, 
initially forwarded by the ERP, indeed generated substantial controversy and 
debate inside the PMOs. Nonetheless, all PMOs eventually selected senior 
cadres to participate (Luciak 2001, 130-32). PMO leadership, on different 
levels, positioned itself simultaneously as a champion for insurgent benefits 
as well as the gatekeeper to these same benefits. The struggle over resources 
did not only revolve around the aim of maximizing the benefits that ended 
up in hands of cadres and supporters (and minimizing those accessed by the 
adversary), but also around political control of those benefits.  
 Through this proactive approach, the different organizations 
integrating the FMLN were able to draw to their members and constituents a 
substantial part of the US$ 356 million invested through the NRP (Verhey 
2001, 25). They were also able to assure sizeable land assets for wartime 
constituents as well as several other programs, large and small, geared 
towards support for ex-combatants and / or FMLN affiliated resettlements. 
While, seen as a whole, the resources for reinsertion were quite substantial, 
questions arose as to the extent to which benefits would be able to satisfy the 
different needs and expectations of the demobilized insurgents. The 
divergent perceptions of evaluators with regard to the success of the 
reinsertion process emphasize this practical distance between reinsertion 
programs and sustainable livelihood objectives. Furthermore, the concurrent 
neoliberal economic reforms reduced the agriculture based earnings of rural 
smallholders, and thus particularly affected the emerging livelihoods of the 
rural demobilized (Binford 2010. Silber 2011). 
 
 



Political accommodations: from five PMOs to three political parties 
 
Most accounts of the FMLN’s transition from guerrilla movement to political 
party focus primarily on formal and institutional aspects, and therefore miss 
out on the extraordinary dynamism of political accommodations taking place 
within the PMOs as well as among them. In 1992, with the Peace Accords 
freshly signed, discussions within the five PMOs regarding new political 
strategies suited for the new context of peace coincided with debates 
regarding the organizations’ ideological profile following the defeat of the 
Sandinistas and the demise of the Soviet Union. With the opening up of the 
Salvadoran political system to the insurgents, the internal discussions within 
the insurgent groups also revolved around the extent to which the right-wing 
and center-right political parties should be seen as representing legitimate 
interests of certain sectors of the population (Bonasso and Gómez Leyba 
1992. Montobbio 1999). Simultaneously, within as well as among the PMOs, 
discussions emerged as to who were to be credited for the political-military 
accumulation that had translated into successful negotiations, and whether 
this should translate into a larger say in the insurgents’ affairs for the new 
period. This exacerbated conflicts between different leaders and subgroups 
within the PMOs. In the aftermath of the Peace Accords, perceived 
‘historical’ differences between the PMOs were reframed in the light of 
emerging political controversies, reviving factionalism between the different 
PMOs. 
 
The separation of the UDN 
The first postwar political conflict that transcended to the public sphere took 
place in the first months of 1992 within the PCS, and responded to 
differences between cadres linked to the civil-political front inside El 
Salvador and the rest of the cadres structured directly around the party 
leadership that, up until recently, had been functioning in exile. Like the 
other PMOs, the PCS had been involved in establishing civil-political efforts 
inside the country since the mid-80s. Part of this activity was the re-
establishment of the UDN as a political party, initiated with the 1988 return 
to the country of several exiles, including Mario Aguiñada Carranza, a 
historical UDN leader and prominent member of the PCS. Apart from 
reviving the UDN as a political party, the PCS returnees also set up an NGO 
called Fundación Cuscatlán, among other activities. In the 1991 elections, 



Aguiñada Carranza won a seat in parliament. With the signing of the Peace 
Accords and the establishment of the bulk of its leadership in San Salvador, 
PCS leadership argued that the role of the UDN had been exhausted and 
now proposed to absorb the party and its patrimony integrally into the PCS 
structures. Aguiñada Carranza and several other cadres who had been 
working inside El Salvador argued on the other hand that it was premature 
to disband the project. They believed that dissolving the UDN would mean 
losing part of the political accumulation gained during the last years of the 
war. Furthermore, as a member of COPAZ, the official commission charged 
with the consolidation of the peace process, the UDN had been attributed a 
significant formal role in the implementation of the Peace Accords, separate 
to the role of the FMLN. Significant political relationships and influence, they 
argued, might be in peril should the UDN disappear.21  

Formally, the conflict was settled by means of an ‘amicable and 
democratic separation agreement,’ after which the PCS and the UDN went 
their separate ways.22 In practice, the UDN broke into two. A group of PCS 
militants abandoned the UDN, and another group left the PCS to join 
Aguiñada Carranza in the UDN. The Fundación Cuscatlán stayed in the 
hands of this last group. However, according to those involved, harassment 
and intimidation by PCS members severely hampered the functioning of this 
institution. UDN members claimed their posterior political efforts were 
sabotaged by the PCS.23  
 
The crisis around the Truth Commission report 
The Truth Commission report triggered the first mayor postwar conflict 
between the PMOs allied in the FMLN. The report entitled ‘From Madness to 
Hope: the 12-year war in El Salvador’ confirmed that the army and 
paramilitary groups had committed widespread and systematic human 
rights abuses during the war. The Truth Commission furthermore held the 

21 Interview with Umberto (20-05-2009). 
22 See SIEP (2009). This veteran PCS leader describes the separation as follows: “In practice it is perceived that 
the UDN uses a different discourse than that within the FMLN. It was urgent to resolve [the situation]. And so 
we did. A political agreement was reached by which those who wished to continue within the UDN were free 
to do so, but no longer as PCS militants. The Fundación Cuscatlán was left to the UDN along with furniture, 
equipment and three months’ salary for the leadership. It was an amicable and democratic separation 
agreement. Later the UDN, together with the MPSC and the MNR created the Democratic Convergence. And 
thus ended the relationship between the UDN and the PCS, weeks after the signing of the Peace Accords.” 
23 Interview with Umberto (20-05-2009). Umberto was a senior staff member of the Fundación Cuscatlán at 
the time. In 1993, he publically denounced death threats and attacks from PCS militants directed at the 
Fundación Cuscatlán office and at him personally. He also affirms that “the Communist Party killed the 
Foundation; they cut off all contacts” that allowed for the external funding of projects.  



FMLN responsible for a much smaller, but significant amount of war crimes. 
The Truth Commission recommended that those individuals named in the 
report as responsible for human rights violations be ‘disabled from the 
exercise of any public function for a minimum of ten years’ (United Nations 
1993, 166). This prescription affected numerous military officials as well as 
the five top commanders of the FMLN and a handful of other members of the 
former insurgency.  
 The report and its recommendations caused quite a stir. A few days 
after its publication, the Minister of Defense appeared in a press conference 
backed by his entire staff and disqualified the report as “unjust, incomplete, 
illegal, unethical, partial and insolent” (Rico 1997, 57). The country’s leading 
right-wing newspaper characterized the report as a collection of “every kind 
of tale, slander, half-truths and rumors.”24 Five days after the publication of 
the Truth Commission Report, the parliament adopted a “sweeping” 
amnesty law providing legal protection to those implicated in the report as 
well as practically voiding legal proceedings related to the human rights 
violations committed during the conflict (Popkin 2000, 6).  

Before the publication of the Report ERP’s Joaquín Villalobos had 
declared that, if the judicial system were properly reformed and certain 
guarantees were given, he would be willing to go to jail together with 
military officers and oligarchs holding responsibilities in the country’s 
human rights violations.25 However, the ERP was infuriated when the report 
came out, claiming that their faction had been disproportionately scrutinized 
and sanctioned in comparison to the other PMOs.26 The Truth Commission 
mentioned the names of 6 individual members of the ERP top leadership as 
responsible for the assassination of at least ten different mayors in towns in 
the eastern part of the country between 1985 and 1988.27 The report 
furthermore emphasized the particular responsibility of Villalobos in these 
cases, as the top leader of the ERP (United Nations 1993, 139). The top 

24 Editorial of El Diario de Hoy, March 19, 1993. 
25 Diario Latino, March 18, 1993. 
26 The Truth Commission included detailed descriptions of 10 exemplary cases in the chapter dedicated to 
FMLN violence: 9 cases of individual or multiple assassinations and 1 case regarding kidnapping. Of these, 
responsibilities were attributed and confirmed in 8 cases: PRTC (1), FAL (1), FPL (1), ERP (2) and FMLN (2), 
these last two without specifying a faction. In two of the described cases, one with alleged links to the FPL and 
another to the ERP, the Truth Commission was unable to establish responsibilities because it had been unable 
to resolve doubts and contradictions in the investigative process (United Nations 1993). See also Ladutke 
(2004, 111-3) and Sprenkels (2005, 70).  
27 Top ERP leaders named in the report were Joaquín Villalobos (‘Atilio’), Jorge Meléndez (‘Jonas’), Ana Sonia 
Medina (‘Mariana’), Mercedes del Carmen Letona (‘Luisa’), Ana Guadalupe Martínez (‘María’) and Marisol 
Galindo (United Nations 1993, 139). 



leadership of the other PMOs was not personally charged with responsibility 
for acts of violence in the report, with the exception of the members of the 
FMLN ‘general command,’ consisting of the secretary general of each PMO. 
“We are surprised that only one organization was focused on, and precisely 
almost its entire leadership,” Villalobos declared.28  

The FMLN’s communication secretary, Juan Ramón Medrano, an 
ERP leader, suggested that the report had the “intention to hit only one of the 
organizations of the FMLN in order to … break the unity of the FMLN.”29 
The ERP claimed that the FMLN had agreed to be transparent in its reporting 
to the Truth Commission, but that only the ERP had faithfully respected this 
agreement, and that the other groups apparently had not provided full 
disclosure. It also emphasized that the elimination of mayors appointed by 
the government in the conflict zones was FMLN-sanctioned policy, even if 
only the ERP had effectively implemented the ‘measures.’30 The ERP 
leadership speculated that the Truth Commission had allowed itself to be 
manipulated or influenced by other factions of the FMLN to discredit the 
ERP (Villalobos 1999, 31. Galeas 2004, 47). Internally, ERP leadership spoke 
of a betrayal of the ERP by other PMOs within the FMLN, with the idea of 
weakening the position of the ERP.31 In all, the affair around the Truth 
Commission caused serious tensions in the relationships between the ERP 
and the other PMOs, especially the FPL and the PCS.32  
 
A fissure within the ERP 
Furthermore, during 1992 and 1993, internal tensions were also building up 
inside the ERP itself. The leadership, headed by Joaquín Villalobos, rallied 
strongly in favor of presenting a highly innovative ideological profile for the 
organization after the war (Medrano 1992).33 By 1993, the ERP leadership had 
explicitly renounced the most important Marxist-Leninist propositions 
adopted earlier on in the struggle and had embraced political pluralism, 
market economics and a social-democratic political platform.34 In line with 
the new doctrine, the ERP changed its name from Ejército Revolucionario del 

28 Declarations in Diario Latino, March 18, 1993. 
29 Declarations in Diario Latino, March 18, 1993. 
30 Interviews with Demetrio (26-5-2009, 29-5-2009). 
31 Interviews with Demetrio (29-06-2009), Jorge (19-01-2010), and Tino (29-05-2009, 16-07-2009). 
32 For a more extensive analysis of the political impact of the UN Truth Commission report in El Salvador, see 
Sprenkels (2012). 
33 Villalobos had already advanced several elements of this position in a well-known article for Foreign Policy 
(1989). 
34 For an overview of how the ERP leadership saw their political position in 1993, see PRS-ERP (1993b).  



Pueblo to Expresión Renovadora del Pueblo in September of 1993 (Martín 
Alvarez 2006, 128).35 A minority among ERP cadres disputed the new course, 
and the conflict turned into internal crisis when the ERP leadership vetoed 
the dissidents’ candidate for the parliamentary ballot in Usulután and 
imposed a candidate loyal to the official ERP line. The crisis resulted in the 
expulsion of one dissident militant and the removal from leadership 
positions of four others. The ERP’s membership assembly furthermore 
authorized the leadership to “separate from the Party those that insist in such 
conspiratorial activities” (PRS-ERP 1993c).36 Some ERP dissidents then, 
unsuccessfully, tried to enlist the other factions of the FMLN to support their 
cause.37 Though similar conflicts were simmering within the RN, FPL and 
PRTC, these would not transcend until later on in the process.38  
 
Preparation for the 1994 elections 
In order to be allowed to compete in the general elections of 1994, the FMLN 
had to fulfill a series of legal and bureaucratic requirements to be accepted as 
a contender. The PMOs did not attempt to legalize their own political 
structures as such, but initially opted for the legal formalization of the FMLN 
with several mechanisms that effectively divided power within the FMLN 
between the different PMOs. While the different PMOs were working on 
behalf of the FMLN, they were clearly also using the FMLN as a vehicle to 
seek the accumulation of political power in the transition period for their 
specific group. This was evident not only in the case of the ERP. An internal 
FPL document dated February 1994 illustrates this point. 
 

In ideological and political terms the FMLN as a unitary political body is not viable 
as a political force for change. Its future depends to a large extent on electoral 
results: an overwhelming victory would prolong the necessity of its existence; a 
relative victory would accelerate its inertia and break-up. This will impact upon 
our party [the FPL] and we ought to prepare ourselves. (FPL 1994, 1) 

 
In practice, the FMLN formally attempted to divide most tasks, 
responsibilities and territories among the different PMOs, but these were also 
often working in parallel fashion rather than cooperating. Outwardly, most 

35 From Revolutionary Army of the People to Renovated Expression of the People. 
36 Other documentation on this case includes PRS-ERP (1993a, 1993b).  
37 Several ERP representatives form from Usulután sent a letter to the FMLN’s political commission requesting 
support. Interview with Jorge (19-01-2010). Jorge also provided me with a copy of this letter. 
38 Interviews with Fabio (28-08-2009), Felipe (30-01-2010), and Moisés (27-08-2009). 



of the work was branded as FMLN, while inwardly the same work was 
considered the patrimony of a specific PMO. The leadership of the PMOs 
were simultaneously engaged in and identified with the internal politics of 
the FMLN and of their own PMO. In this pre-electoral context, it often 
became confusing whether a specific figure was speaking on behalf of the 
FMLN or on behalf of a particular PMO. At the same time, the newly won 
freedom to interact with the Salvadoran press allowed the leaders to raise 
their political profile, some more successfully than others. 

The disputes between different PMOs also involved the distribution 
of candidates and control of electoral structures given that each group 
wanted to maximize their cadres’ possibilities to access public office. This did 
not make it easier for the FMLN to agree on suitable candidates at the 
municipal, the parliamentary and the presidential level (Lazo 1995, 127). As a 
response to the Truth Commission report, the FMLN had initially announced 
it would comply with the Commissions’ recommendation to bar from public 
office those members mentioned in the report for a period of 10 years. 
However, the leadership retracted on this issue in the process of negotiating 
candidacies per PMO, and the majority of insurgent leaders implicated in the 
report, including several belonging to the ERP, ended up on the 1994 ballot 
(Sprenkels 2005, 84).  

The elections also required the FMLN to field a contingent of electoral 
delegates and poll supervisors in each locality. Such personnel needed 
training to be able to fulfill their assigned roles. In the parts of the country 
where the FMLN had significant presence, the elections entailed setting up a 
formal political infrastructure to be able to appoint municipal and 
departmental candidates (FLACSO 1995). In the cities and rural areas in 
which more than one PMO was active, this required sometimes complex 
negotiations between PMOs and potential candidates. In parts of country 
that had seen little PMO presence during the war, finding sufficient 
supporters willing to form local chapters and appoint candidates proved 
difficult. Uncertainty or fear of what might happen next discouraged some 
people from seeking political participation (Morales, Pohl and Racicot 
1995).39 Finally, the FMLN was able to field candidates in 225 (out of 262) 
municipalities and in all 14 departments of the country (FLACSO 1995, 190).  

39 El Salvador’s history of political violence helps to explain these apprehensions. Furthermore, as the 
pacification process was unfolding signs regarding its robustness were mixed. Even though political violence 
generally receded, several violent incidents occurred. A detailed description of political violence in the period 
from 1992 until the 1994 elections can be found in Morales, Pohl and Racicot (1995).  



The internal negotiations to define the FMLN’s presidential candidate 
proved difficult and complex. Late in 1993, the ERP and the RN considered 
supporting Abraham Rodriguez, a representative of the PDC’s progressive 
line (Montgomery 1995a, 253). However, Rodriguez was defeated in the PDC 
primaries, aborting a possible candidacy. In the end, the FMLN as a whole 
backed former FDR leader Rubén Zamora. This candidacy was supported in 
coalition with the Convergencia Democrática (CD), the political alliance 
Zamora led in parliament, and with the Movimiento Nacional de Renovación 
(MNR), a small social-democratic party that formerly had participated in the 
FDR (Lazo 1995, 125).40 
 
The 1994 elections 
El Salvador’s first peacetime elections not only included the presence of the 
full political spectrum on the ballot, but also represented a confluence of the 
country’s two different electoral cycles (3 year terms for representatives of 
municipalities and parliament, and 5 year terms for the presidency) into one 
joint event. The elections were unanimously seen as a crucial step in the 
peace process, and several observers championed the event as El Salvador’s 
‘elections of the century’ (Montgomery 1995a, 248). El Salvador received 
observer missions from a host of different organizations and countries. 
Although numerous minor irregularities were registered, the electoral event 
took place without mayor incidents, and all parties accepted the results.  

The FMLN became the largest opposition party, albeit with a 
considerable lag in votes behind ARENA, the winner on all fronts. The 
FMLN won 16 (out of 262) municipal governments, including the municipal 
government of the city of Mejicanos, in coalition with the CD and the MNR 
(Loya Marín 2008). The remainder of the municipalities won by the FMLN 
were, but with one exception, located in what the insurgents had considered 
the ‘liberated zones’ of the country: rural municipalities with rather small 
populations made up primarily of resettled refugees.41 The FMLN also took 
21 seats in parliament (out of 84) and forced a second round in the 
presidential elections, which Rubén Zamora lost with considerable distance 

40 Democratic Convergence and National Renovation Movement. 
41 The exception was the town of Nejapa, located in the department of San Salvador, close to the capital city. 
Other municipalities where the FMLN won the 1994 elections were Arcatao, Las Vueltas, San José Las Flores 
and San Antonio Los Ranchos (Chalatenango); Jocoaitique, Meanguera, Arambala, El Rosario and Perquín 
(Morazán); Tecoluca and San Esteban Catarina (San Vicente); Suchitoto (Cuscatlán); El Paisnal (San Salvador); 
and Cinquera (Cabañas). Based on Loya Marín (2008) and TSE (1994). 



to ARENA’s candidate, businessman Armando Calderón Sol (FLACSO 1995. 
Lazo 1995). 
 
The ERP and RN abandon the FMLN 
Shortly after the elections it became clear that the leadership of the ERP and 
the RN faction had only waited for the distribution of access to public 
positions in order to force a political showdown with the other organizations 
of the FMLN.42 On their first day in parliament, 5 deputies belonging to the 
ERP and 2 belonging to the RN struck a deal with ARENA for the division of 
the seats, and thereby effectively sidelined the rest of the FMLN bench.43 
While many in the FPL, PRTC and PCS spoke of ‘treason,’ the ERP and the 
RN initially refused to complete a break with the FMLN, but instead 
proposed to “seek a new internal agreement with which to define the terms 
of the alliance between the two tendencies” within the FMLN.44 According to 
Joaquín Villalobos, the ERP and the RN “do not want to be against the 
system but rather to play by the rules,” a commitment that, in his opinion, 
the other organizations were not ready to assume.45  

In reaction to this, a new clandestine group called the Frente 
Revolucionario Salvadoreño (FRS)46 appeared with a communiqué 
announcing ‘death sentences’ to Joaquín Villalobos and other dissident 
leadership.47 Anti-ERP leaflets circulated among the FMLN militancy 
showing the ERP deputies embracing their ARENA colleagues accompanied 
by cries of ‘traitors’ and ‘sell-outs.’48 President Cristiani, seeking to capitalize 
on the unfolding dispute, publically threatened to intervene should violence 
break out within the FMLN.49 On May 9, the FMLN National Council 
decided to suspend the 7 deputies, together with Joaquín Villalobos, from 
their official functions within the FMLN, but not to expel them from the 
FMLN.50 Simultaneously, the leaders who had been expelled from the ERP in 

42 The 21 parliamentary seats won by the FMLN in 1994 were divided as follows: FPL (6), PCS (5), ERP (5), RN 
(3), PRTC (2). See Luciak (2001, 424). 
43 Diario Latino, May 2, 1994. La Noticia, May 4, 1994. La Prensa Gráfica, May 5, 1994. 
44 ‘Comunicado de Prensa de la Comisión Política y Diputados del ERP y RN,’ La Prensa Gráfica, May 6, 1994.  
45 Declarations in El Diario de Hoy, May 5, 1994. 
46 Salvadoran Revolutionary Front. 
47 La Noticia, May 6, 1994. La Prensa Gráfica, May 7, 1994. El Diario de Hoy, May 7, 1994. 
48 Reprinted in La Noticia, May 4, 1994.  
49 La Prensa Gráfica, May 8, 1994. El Diario de Hoy, May 9, 1994. 
50 La Noticia, May 10, 1994. El Diario de Hoy, May 10, 1994. Diario Latino, May 10, 1994.  



November of 1993 applied to be reincorporated into the FMLN as a new 
faction called Tendencia Democrática.51  

Whatever their position in the dispute, the crisis profoundly affected 
the militants of the different organizations of the FMLN. The FMLN’s 
September 1994 national convention failed to produce an inclusive solution. 
The ERP and RN then attempted to force the dissolution and disappearance 
of the FMLN. When this strategy proved unviable, the ERP and the RN 
formally decided to abandon the FMLN in November (ERP) and December 
(RN), 1994. A few weeks later, the ERP published a sort of epitaph for the 
FMLN. 
 

It is paradoxical that the RN and ERP who have long promoted unity, defending 
that unity at all cost, should be separated from the FMLN. The FPL, who have 
done so much to destroy the FMLN through the use of blackmail, hegemonic 
domination, destabilization, etc. today declare themselves its most fervent 
defenders. They have their motives and it is easy to identify them. Today the bells 
toll in mourning. They may end up with the money, the flag and the name (in this 
order, according to their hierarchy of priorities), but it will no longer be the FMLN 
with which our people have so long fought. And our commitment is with this 
people, not with the self-proclaimed arch-angels of dogma.52 

 
The FMLN as a party of tendencies 
In turn, the remaining organizations (FPL, PCS and PTRC) resolved not only 
to stay inside the FMLN, but also to formally dissolve themselves to allow for 
their full absorption into the FMLN. This new step was presented as a 
necessity in order to limit the organization’s vulnerability to conflict between 
different factions, so painfully manifested after the 1994 elections. It also 
clearly bore the mark of strengthening the FMLN vis-à-vis the new ERP-RN 
project. In the case of the FPL, the decision to dismantle was furthermore 
prompted, at least in part, by a latent internal conflict between self-
proclaimed reformers and revolutionaries. According to ‘Felipe,’ a cadre 
close to the FPL political commission at the time,  
 

why did we, the FPL, dissolve ourselves as a political organization? Because, 
within the organization there were different emphases as to the political direction 
the transition was taking and the easiest manner of resolving this was by saying: 
‘we would be better off dissolving the organization and all joining the FMLN’ … 

51 El Diario de Hoy, May 10, 1994. 
52 Expresión Renovadora del Pueblo. ‘Boletín Informativo,’ No. 4, December 1994. The excerpt is from page 2 
of the bulletin.  



because to continue working with these different scripts, within the FPL would 
have brought us to crisis … furthermore, we faced and we still [face], I believe … 
some consequences from the party’s own events … for example, what happened in 
’83 is a burden that we as the FPL carry up to the present. … What happened in ’83 
happened precisely due to these different approaches within the leadership.53 And 
then in ’95 there was a situation [a division] that was not going to be resolved the 
way it was in ’83, but which could have led to some type of split… Therefore, as I 
see it, what was done was to attempt to avoid a scandalous public split which 
would have affected the image of the FMLN.54 

 
In December 1994, with the ERP and RN out, the FMLN celebrated its second 
national convention. The delegates, including members of the TD, now 
rejected the previous conception of the FMLN as a ‘party of parties’ and 
replaced it with the FMLN as a ‘party of tendencies.’ They were preoccupied 
with the “unification of the FMLN as a democratic, revolutionary and 
pluralist party.”55 The three remaining PMOs announced publically their 
decision to dissolve. As of January 1995, the FPL, PCS and PRTC began to 
formally integrate substantial parts of previously separate efforts into the 
structures of the FMLN. By the end of 1995, the three organizations had 
officially ceased to exist, with their political structures absorbed into the 
FMLN.56 Within the FMLN a new left-leaning group called the Tendencia 
Revolucionaria (TR)57 emerged in 1995, formed by former PCS cadres and led 
by Dagoberto Gutiérrez. The group claimed to be dedicated to fueling 
ideological debate within the party. PCS insiders also pointed to personal 
rivalry between Gutiérrez and Handal. The TR had some disputes with the 
group articulating around Handal’s leadership as well as with the reformist 
groups dominated by the FPL. For a period of time, the TR functioned as a 
specific group within the FMLN. In 1998 Gutiérrez and a small group of his 
followers left the FMLN to establish the TR as a non-partisan political 
initiative.58 
 

53 Felipe refers here to the internal conflict within the FPL that resulted in the assassination of the 
organizations’ second in command, Mélida Anaya Montes, and the suicide of its secretary general, Cayetano 
Carpio. See chapter 3.  
54 Interview with Felipe (30-01-2010). 
55 ‘Resolución Final de la II Convención Nacional del FMLN,’ cited in Hernández Pico (1995). See also Luciak 
(2001, 229). 
56 The PRTC formally dissolved on July 30, 1995, the PCS on August 5, 1995 and the FPL on December 9, 1995. 
Allison and Martín Alvarez (2012, 103) and Luciak (2001, 231). 
57 Revolutionary Tendency. 
58 Interview with Angela (11-5-2009), Emanuel (28-08-2007) and Ronaldo (20-08-2009). Fieldnotes (13-03-
2013). 



The Partido Demócrata 
The ERP and RN formalized their new political project in March 1995 under 
the name of Partido Demócrata (PD),59 with the motto “complete 
commitment to peace.” Though programmatically social democrat, the PD in 
practice prioritized the manifestation of political distance from the FMLN 
“extremists.” In Joaquín Villalobos’ words: “The enemies of the system are 
our enemies, and those who conspire against it, conspire against us.” (PD 
1995). In May 1995 the PD signed a political agreement with ARENA called 
the San Andrés Pact. It outlined reforms such as fiscal modernization, public 
investment, the privatization of public companies and a drastic increase of 
the police force, and emphasized the need to improve public finances. 
Shortly afterwards in parliament, the PD then supported a controversial 
government bill for tax increases, strengthening the impression that the pact 
arose out of the necessity of approving within the Legislative Assembly the 
government’s proposal to increase sales tax (Hernández Pico 1995). Also, 
after the pact, several former ERP cadres were employed by the Organismo 
de Inteligencia del Estado (OIE).60 Then, in the summer of 1995, Joaquín 
Villalobos announced that he had been offered a scholarship to study at 
Oxford University.61  

The events of 1994-1995 left the ERP and RN militancy in disarray. 
With few exceptions, the RN and ERP cadres who had been elected to public 
office on the FMLN ballot in 1994 flowed into the PD. However, support for 
‘the Villalobos line’ was much less consolidated among mid-level and lower 
ranking militants. Logically, the PD attempted to build on the existing ERP 
and RN networks as a starting point for the political organization of the 
party. However, in the field, political affinities had become divided between 
the PD and the FMLN. ERP and RN dissidents that had remained inside the 
FMLN, like those belonging to the TD for example, tried to pull their former 
ERP comrades towards the FMLN.  

Among ERP and RN militants, some questioned the separation from 
the FMLN on ideological grounds. Others had little confidence in their 
historical leadership to be able to successfully articulate a coherent and 
competitive political project. Villalobos’ decision to move to England, thus 

59 Democratic Party  
60 State Intelligence Organ. 
61 See ‘College row over guerrilla student,’ Oxford Mail, Mar. 16, 1999; available at 
http://www.oxfordmail.co.uk/archive/1999/03/16/Oxfordshire+Archive/6636795.College_row_over_guerilla_
student/; accessed on Dec. 17, 2011. 



effectively depriving the PD of its most visible leader and partially 
abandoning the project he himself had propelled, stunned friend and foe.62  
 
The emergence of the conflict between ortodoxos and renovadores  
As a result of the 1995 unification, former FPL cadres now represented a 
majority in the FMLN and Sánchez Cerén took over as party leader in lieu of 
Schafik Handal. Soon after, new internal differences came to light pitting two 
tendencies within the unified FMLN against each other: a reform-oriented 
group that would become known as renovadores and a group later identified 
as revolutionary socialists or ortodoxos. The FPL played an important role in 
the new internal conflict that mirrored the political contradictions within the 
FPL during the last few years of its existence. According to a document 
produced by a group of anonymous FMLN militants in October 1995,  
 

while what is spoken about in FMLN meetings is of the formation of tendencies 
corresponding to the parties which conform it, in reality two tendencies have 
emerged and are present throughout the FMLN in greater or lesser proportion 
within each of its former parties: the conservative tendency which, without 
explicitly opposing renovation, seeks to maintain intact the same objectives, 
methods, structures, conceptions and leaders from the past; and the renovator 
tendency which aspires to develop within the FMLN the fundamental components 
of the party project proposed initially by the FPL … . Of these two implicit 
tendencies, that which is imposing itself is the conservative one given that … it has 
a more organic conformation based principally upon the structure, ideology and 
leadership of the PC. … [We] the majority of FPL leaders and activists are in favor 
… of renovation as indispensable to the [FMLN’s] becoming ever stronger and 
more representative as an opposition party.63 

 
The document, clearly written from the perspective of FPL renovadores, 
downplayed the FPL’s own level of division and insinuated a contradiction 
within the FMLN between the PCS and the FPL. This strategy was an 
attempt to ground the political conflict in the FPL’s historical identity, 
drawing on FPL apprehensions towards the PCS as inherited from the 70s 
and 80s. In reality, the former FPL cadres had become increasingly divided 
between those supporting a ‘revolutionary socialist’ profile, similar to 

62 Based on fieldnotes (07-05-2009, 28-05-2009, 16-07-2009) and interviews with Fabio (28-08-2009), Ignacio 
(06-09-2009), Jorge (19-01-2010), Moisés (27-08-2009), and Tino (29-05-2009). 
63 This document entitled ‘Análisis de la situación interna del FMLN,’ dated October 1995,is available in the 
archives of FUNDABRIL. 



Schafik Handal’s position, and those supporting social-democratic 
‘renovation.’  
 
The 1997 elections 
In preparation for the 1997 elections, the PD created an electoral alliance with 
the PDC in some parts of the country, in order to boost its possibilities. Even 
though several former ERP and, to a lesser extent, RN cadres tried to build a 
base of political support for the PD among members of their organizations’ 
former civil-political fronts in the cities and in the former rural war zones, the 
campaigning efforts were marred by internal divisions within these former 
PMO networks. Many former ERP and RN supporters had become so 
disillusioned with internal affairs and the postwar political turmoil that they 
had little appetite for campaigning on behalf of the PD.64 As a result, the 
electoral performance of the PD was very poor, gaining only 1% of the vote. 
The PD delivered a sole deputy to the new legislative assembly, which it was 
able to obtain through its alliance with the PDC in San Miguel (TSE 1997).  

By contrast, the FMLN captured 33% of the vote, almost doubling its 
total number of deputies in the legislative assembly, and winning 40 
municipalities, including the capital city of San Salvador. The 1997 elections 
showed that the FMLN had significantly closed in on ARENA in voters’ 
preference, and that it had gained support particularly in the cities and 
among the higher educated (Artiga-González 2006). Furthermore, in the run-
up to the 1997 elections, the FMLN actively constructed electoral alliances 
with small center left forces like the CD and Movimiento de Unidad (MU), an 
evangelical party. Such coalitions helped the FMLN defeat ARENA in major 
cities like Santa Ana and San Salvador. The FMLN was also able to prolong 
its electoral mandate in those municipal governments already won in 1994, 
with the exception of 3 of the 5 municipal governments previously won in 
Morazán (Loya Marín 2008, 76). 

The FMLN leadership attributed the electoral success particularly to 
the sustained efforts, since early 1995, to strengthen the organizational base 
of the unified party. At the end of 1995, the FMLN registered a total of 28,000 
affiliated members, the result of stimulating the participation of former PMO 

64 Interviews with Fabio (28-08-2009), Ignacio (06-09-2009), Jorge (19-01-2010), Moisés (27-08-2009), and Tino 
(29-05-2009). See also Luciak (2001, 191). 



militants in electoral politics as well as promoting the incorporation of new 
sectors into party activity, especially at a local level.65  
 
The escalation of the internal conflict 
The simmering contradictions between renovadores and ortodoxos led to 
increased internal confrontation after the 1997 elections. Late 1997, the 
renovadores successfully moved to displace revolutionary-socialist Sánchez 
Céren as secretary general and install Facundo Guardado, the 1997 campaign 
leader and main spokesperson for the renovadores, as the new FMLN leader. 
Guardado’s detractors accused the renovadores of manipulation of the 
election process. They organized their efforts into the Corriente 
Revolucionaria Socialista (CRS)66 as a tendency within the FMLN. Their 
opponents and the press mostly still referred to this group as ortodoxos.67  

The escalation of the conflict led to both sides engaging in extensive 
organizational efforts in order to gain internal correlation within the FMLN. 
The growing dispute helped create an environment of mutual distrust and 
internal conspiracy, in which the CRS and the renovadores increasingly 
started to function as two parallel and competing organizations under the 
umbrella of the FMLN (Ramos 1998, 1999. Zamora 1998).68 
Considering the favorable results of the 1997 elections, and the popularity of 
figures like Héctor Silva, San Salvador’s mayor, many observers considered 
that the FMLN had a real chance of winning the 1999 presidential elections. 
ARENA fielded Francisco Flores, a relatively unknown and unpopular 
figure, as its candidate, increasing the hopes of the opposition. However, the 
FMLN’s internal conflict escalated further in 1998, during the selection 
process of the presidential candidate. As a result, the FMLN’s presidential 
campaign became subordinated to the dispute. According to a sympathizer 
of the CRS I interviewed for this study, the FMLN’s electoral possibilities 
were sacrificed as follows. 
 

How did Schafik wrest control of the party from Facundo? Their plan was to make 
[Facundo] presidential candidate so that he would lose the elections and sink 
himself, while they went about incorporating … new affiliates in order to have a 
majority. …  Schafik said ‘we are going to lose, but we will lose with Facundo.’ 69  

65 FMLN. ‘Documentos de la III Convención Nacional.’ Available at the FMLN Headquarters in San Salvador.  
66 Revolutionary Socialist Current. 
67 ‘Sobre el debate interno en el FMLN,’ Proceso 811, June 17, 1998.  
68 Interviews with Emanuel (28-08-2007), Hernán (11-03-2010) and José (15-12-2009). 
69 Interview with Emanuel (28-08-2007). 



 
In fact, the ARENA victory over the FMLN in 1999 was greater than in the 
1994 presidential elections.70 The CRS failed to support the FMLN campaign 
efforts arguing that, if not stopped, Guardado would end up selling out the 
FMLN to the country’s right-wing forces. The renovadores in turn were 
furious at what they called ‘sabotage’ of Guardado’s presidential campaign.  
 Meanwhile, both sides had been preparing for the FMLN’s internal 
elections by organizing and affiliating many new members in support of 
their factional position. Soon after the FMLN’s electoral debacle, over 60,000 
affiliated militants participated in an extensive process of internal elections 
defining party leadership at different levels.71 As a result of this process, the 
CRS regained control over the FMLN, albeit with a relatively small margin. 
Guardado lost his position as party leader.72  
 The CRS further improved its internal position within the FMLN 
through electoral victories for candidates on the ballot for the 2000 legislative 
and municipal elections. In these elections, the FMLN performed much better 
than the year before. For the first time after the war, ARENA ceased to be the 
largest faction in parliament, with the FMLN leading 31 to 29. To ensure a 
legislative majority, ARENA would depend increasingly on support from 
small right wing parties. Furthermore, the FMLN won 78 municipal 
governments, including most major cities, overtaking ARENA in percentage 
of population governed at the municipal level (TSE 2000). 
 
The CRS takes control of the party 
The disputes within the FMLN continued into the decade of 2000, now with 
the CRS generally holding the upper hand and the reformists internally 
divided in smaller sub-groups. In May 2001, Sanchez Cerén managed to 
regain the post of party leader and the CRS appointed its supporters to lead a 
so-called Honorary Tribunal. In October of that year, this tribunal expelled 
Facundo Guardado from the FMLN. CRS member and FMLN deputy 
Humberto Centeno stated in the press that Facundo Guardado was an 
“infiltrator financed by the right to destroy the party” and that “this is the 

70 ARENA won 52% of the votes, against 29% for the FMLN, in the first round. See TSE (1999). 
71 See the CRS bulletin ‘¡Farabundo! Corriente revolucionaria y socialista del FMLN’ 1999, No. 12, p. 2. 
Available in the archives of FUNDABRIL. 
72 After the 1999 convention, the seats in the 50 member national council were divided as follows: CRS 25, 
renovadores 19, and terceristas 6. Fabio Castillo, considered a moderate CRS follower, was elected party 
leader.  See ‘Empate en el FMLN obligó a negociar,’ El Diario de Hoy, May 27, 1999. 



year of cleansing within the FMLN.”73  
Renovador leader Francisco Jovel and five other deputies abandoned 

the FMLN’s legislative faction in support of Guardado. However, when 
Guardado launched a new party called Movimiento Renovador (MR)74 in 
April of 2002, only four former FMLN deputies actually integrated its 
legislative faction. Francisco Jovel, a former member of the PRTC, together 
with Raúl Mijango, another prominent member of the renovadores and 
formerly a dissident member of the ERP, preferred to ally with former PD 
activists to establish a new party called Partido Social Demócrata (PSD) 
(Cañas 2002).75 Another deputy decided to return to the FMLN in an attempt 
to avoid expulsion from the FMLN.76 Héctor Silva also left the party, in his 
case to join the Centro Democrático Unido (CDU),77 a new party that 
continued with the project of the extinguished CD. 

Tension remained and later that year, a group of FMLN activists 
attacked and partially destroyed the office of the MR faction.78 Similar to 
what had happened to Joaquín Villalobos’ PD years before, the participation 
of the MR and PSD as political parties in the 2003 elections was not a success. 
The two parties failed to win a single deputy and were subsequently 
cancelled by El Salvador’s Electoral Tribunal (TSE) for failing to meet 
minimal vote requirements. The FMLN, on the other hand, booked similar 
results of those of the previous elections, with ARENA continuing to lose 
ground, but still able to control the parliament through alliances with other 
right-wing parties.79  
 
A preliminary balance of the insurgents’ political reconversion 
The first decade after the Peace Accords witnessed the emergence and 
consolidation of the FMLN as the country’s main opposition party. In this 
sense, from the international perspective, the FMLN’s political reconversion 
“though marred by internal party conflict, has been one of the most 

73 During the war, Humberto Centeno participated in the PCS-FAL. The quote is from ‘FMLN expels former 
candidate Facundo Guardado from party,’ NotiCen: Central American and Caribbean Affairs, October 11, 2001. 
Available at 
http://go.galegroup.com.proxy.lib.umich.edu/ps/i.do?id=GALE%7CA79085226&v=2.1&u=lom_umi 
channa& it=r&p=AONE&sw=w; accessed: Mar. 15, 2011. 
74 Renovation Movement. 
75 Social Democratic Party. 
76 See ‘Ruptura renovadores no tiene regreso,’ La Prensa Gráfica, April 4, 2002; ‘Soy del FMLN,’ El Diario de 
Hoy, April 4, 2002.  
77 United Democratic Center. 
78 ‘Denuncias efemelenistas por asalto a la Asamblea,’ La Prensa Gráfica, December 5, 2002.  
79 See TSE (2003).  



successful examples of a guerrilla movement turned political party” (Wade 
2007, 145). Surveys indicate that, since 1997, the FMLN performed 
particularly well among better-educated middle class segments (Santacruz 
Giralt 2003). Artiga-González speaks of “the urbanization of the FMLN” 
(2006, 62). Like its main rival ARENA, the FMLN gradually developed the 
ability to field thousands of trained activists before, during and after Election 
Day to participate in campaigning and in the ‘defense of the vote’ (Almeida 
2010, 320. Quintanilla Gómez 2010, 37-8). By virtue of the different resources 
at its disposal, the FMLN was able to ‘out campaign’ its competitors, with the 
exception of ARENA. 
 When looking at the process of political accommodation at the level of 
the PMOs integrating the FMLN, significant differences appear between the 
groups involved. Each of the five PMOs suffered internal conflicts between 
what can be seen as struggles between moderates and radicals, but might 
also be interpreted in terms of a dispute between different aspiring 
leadership groups. The ERP expelled a group of militants identified as the 
TD, that later integrated back into the FMLN when the ERP left. The PCS 
suffered two split-offs, both relatively small (UDN and TR). When the ERP 
and the RN abandoned the FMLN in 1994, a small RN faction remained 
inside the FMLN. The FPL remained stable at first, but eventually internal 
contradictions became a major factor in the conflict between the renovadores 
and the CRS, that eventually culminated in the expulsion of Facundo 
Guardado and the exit of other renovadores, most of them with links to the 
FPL. 
 In general terms, so-called moderates that split off from the FMLN or 
were expelled from it, were largely unable to articulate viable political 
alternatives in the electoral arena.80 The failure of such initiatives contributed 
to further disintegrate previous PMO accumulation. In turn, as the 
revolutionary socialists augmented their control of the FMLN, this party 
continued to be electorally strong. Postwar political accommodations 
resulted in former FPL and PCS cadres becoming the backbone of the FMLN 
as an electoral party. The PRTC only represented a small portion of the 
postwar FMLN membership, limiting its political role. On the other hand, for 
the ERP and RN, the abandonment of the FMLN and the subsequent failure 
of the PD weakened their political networks considerably. 

80 Dagoberto Gutiérrez’ TR was the only one of the groups that left the FMLN that explicitly positioned itself to 
the left of the FMLN. 



 
Social-economic reconversion 
 
The NGO boom 
As we saw at the beginning of this chapter, the socio-economic development 
strategy laid out in the internal documents of the FPL essentially consisted of 
reconverting the civil-political front into a channel for development projects 
to benefit historical PMO constituents. This was not a new task, but the 
quantity and quality of the projects incremented drastically as a result of the 
Peace Accords. The main reason for this was the international community 
made available substantial funds for reconstruction efforts in El Salvador and 
channeled funds through NGOs. The new allocations significantly surpassed 
what had been available for NGOs during the war, then mostly limited to 
refugee, emergency aid or other similar areas of funding (Boyce 1999, Wood 
1999). 

The NGOs that the PMOs had set up during the war as part of the 
civil-political front generally multiplied their project portfolios, budgets and 
staff members after the Peace Accords. These NGOs attended to demobilized 
former insurgents, and at the same time they also became an important 
source of employment for the demobilized insurgents, in particular for those 
cadres with a university education. Take CORDES for example, the NGO 
charged with promotion and accompaniment of projects in benefit of the FPL 
repopulations. In the late 80s it had started out with a single staff member 
and a few small projects in a borrowed office space at the UCA.81 In 1992, 
donor interest in reconstruction efforts hiked up its resources considerably. 
By the late 90s, CORDES worked with an annual budget of over two million 
dollars and a professional staff of 124 people dedicated to the economic 
development of resettled communities in the FPL’s former war zones 
(McElhinny 2006, 535). A significant number of the physicians and other 
health care professionals active in providing medical care to FPL troops were 
absorbed into PRO-VIDA, the FPL’s health care NGO. In 1992, FPL cadres 
also promptly gave birth to new organizations such as FUNDE, a think tank 
for alternative economic development; MAM, a women’s group; and ISD, an 

 81 CORDES: Asociación para la Cooperación y el Desarrollo Comunal de El Salvador (Salvadoran Association for 
Communal Development and Cooperation). 



NGO dedicated to election monitoring.82 The FPL extended its network of 
rural community development organizations with groups like PROGRESO in 
Suchitoto, founded in 1992, and with the regional chapters of CORDES and 
CRIPDES in San Vicente.  

The ERP’s socio-economic reconversion was initially influenced by its 
leaderships’ newfound enchantment with business development and 
entrepreneurship. In 1992, the ERP set up an NGO called PROESA83 in San 
Salvador, dedicated to business development (Manzano Merino 1994, 20). In 
terms of postwar reconstruction, the ERP focused a lot of attention on the 
continued development of the repopulated Ciudad Segundo Montes 
community as a ‘model’ for alternative economic development (Macdonald 
and Gatehouse 1995). In Usulután, the ERP launched CODECOSTA to 
coordinate reconstruction and development projects for its settlements 
(Wood 2003, 181). 84 

On a slightly smaller scale, the remaining PMOs engaged in a similar 
dynamic of attending to their ‘own’ communities by means of affiliated 
NGOs.85 In the case of the RN, the NGO REDES became the most important 
channel for aid to the communities in which their historical constituencies 
resettled, mostly located in Cabañas and in Cuscatlán.86 The PCS set up an 
NGO called CRD to obtain projects for the communities that hosted former 
FAL combatants and their families. 87 A 1992 PCS attempt to set up a new 
human rights NGO for women who had lost family members during the war 
failed because the women the party approached for this task had identified 

82 FUNDE: Fundación Nacional para el Desarrollo (National Development Foundation); MAM: Movimiento de 
Mujeres Mélida Anaya Montes (Mélida Anaya Montes Women’s Movement);’ ISD: Iniciativa Social para la 
Democracia (Social Initiative for Democracy).  
83 PROESA: Fundación Promotora de Productores y Empresarios Salvadoreños (Foundation for the Promotion 
of Salvadoran Producers and Entrepeneurs). 
84 Coordinadora para el Desarrollo de la Costa. 
85 Note that the NGO affiliation to different PMO’s described in this section was not really public information, 
even in the postwar period. Since the Peace Accords diminished government repression towards insurgent 
activists, security provisions within the different organizations linked to the insurgency were relaxed, and the 
affiliation of the organizations to particular factions of the FMLN ceased to the carefully guarded secret 
information it had previously been. However, most NGOs did not disclose their affiliation, and did not discuss 
the matter in public. One of the reasons for this was that little practical gains were to be obtained from 
showcasing historical ties to a particular faction of the insurgency. Such confessions, if no longer a security 
problem, could still make these organizations prone to criticism or scrutiny. Instead, these organizations 
preferred to position themselves simply as ‘civil society organizations,’ since this capacity equipped them 
better to court a broad array of national actors and, especially, international agencies to obtain support for 
different projects. These affirmations are based on my own experience in NGO work in El Salvador.  
86 REDES: Fundación Salvadoreña para la Reconstrucción y el Desarrollo (Salvadoran Foundation for 
Reconstruction and Development). 
87 CRD: Coordinadora para la Reconstrucción y el Desarrollo (Coordinator of Reconstruction and 
Development). Interview with Emanuel (28-08-2007). 



other personal priorities.88 The PRTC, on the other hand, did set up a human 
rights group named Centro para la Promoción de los Derechos Humanos 
Madeleine Lagadec (CPDH) in that same year.89 The PMOs also set up a few 
new integrated organizations with representatives of the different groups of 
the FMLN: Fundación 16 de enero for reinsertion projects, and 
FUNDASPAD, an NGO specialized in electoral training, education and 
monitoring.90 

The previous paragraphs help explain how (former) PMO affiliation 
continued to be an important ordering principle for post-insurgency life. For 
example, the different NGO’s belonging to the same PMO ‘family’ 
established horizontal and vertical links, in the form of ‘networks,’ or 
‘consortia,’ in order to facilitate cooperation and bundle projects (Manzano 
Merino 1994). These networks worked to draw international donor agencies 
in as partners and thereby take maximum advantage of the possibilities 
offered by external cooperation. The different NGOs linked their work 
primarily (and often exclusively) to the wartime constituencies of the 
respective PMOs. The cinquismo logic,91 with each PMO attending to its own 
particular NGOs, networks, constituencies and communities became less 
rigid over time, but certainly did not disappear. 

During peacetime, the extensive relationships with NGOs built up 
during the time of the civil-political fronts provided new opportunities for 
the PMOs. According to one observer, “civil-society organizations in El 
Salvador … helped to secure the commitment of higher-level cadres of the 
FMLN to the peace process by providing employment for them” (Foley 2010, 
229). For the cadres involved, the postwar involvement in NGOs presented 
several important continuities with regard to their previous PMO experience. 
In their daily work, the PMO cadres could draw on their wartime 
interpersonal contacts as well as ample experience with organizational work 
and put these to use in a new setting. The NGOs relied on discourse around 
empowerment and social transformation that presented several continuities 
with the insurgent’s revolutionary discourse (Silber 2004b). Furthermore, 
previously existing ties between different level cadres and the (repopulated) 

88 Fieldnotes (06-09-2009). 
89 Madeleine Lagadec Center for the Promotion of Human Rights. Lagadec, a French nurse, worked for the 
PRTC during the war, and was executed by the Salvadoran military in a counterinsurgency operation in 1989 
(United Nations 1993, 235-8). 
90 FUNDASPAD stands for: Fundación Salvadoreña para el Desarrollo y la Democracia (Salvadoran Foundation 
for Development and Democracy). 
91 For more on ‘cinquismo,’ see chapter 3.  



communities, equipped these NGOs with a crucial asset for the 
implementation of development projects: well-organized beneficiaries. As 
Foley puts it, “the Salvadoran NGOs founded by the FMLN were … 
grounded, thanks to their party ties, in the communities they served” (2010, 
171). Cadres themselves often framed their NGO work in terms of “the 
technification and professionalization of activism,” and thus as a form of 
continuity of the political commitment acquired during the revolutionary 
process (Pirker 2007, 17). On the other side of the ‘development chain,’ the 
PMO’s international contacts were used to position the NGO with potential 
donor agencies. In all, previous insurgent activism provided some of the 
cadres with a promising basis for a professional NGO career.  
 
The rural constituencies of the PMOs 
The role of the NGO naturally went much further than simply providing 
employment for former PMO cadres. They were a crucial factor in postwar 
reconversion efforts in the rural support bases of the insurgency. This 
endeavor built on the insurgency’s repopulation and land occupation 
movement. By 1992, each PMO already had its ‘own’ communities in which 
its rural support base had begun to settle, after previously residing in the 
refugee camps or living an itinerant existence on the war fronts. These 
communities were also the natural recipients of contingents of ex-
combatants, since most had surviving family members in these places. For 
their rural development efforts, the PMOs envisioned the land transfer 
program (PTT) as the foundation, and the ongoing development work of the 
NGOs as the catalysts that would be able to generate a strong economic base 
for the communities their constituents had repopulated.  

In accordance with the size of its rural constituency, the FPL gave 
birth to, by far, the largest amount of settlements, followed by the ERP and 
the RN. The PRTC and PCS-FAL were connected to a significantly smaller 
amount of resettlements, since their rural wartime constituency had been 
much smaller. In the negotiations of the PTT, the PMOs included claims on 
the properties in the area of existing repopulations and land occupations, but 
also far beyond. The PMOs not only sought to assure the transfer of the lands 
around the communities already settled by their supporters, but also wanted 
their supporters to be able to take possession of new land with a higher 
agricultural potential.  



The five Salvadoran PMOs all converted their rural base into repopulations 
and then constituted formal community organizations, which equipped the 
respective communities with political and legal tools to interact with outside 
entities, including the Salvadoran state (McElhinny 2006, 369). These 
community organizations negotiated the local implementation of postwar 
reconstruction projects, which were offered by a range of international 
organizations and NGOs (van der Borgh 2003). The insurgent NGOs were 
not the only ones providing support projects for the different repopulations, 
but contrary to outside groups, they were an important political actor in 
these communities, especially behind the scenes (Silber 2011). In this sense, 
postwar reconstruction and development thus simultaneously provided 
benefits for insurgents’ rural constituencies as well as jobs for part of its 
(urban) cadres, and in its interaction maintained and updated their mutual 
political relationships. 

Throughout the 1990s, the presence of the Salvadoran state in the 
repopulated communities remained limited. Both the communities and 
NGOs tended to move to keep the government out, because they saw 
government intervention as potentially threatening to community cohesion 
and alternative development. The ARENA government did not prioritize 
these communities in their public investments, because they saw them as 
opposition bulwarks. The result was that, during most of the 1990s, the post-
insurgent communities were, politically speaking, still a relatively 
autonomous society within larger Salvadoran society. In his study on 
postwar development in the department of San Vicente, McElhinny argues 
that “a twelve year civil war brought into sharp relief a Salvadoran 
countryside governed by two parallel states.” The political patterns were “so 
profoundly rooted that they would shape the expectations and behaviors of a 
generation of Salvadorans” during the postwar transition (2006, 761).  

The political spirit of the repopulations as a polity distinct to the 
dominant Salvadoran state was kept alive. For example, the repopulations 
and resettlements did not allow the Salvadoran government to simply roll 
out its public services, which were seen as of poor quality, unresponsive to 
specific community needs and politically manipulative (Binford 1997. Smith-
Nonini 2010). Instead, the communities relied on international cooperation 
and the NGOs that had sprouted from the insurgency to provide different 
types of community support and basic services. Subsequently, the 
repopulated communities, sometimes backed by FMLN municipalities, 



would negotiate the terms on which public services were to be gradually re-
established, in arrangements that partially incorporated the human resources 
and infrastructure provided by the communities and the NGOs.92   

The success of the PMO repopulations and resettlements in providing 
economic perspectives for their inhabitants was mixed. The productive 
projects set up during the 1990s succeeded in providing sustainable 
livelihoods only for some residents, not for all. Many collective initiatives 
like cooperatives and community enterprises shut down or ended up in 
private hands as soon as external funding started to dry up. In spite of the 
PTT and of strong levels of NGO support, the agricultural perspectives of the 
post-insurgent communities were not always rosy. Some communities did 
better than others. In the mountainous areas near the Honduran border, the 
poor quality of the land hampered agricultural possibilities. A substantial 
part of the land transferred in southern San Vicente and Usulután suffered 
from frequent floods. The liberalization of agricultural imports lowered 
product prices, especially for corn and beans, the traditional crops of rural 
peasants. Due to different circumstances, more than half of the land 
transferred though the PTT was still left uncultivated at the end of the 1990s 
(Alvarez 2003, 16).93 While some families were able to obtain cattle and 
sufficient access to land, other families in the post-insurgent communities 
were facing severe poverty. In view of the limited rural livelihood 
possibilities, many former insurgents started to choose migration, mostly to 
the USA, in search of work opportunities there.  

Taking into account the political developments discussed earlier, it 
may not come as a surprise that the post-insurgent socio-economic 
reconversion was most precarious and conflictive in the case of the ERP. In 
1992, the ERP had formulated the most ambitious economic development 
targets, with the repopulation of Ciudad Segundo Montes (CSM) in northern 
Morazán as its showcase (Macdonald and Gatehouse 1995). CSM adopted the 
motto “a hope born in the East for all El Salvador” (Gómez 2001, 136). This 
large repopulation indeed had a very promising start, and was more 
successful than other post-insurgent communities in obtaining technical 

92 See Hammond (1998) for a review of this negotiation process between the Salvadoran state and the post-
insurgent communities in the field of education, and Smith-Nonini (1997, 2010) in the field of health care.  
93 In his study of land reform in San Vicente, Rolando Kapmeyer points out that a significant amount of PTT 
beneficiaries were actually living somewhere outside of San Vicente, and had either sold their properties or 
left them unattended. He documented one case in San Vicente in which the negotiated property was mainly 
assigned to former insurgents with an urban background (2004, 246-47). Also, interview with Felipe (30-01-
2010). 



assistance and international funding.94 But postwar ambitions suffered 
dearly in the turmoil of the ERP’s internal crisis and its split from the FMLN. 
In the period between 1993 and 1995, community leadership became 
increasingly divided among supporters and detractors of Villalobos. The 
ERP’s crisis became a vehicle and a catalyst for a range of personal disputes 
and power struggles. Most community projects failed and were abandoned. 
“Everyone began to grab what they could.”95 Many CSM inhabitants 
“pushed collective projects into the background or discarded them altogether 
in order to focus remaining energies on the household economy” (Binford 
2010, 541). These had indeed suffered direly under the circumstances. A 1997 
survey indicated that over half of the population was living in extreme 
poverty (McElhinny 2004, 159).  

After the 1997 electoral failure of the PD, CSM and other former 
insurgent communities in northern Morazán “returned to the FMLN fold, 
albeit under disadvantageous circumstances vis-à-vis the party” (Binford 
2010, 547). Disappointment about the shattered dream of a prosperous CSM 
ran deep. According to several former ERP cadres interviewed for this study, 
in the late 90s some CSM inhabitants allegedly wanted to “drink Villalobos’ 
blood” and ERP former top-leadership rarely showed its face in the region.96 
The case of CSM was somewhat extreme, but postwar disillusionment was 
also felt in other insurgent communities with ties to the other PMOs, as 
eloquently documented in the work of Irina Carlota Silber on Chalatenango 
(2004b, 2011). Notwithstanding strong community organizing and significant 
NGO presence, the attention and care received from former PMO leadership 
and middle cadres was considerably less than during the war. Having played 
a central role in the insurgent polity during the war, the former rural 
insurgents now frequently felt marginalized from national post-insurgent 
politics and its associated benefits. As Rubén Zamora noted, the people in the 
former insurgent communities started to complain that “they have left us 
alone; the comandantes drive by in their SUV’s and only leave us the dust.”97 

94 Interviews with Ignacio (06-07-2009) and Jorge (19-01-2010). See also Binford (1997, 68-9).  
95 Interview with Jorge (19-01-2010.) Talking about Ciudad Segundo Montes he explains that “the whole 
approach [of the CSM] ended up in crisis and chaos. For example, the farm was producing eggs and chickens in 
quantities. It is not that the farm failed, [rather that] it was abandoned. I don’t know who ended up with all 
the chickens. Everyone began to grab something! It was a disbandment! … The project was 100% profitable, 
but no, … the crisis itself within the party brought it to an end.” 
96 Interview with Demetrio (29-06-2009), Jorge (19-01-2010), Segundo (22-05-2009), and Tino (16-07-2009). 
97 Rubén Zamora in a 2012 interview with digital newspaper Contrapunto. Available  at 
http://www.archivocp.contrapunto.com.sv/especiales/la-amnistia-fue-la-primera-violacion-de-los-acuerdos-
de-paz; accessed: Jan. 20, 2013. 



For the rural constituency, postwar reconversion by and large meant a return 
to the political periphery, as well as to a life in socio-economic conditions that 
were a far cry from the promises of the revolution (Sprenkels 2004, 38).  

At the same time and precisely because of the PTT and international 
support though NGOs, a good amount of insurgent communities were doing 
better, in relative terms, than other nearby villages whose inhabitants had not 
been part of the insurgency. For example, in the southern part of San Vicente, 
with extensive support of CORDES and others, the former insurgent 
communities achieved a level of economic dynamism that differentiated 
these communities positively from national average (Cummings 2007). There 
were several other relevant achievements. For example, health care 
provisions in the repopulated areas in Chalatenango performed well over 
national average for rural El Salvador (Smith-Nonini 2010). Some post-
insurgent communities managed to air and sustain community radio 
stations, servicing most of the larger repopulated regions of the country 
(Agosta 2007. Ladutke 2004). Part of the international solidarity that had 
supported the repopulation movement was reconverted into international 
partnership agreements in support of local development for communities in 
El Salvador, as was the case with the Sister Cities network in the USA 
(Nepstad 2004).98 Though less frequent than during the war, most post-
insurgent communities continued to host international delegations and 
receive collaborations from solidarity groups abroad.99  

Generally speaking, the post-insurgent communities were very pro-
active in pursuing their own reconstruction and development. The insurgent 
process provided a body of rural settlers with organizational skills who were 
willing and able to take on leadership roles in the new context, empowering 
their communities (McElhinny 2006). As described in the previous chapter, 
the peasants linked to the insurgency had learned to transit from one 
political role into the next, and to use different political identities strategically 
to fit the circumstances: lay worker, cooperativist, union member, guerrilla 
organizer, refugee, combatant, settler, to name some of the most relevant. 
The peasant insurgents “saw their participation in each stage as a 
continuation of their insurgent identity, naturally arising out of earlier 
choices and experiences” (Wood 2003, 203). Similarly, former leaders and 
constituents saw postwar reconversion as new step in that historical process. 

98 Visit the Sister Cities website for more information: http://elsalvadorsolidarity.org; accessed: May 10, 2010. 
99 Interview with Alex (18-03-2010). 



Many former insurgents, especially cadres, interpreted or defended the new 
roles in terms of the need for continuity of the collective political project built 
with years of sacrifice (Silber 2004b).  

During the war, the insurgents had suffered severe material 
deprivation, both in the guerrilla camps and the refugee camps. In harsh 
circumstances, the few resources available generally had been spread out 
evenly and fairly. Everybody had been equally poor. Repopulations had been 
created in similar circumstances of scarcity in combination with considerable 
internal solidarity.100 Now, with the different reconstruction and 
development efforts, poverty in the post-insurgent communities became less 
extreme and changed in form and character. As the principle local 
interlocutors with the State, the NGOs and the FMLN as a political party, 
community leaders were well positioned to exert influence on the 
distribution of resources.101 Postwar distribution politics in the communities 
became a complex, localized mix of interests, incentives and remnants of 
cadre influence. At the same time, some families proved much more effective 
in making use or taking advantage of the resources they disposed than other 
families. Towards the end of the 90s the former insurgent communities had 
started to show significant internal economic differentiation.102 Many 
inhabitants, especially those on the losing end, often interpreted the 
perceived differences in terms of the local leaderships’ favoring personal 
interests in detriment of previously exalted solidarity.103 In sum, the post-
insurgent communities–much like the post-insurgent NGOs–managed to 
adapt to the new context with a combination of continuities and ruptures, of 
achievements and limitations.  
 
The case of the labor unions 
Meanwhile, the labor unions and other constituency groups that had played 
an important role in the FMLN’s wartime political-civil front, did a lot worse 
in their adaptation to the postwar context. The 1990s in El Salvador 
constituted an “era of absolute decline for organized labor” (Almeida 2008, 
195). After the Peace Accords, the post-insurgent unions rapidly became 
depleted and deflated. It must be said that during the war the work of the 
FMLN-affiliated unions, though effective as a vehicle for popular 

100 Interviews with Bernabé (17-02-2010) and Carlos (17-12-2009). 
101 Interviews with Carlos (17-12-2009), Elsa (04-12-2009), Isabel (01-08-2009), and Juan (12-12-2009). 
102 Interview with Alex (18-03-2010). 
103 Interviews with Carlos (17-12-2009) and Juan (12-12-2009). 



mobilization and revolutionary agitation, had been precarious in most other 
aspects. Particularly, support to the workers they represented tended to be 
meager and ineffective. Furthermore, years of “carte blanche in foreign 
funding had shifted union attention away from direct affiliate support and 
towards the funders in an unhealthy way” (Frundt 2002, 31).  

In 1992, when the FMLN comandantes were able to take up residency 
in San Salvador, they displaced leaders of political-civilian front 
organizations like UNTS from the spokesperson function they had 
previously held. The failure of the Socio-Economic Forum,104 established as a 
result of the Peace Accords to promote dialogue between different socio-
economic forces in the country, was a severe setback for the unions, since 
they had expected to play an important role in this initiative. The premature 
and inglorious ending of the Forum not only confirmed private enterprises’ 
continued disdain for the labor unions, it also demonstrated PMO apathy 
towards the unions after the Peace Accords. According to Fitzsimmons and 
Anner, four factors contributed decisively to the postwar crisis of El Salvador 
insurgent unions: political practices inherited from former PMO dominance; 
postwar abandonment by the FMLN; decline in external funding; and 
weakening of existing labor unions as a result of the neoliberal reforms 
adopted by the Salvadoran government, including the privatization of state 
companies (1999, 115-20).  

The case of FENASTRAS illustrates the sliding scale of post-insurgent 
union organizing.105 Before, as the largest and most active insurgent labor 
union federation, FENASTRAS was the ‘crown jewel’ in the RN’s civil-
political front; an important source of political agitation, funds and recruits 
for years on end. In reaction to the Peace Accords, FENASTRAS general 
secretary, Juan José Huezo, started to maneuver to loosen the union from the 
RN leadership while at the same time strengthen his personal position 
(Pirker 2008, 349). The RN leadership had little clarity on if and how it 
wanted to use its influence in FENASTRAS, and they let it be. The scission of 
the RN from the FMLN further deepened the sense of “political orphanhood” 
that FENASTRAS activists felt after the Peace Accords (Pirker 2007, 16). In 
this context, Huezo was able to consolidate his control, albeit at the cost of 
rupture in the federation and a rapidly declining membership (Frundt 2002, 
31). International funds then started to dry up and Huezo steered 

104 In Spanish: Foro Económico-Social. 
105 FENASTRAS: Federación Nacional Sindical de Trabajadores Salvadoreños (National Federation of Salvadoran 
Workers). 



FENASTRAS into highly dubious arrangements with owners of sweatshops 
and other businesses in order to keep the money flowing for FENASTRAS.106 
In reaction, several international labor federations suspended FENASTRAS’ 
membership in 1995 (Frundt 2002, 32). FENASTRAS continued to subsist for 
years to come, now as a relatively small union with little political muscle. In 
the eyes of its former activists, the new FENASTRAS served primarily as a 
vehicle for economic survival for Huezo and his staff.107  

The FENASTRAS case fits a broader pattern of postwar atomization 
of unions and confederations (Fitzsimmons and Anner 1999, 103). In her 
study on Salvadoran peasant unions in the 90s, that focused mostly on 
groups that during the war had integrated the insurgents’ civil-political 
front, Kowalchuk found that postwar leadership was disorganized, 
dispersed and corrupt (2004, 187). Contrary to other sectors, the insurgent 
accumulation of organizational capital in the labor unions did not translate 
into a significant postwar political role in the 1990s. Few militants were able 
to insert themselves professionally into the unions, because of the simple fact 
that paid positions became very scarce. The crisis was deepest in those 
organizations previously associated with the RN and the ERP. With the 
leadership’s withdrawal from the FMLN and the failure of the PD, these 
groups became political orphans. But the crisis was also significant in the 
other groups, those with links to the PCS and the FPL. Only towards the end 
of the 90s did left-wing union mobilization again play a noteworthy political 
role, during public protests concerning the country’s health care system 
(Almeida 2008, 191-200).  
 
The struggle over PMO assets in the postwar period 
Back in 1992, NGOs and labor unions were not the only socio-economic 
infrastructure connected to the PMOs. PMO assets also included clandestine 
properties and businesses inherited from the war. According to former ERP 
cadres, the non-military assets this organization controlled towards the end 
of the war included a radio station, a supermarket, a guesthouse, a small 
local airline company and several properties in El Salvador and Managua.108 
As was revealed during the FPL’s final congress in 1995, during the war and 
immediately after, the party had helped militants set up several businesses, 

106 For an overview of the accusations of corruption and intimidation against Juan José Huezo and FENASTRAS, 
see Frundt (2002, 31-2) and Pirker (2008, 349). 
107 Interviews with Fabio (28-08-2009) and Moisés (27-08-2009).  
108 Meeting with a group of former ERP cadres (02-06-2011).  



including a hardware store and a construction company. The FPL held 
properties and businesses in Nicaragua, Guatemala, Mexico, Costa Rica and 
El Salvador that had served the organization in different capacities and held 
combined value of several million dollars (Luciak 2001, 232). The FPL 
resolved to donate, almost half of its assets to the FMLN and to appoint a 
small group of cadres to manage the remaining assets in benefit of the FPL 
militancy and support base.109 This group took charge of funds and 
properties amounting to well over one million dollars.110 Many FPL militants 
showed their discontent during the final congress, complaining about 
arbitrary and murky practices which had led to some party assets falling into 
the private hands of (former) cadres.111 

In the case of the ERP, this alleged process of privatization of party 
assets was even more notorious. Because of “the turbid manner by which the 
ERP divided assets following the Peace Accords…, vehicles, properties, small 
planes, even legally registered companies, were transferred to individual 
ownership before an inventory could be made,” resulting in the “distribution 
[of ERP] wealth among a few individuals” (Leonhard 1999, 34-5). While the 
usurpation of goods was probably most blatant within the ERP, the 
remaining PMOs witnessed similar processes. “Many people succumbed to 
ambition and took advantage of the opportunity,” as one RN militant put 
it.112 In turn, some former militants in retrospect praised a few PMO leaders 
precisely because “contrary to many… these people ended up with nothing, 
that is, they behaved very correctly in this respect.”113 How truthful these 
different allegations are, is difficult to verify. What I confirmed during 
fieldwork is that laments about illegitimate appropriation of party resources 
were widespread among those formerly associated with the insurgency.114  

109 At the time of its dissolution, the FPL also made smaller donations to the Guatemalan URNG and the Cuban 
government (Luciak 2001, 233). 
110 Fieldnotes 27-2-2010. Interview with José (15-12-2009).  
111 Interview with Hernán (11-03-2010), José (15-12-2009), and Lilian (23-01-2010). 
112 Interview with Fabio (28-08-2009). 
113 Interview with Beatriz (12-02-2010). 
114 The mid-level cadres interviewed for this study were anonymous in confirming that significant 
appropriation of PMO property took place after 1992. However, they differ with regard to what cases qualify 
as illegitimate appropriation, and why. Specific examples of appropriation might be debated or refuted by 
some of those involved. On the other hand, it must be noted that personal appropriation of assets belonging 
to the PMO had occurred before the Peace Accords as well. Infamous was the 1978 sacking of the ERP party 
coffers by its maximum leader, described in the previous chapter. Clandestine operations under wartime 
conditions forced the PMOs to rely on individual cadre to register and administer party property. Malfeasance 
was possible and did occur sporadically in this context. However, both revolutionary mystique and the party’s 
capacity for retaliation mostly succeeded in reigning in abuse. The transition process impacted significantly in 



After the Peace Accords, the PMOs discussed the extent to which the party 
and its leadership could afford to continue their involvement in different 
institutions and projects that had been set up in the context of the war. For 
one, the PMOs had concrete difficulties in sustaining their cadres financially. 
The PMOs were hesitant to assume the political and economic responsibility 
for different endeavors cadres were involved in. In turn, the cadres involved 
often wanted more autonomy. This led to the leadership rethinking the status 
of cadre participation in the different projects and efforts that the party 
previously held undisputed control over. The PMOs’ retreat consisted not so 
much of cutting its links to cadres involved in different efforts, but of 
suppressing the organic character of these links. In practice, the move 
contributed to the gradual privatization of part of the resources the 
insurgents had collectively accumulated during the war.  

The phenomenon may be best illustrated with the case of the 
insurgent radios: Radio Venceremos (RV) and Radio Farabundo Martí 
(RFM). In 1992, the staff of both radios had grand plans for their radio 
stations.115 The FMLN negotiated their incorporation into the country’s legal 
broadcasting system as part of the Peace Accords. Both the FPL and the ERP 
both staged public events celebrating the ‘descent’ of the rebel radios from 
the mountains to new outfits in the capital city, inaugurating a new era of 
liberty and freedom of speech in the country. Initially, both PMOs continued 
to envision the radio as an important political tool, and seemed willing to 
invest in professional reconversion. For example, the FPL agreed to subsidize 
the RFM operational costs until the end of 1992, with the understanding that 
afterwards the radio would have to be self-sufficient (Leonhard 1999, 30). In 
this same year, “the rebel stations constituted themselves as commercial 
enterprises under the names of party members because it was the most agile 
method for their legalization” (Leonhard 1999, 3. See also Escalona 2003, 266).  

In support of El Salvador’s democratization process, the German 
foundation Buntstift set up a substantial support project for the radio projects 
linked to the former insurgency, with its kick-off in January of 1993. Apart 
from RV and RFM, the other PMOs were also working on launching their 
own radio projects, and lobbied to have them included in the Buntstift 

the retaliatory capacity of the PMOs as well as in the revolutionary mystique of the militants. The party’s 
capacity, need and willingness to address internal abuse diminished. 
115 See Ueltzen (1993) for interviews with cadres sharing optimistic visions for the two radios in peacetime. See 
also Henríquez Consalvi (2010, 217-22) and López Vigil (1991, 239). 



project.116 However, “those responsible for the ‘historical’ radios did not 
want to share the pie and were able to leave them out” (Leonhard 1999, 32). 
In 1993, RV employed 33 people, while RFM had a 40 people on its payroll 
who “considered the radio to be their [personal] reinsertion project” 
(Leonhard 1999, 38). From early 1993, the Buntstift project allowed to RV and 
RFM to cover a substantial part of the operational costs and to obtain high-
quality equipment. The RV was able to purchase a residence for its offices 
and studios. The radios attempted to complement the income by selling radio 
advertising and enlisting additional support from other international 
cooperation agencies. In comparison to commercial radios, the staff was large 
and personnel costs were high.117  

Radio Venceremos dealt with economic pressures by, on the one 
hand, trying to raise advertisement revenue and, on the other, reducing 
personnel. News coverage and other politically oriented items became scarce 
and the radio’s programming increasingly relied on music. Marketing 
studies even recommended re-orienting radio programming towards 
contemporary music in English. A large part of the personnel resented the 
new course, including ‘Santiago,’ the radio’s founder and public icon. Part of 
the remaining staff rebelled against the press director, seen as the main 
promoter of the new course, and went on strike. The press director, with the 
support of the majority of the directorate, pushed through the adjustments. 
In 1995, the radio dropped the name Radio Venceremos and became ‘RV 
stereo.’ The final traces of political engagement were eliminated from the 
programming. Early 1996, Santiago was fired and the RV withdrew from the 
Buntstift project. The radio then refounded itself as private corporation. Its 10 
shareholders included Joaquín Villalobos, as well as the press director and 
his wife. “The Germans realized that, having trusted in the goodwill of their 
counterparts, they had financed the consolidation of a commercial radio 
station” (Leonhard 1999, 43).118 

Radio Farabundo Martí’s postwar journey showed many similarities. 
The personnel that the radio had inherited from its guerrilla years thought of 
the radio as ideologically connected to the party, but independent in terms of 
management and administration. However, when economic pressures 

116 These were: Radio Maya Visión, linked to the PCS, Radio Versátil (later Radio Cabal), linked to the RN, and 
Radio Izcanal in Nuevo Gualcho, Usulután, a local radio linked to the PRTC. See Leonhard (1999, 32). 
117 Interview with Hugo (26-11-2008). Leonhard (1999, 36-8).  
118 This short reconstruction of the postwar trajectory of Radio Venceremos is based on Henríquez Consalvi 
(2010, 223-6), Leonhard (1999) and a meeting with ERP veterans in San Salvador (02-06-2011). 



aggravated internal frictions, the FPL rapidly intervened and appointed a 
new director. His proposed ‘modernization’ of the radio alienated the old 
guard, and further escalated the internal conflict. The FPL’s political 
commission then decided to replace him with another cadre, while 
simultaneously approving the proposed adjustments and firing 14 staff 
members, including the most experienced broadcasters. The new director 
“had been an excellent comandante but knew nothing about radio” (cited in 
Leonhard 1999, 39). Meanwhile, in the search of audience and advertisement, 
the radio’s political profile was further watered down. In the words of one of 
the protagonists, “the need to survive was confused with not being critical” 
(cited in Leonhard 1999, 41). The radio officially changed its name to ‘Doble 
FF’ in 1995. Like RV Stereo, Doble FF became a commercial radio apparently 
detached from its insurgent past, except for the handful of former FPL cadres 
functioning as its private shareholders or employees.119  
 
Some effects of changing logic of PMO affiliation on NGOs  
Many other Salvadoran institutions and organizations with insurgent roots 
suffered comparable crisis in the postwar years. While activists increasingly 
argued that the new political situation of democratic transition required 
autonomy from the party, PMO affairs and connections often still played a 
significant role behind the scenes. With a few noteworthy exceptions, most 
NGOs and grassroots organizations continued to function during the first 
year of peace with the organic and vertical political orientations that had 
been used during the war.120 The majority of PMO cadres inserted in these 
organizations prided themselves on their PMO identity. Consistent with their 
training, most tended to see their PMO connection as more important and 
substantial than any other political relationship. Amidst the rapid changes of 
1993, leadership of the different PMOs discussed the need to grant more 
political autonomy to the different organizations under their wings. 
Coincidentally, some cadres looked at these same organizations in terms of 
what they might have to offer for personal reinsertion.  

The 1994 events concerning the ERP affiliated human rights group 
COMAFAC offer a window into one of the many conflicts that emerged in 
Salvadoran grassroots organizations as a result of shifting relationships 

119 This short reconstruction of the postwar trajectory of Radio Farabundo Martí is based on Escalona (2003), 
Leonhard (1999), an interview with Hugo (02-06-2011) as well as personal communication with Hugo (12-01-
2012). 
120 One relevant exception is that of women’s group Las Dignas, which I return to later in this chapter. 



among former PMO cadres.121 Under the headline “‘Comadres’ accuse 
Joaquín Villalobos of usurpation,” Salvadoran newspaper El Diario de Hoy 
reported on the crisis on April 14, 1994:  
 

the leader of the Frente Farabundo Martí (FMLN), Joaquín Villalobos, has been 
accused of usurpation, abuses and attempting to politicize non-governmental 
organizations by the so-called Mothers Committee (COMAFAC), whose members 
are popularly known by the nickname Co-madres. Rosa Manzano, leader of the 
leftist group, declared that militants of the Expresión Renovadora del Pueblo (ERP) 
… took the building of the Mothers Committee by force. According to the 
accusation, the individuals interrupted a work session of the group and demanded 
that the directorate be dismissed and a new one elected, made up by … ERP 
militants. On Sunday April 10, the doors of the offices were secured with chains 
and locks by the usurpers. The denouncers signaled that their organization has 
realized an ‘independent’ work effort over the last years, which has led them to 
‘strong contradictions’ with the ERP, which had been trying to absorb them. 
According to Manzano, when they questioned the Villalobos faction for this deed, 
they were told that ‘COMAFAC was patrimony of the party.’ … Manzano made 
the ERP-FMLN and Joaquín Villalobos’s bodyguards … responsible ‘for anything 
that might happen to them’ and asked the FMLN to take measures to keep the ERP 
from continuing to commit arbitrary acts. On the other hand, Ana Guadalupe 
Martínez, an important leader of the ERP, denied the accusations made by 
COMAFAC and assured that her party ‘has nothing to do with that.’ ‘These people 
that made the accusation are trying to politicize the affair (by) accusing the ERP,’ 
Martínez said and she added that ‘a non-governmental institution should not take 
political positions as an institution, even though individuals do have this right.’ 
Martínez lamented the incidents and assured that it concerns a 
‘misunderstanding.’ 

 
The next day, El Mundo newspaper carried the headline, “ERP affirms it has 
nothing to do with COMAFAC.” Excerpts from this article read:  
 

Today the new COMAFAC directorate rejected the notion that the ERP ... is 
manipulating their organization. Mrs. Gladis Villalobos, who clarified that she is 
not a relative of Joaquín Villalobos, said that the claimants were dismissed because 
they have committed arbitrary acts of administrative ... character and that they 
have mistreated the employees ... . The new directorate members added they 
didn’t know why they involved the ERP as the one that had intervened in the 
affair, manifesting that that organization (the ERP) has nothing to do with 
COMAFAC.” 

121 The description of the events around COMAFAC is based on Sprenkels (2005, 86-89). The quotations I use 
have previously been published in this source. 



 
“The ERP wanted to take over the building [that COMAFAC was using] and 
put it to use for its own purposes,” a member of the directorate of 
COMAFAC told me during an interview years later, when I asked her what 
had been at the heart of the conflict (Sprenkels 2005, 88).  
 

They told us that after the Peace Accords, we didn’t have to fight anymore. They 
said we should just go on home, we had done our share …. When they saw that we 
didn’t like it, they betrayed us. They even threatened us. This ugly man, … he said: 
all right, old women, you are lucky, because in another era we would have 
emptied this machine gun on you. They went as far as to threaten us.122  

 
As Villalobos argued elsewhere, he considered that the reforms resulting 
from the Peace Accords had largely resolved the problem and the debt of 
human rights in El Salvador (1999, 2001). Most activists involved in 
COMAFAC, many of them relatives of people that had been disappeared or 
assassinated by the military, had a different view. They wanted to know 
what had happened to their loved ones and they wanted to fight for 
justice.123 When the ERP attempted to take over the directorate and 
installations of the organization, they resisted. The ‘old’ COMAFAC 
directorate issued a press release admitting COMAFAC’s ‘organic 
connection’ to the ERP during the war. Now that “the ERP was no longer 
interested in the defense of human rights,” the COMAFAC dissidents 
wanted independence.124  

The meeting between COMAFAC dissidents and the FMLN 
leadership did not have positive results. The dissidents were told that this 
was an internal affair of the ERP. They were also told not to make any more 
public announcements as these could affect the FMLN negatively in the 
elections.125 The alleged ERP plan to take over COMAFAC failed because of 
other reasons. The building that COMAFAC’s central office was housed in 
was not registered under COMAFAC’s name, but under that of ANDES 21 
de junio, a union that happened to be mostly controlled by the FPL and the 
PRTC, not the ERP. This arrangement was set up in the late 80s in response 
to formal donor requirements, since COMAFAC was not legally constituted 

122 Group interview at COMFAC (28-07-03). From Sprenkels (2005, 88). 
123 Group Interview at COMAFAC (28-07-03). From Sprenkels (2005, 88). 
124 ‘Pronunciamiento público COMAFAC ante el FMLN,’ manuscript dated April 18, 1994. 
125 Group interview at COMAFAC (28-07-03). From Sprenkels (2005, 88). Note that the events took place in 
between the first and the second round of the 1994 presidential elections. 



at the time. As a result of the crisis, COMAFAC did lose another residential 
property (different from the organizations’ office) previously purchased with 
donor money that had less strings attached. The property in question, which 
had functioned as a day care center, ended up in the hands of an individual 
ERP cadre. During the conflict, COMAFAC’s bank accounts were emptied 
and office equipment was stolen.126  

On June 5, 1994 COMAFAC celebrated an assembly meeting to 
determine its future. Those still supporting the ERP were a minority and left 
the meeting before the election of a new directorate. That same month, two 
different petitions for the legal registration of COMAFAC were presented at 
the Ministry of Interior. The faction sympathetic to the ERP abandoned the 
project soon after.127 COMAFAC managed to keep possession of its central 
office and gained independence from the ERP. However, the international 
donor agencies reacted to the crisis by suspending their support, leaving 
COMAFAC virtually bankrupt.128 

Although media-reported conflicts like the case of COMAFAC were 
sporadic, the NGOs, unions and social movements that suffered internal 
trauma after the Peace Accords were more common than those that did not. 
Cadres inserted in these groups interpreted talk about independence and 
autonomy in the light of what was perceived as the crumbling of the PMOs 
internal cohesion and group solidarity. Formerly, an internal dispute in any 
insurgency-affiliated organization would have been settled by the cadre 
appointed by the party or, alternatively, by his or her party superiors. In the 
new context, this mechanism had faded (it did not disappear completely) and 
other factors started to play a more prominent role in the organizations’ 
internal arena. Some militants interpreted the party’s relative hands-off 
stance as a ‘green light’ to take possession of a particular organization as a 
form of personal post war re-insertion. 

The disappearance of formal PMO hierarchies had a potentially 
positive effect on many organizations’ internal ambience. For example, the 
RN women’s group Las Dignas started to fight for political independence in 
1991, sometime before the RN leadership was actually prepared to accept it, 
and achieved its independence in 1992, which in turn helped it to transform 
itself into a relatively strong and autonomous women organization (Falquet 

126 Interview with a COMAFAC member (17-07-03). From Sprenkels (2005, 89). 
127 Interview with a COMAFAC member (17-07-03). From Sprenkels (2005, 89). 
128 The remaining activists at COMAFAC blame Villalobos for using his international contacts to stop the 
funding. Interview with a COMAFAC member (14-07-03). From Sprenkels (2005, 89). 



1997, 2002. Hipsher 2001, 140). But contrary to Las Dignas most groups had 
never asked for independence. The staff of most post-insurgent NGOs were 
uncertain what independence would mean and divided on what to do with 
such independence. The fact that “we no longer receive orders,” as one 
CORDES employee phrased it, did not mean that PMO authoritarianism and 
sectarianism had vanished (van der Borgh 2003, 157). While NGO leadership 
generally spoke of the need for participation and democracy, their 
management styles frequently reflected the contrary. The smorgasbord of 
international donors and funding modalities further complicated internal 
affairs by demanding constant adjustments in allocations for projects and 
personnel.129  

To make things worse, PMO politics would always find its way back 
into the NGO’s internal sphere. Different conflicts in and around the FMLN 
were commonly ‘restaged’ in the particular institutional arenas controlled by 
former insurgents that were directly or indirectly party to these conflicts, as 
we have seen for example in the case of the separation of the UDN from the 
PCS, or the conflict at COMAFAC. The unitarian organizations suffered the 
most. The 1994 scission of the ERP and RN from the FMLN had a devastating 
impact on them. F-16 ceased to exist. NGOs like CHD-ES and FUNDASPAD, 
or unions like UNTS survived the crisis but only as a shadow of their former 
selves, under the particular and personalized control of one of the factions in 
dispute.130 When the conflict between renovadores and ortodoxos escalated 
within the FMLN in the second half of the 90s, it brought internal strife to 
many NGOs, unions and grassroots organizations formerly affiliated with 
the FPL, including CORDES and CRIPDES, even if the FPL formally no 
longer existed. And when the integrants of the Tendencia Revolucionaria left 
the FMLN, it caused ripples in a few historical PCS organizations. 
 
Electoral success and socio-economic conversion 
Another area for socio-economic reconversion emerged with the electoral 
successes of the FMLN. As is customary in Salvadoran politics; electoral 
success meant jobs for party militants and supporters. Even if a national 
electoral victory stayed well out of reach during the 90s, the FMLN did gain 
access to a considerable amount of municipal governments over the course of 

129 Here I write from personal experience. For in-depth consideration of how donor requirements and 
practices may condition organizational processes of NGOs and grassroots organizations, see Mosse (2004, 
2005) and Murray Li (2007). 
130 For an account of the internal disputes within CDH-ES during the 90s, see Sprenkels (2005, chapter 6). 



the decade. As indicated previously, in 1994 the FMLN won just 15 
municipal governments (out of a total of 262), but was able to extend this 
number to 40 following the 1997 elections, including some of the largest 
municipalities in the country. While winning the municipal elections in a 
small town somewhere in Chalatenango or Cabañas would generate only a 
handful of paid jobs, San Salvador and the cities around it were able to 
provided hundreds of potential jobs. In practice, a significant amount of the 
available jobs were indeed distributed among former participants of the 
PMOs.131  

After the 1994 ruptures, which left the FPL and PCS dominating the 
FMLN, cadres from these two organizations were most likely to access public 
office, or to have former comrades from their PMO networks who did. 
Frequently, but not always, the FMLN candidate for the mayor’s office 
would also be a former cadre. Beyond positions of public election, former 
insurgent cadres, especially those with higher education, were generally 
well-positioned to obtain different functions within the FMLN municipalities 
by grace of their political and personal contacts.132 The access of former ERP 
and RN to these opportunities was considerably more limited than cadres of 
the other PMOs, with the exception of those close to the few ERP and RN 
leadership figures who had stayed inside the FMLN in 1994-1995.  
 
A preliminary balance of reconversion efforts 
 
An understanding of lived post insurgency experience has to take into 
account the insurgents’ high expectations and the extent to which 
participants’ lives were intertwined with the social field of the PMO. 
However precarious the circumstances of the war had been, for many years 
the party had provided for the basic needs of the cadres and rank-and-file. 
This proved financially unsustainable for the PMO in the transition process. 
Diminishing the amount of cadres that relied on the party coffers for their 
income soon became a top priority.133 For example, several longstanding 
militants engaged in international work were informed that they could no 
longer aspire to  party financial support. Should they decide to return to El 

131 Interviews with Hernán (11-03-2010) Lilian (23-01-2010) and Sebastián (12-09-2009). 
132 Interviews with Hernán (11-03-2010) and Sebastián (12-09-2009). 
133 Furthermore, during the transition process the PMOs had moved a lot of senior cadres into the capital city, 
a relatively expensive setting, which translated into higher stipends and increased operational costs.  



Salvador, they were told, “first look for work and then look up the party.”134 
This was a bitter instruction to receive for someone who had dedicated the 
better part of his or her life to the revolution.  

Due to the fact that following the Peace Accords, the PMOs were 
unable to sustain the vast majority of their members, competition among 
cadres to find a way to ‘reinsert’ oneself in the new context incremented. The 
new postwar livelihoods built by El Salvador’s former insurgents were, for 
the most part, connected to three interrelated possibilities that unfolded in 
the first few years after the Peace Accords: reinsertion benefits, access to the 
state (mainly public office and PNC), and NGO capture of funds from 
international cooperation for development projects in the post-insurgent 
communities.  

A review of the reinsertion programs indicates that the long-term 
impact of these programs was limited by problems of sustainability. 
However, the programs were of crucial political importance at the time: 
without immediate benefits for the combatants and war-wounded, the entire 
peace process might have been politically unviable, because the insurgent 
leadership might otherwise not have been able to bring on board and keep 
on board their middle cadres and guerrilla army. The reinsertion programs 
did have two long-term effects on post-insurgency as a social field, when 
seen in relation to other reconversion processes. Because of the former 
insurgents’ persistent struggle around the PTT program and debt 
cancellation, the insurgency’s former rural constituencies were able to take 
possession of a significant portion of El Salvador’s agricultural land. This 
helped to retain a rural constituency closely tied to the FMLN. Under the 
prevailing economic circumstances, the land obtained was insufficient to 
provide for the entire group, but it still constituted a significant livelihood 
base for the communities involved, and represented a benefit directly 
traceable to former participation in the struggle. The second aspect of 
insertion programs with significant long-term impact were the university 
scholarships. Hundreds of primarily urban middle-class PMO cadres were 
able to get a degree that helped facilitate their posterior insertion in different 
bureaucratic jobs or political posts.135  

134 Fieldnotes (15-09-2011). 
135 It should be noted that many urban insurgents had aborted studies because of their participation in the 
revolution. Other talented cadres had grown to adulthood during the war. They often had significant political 
experience, but little formal training.   



The constitution of the FMLN as a political party initially provided only 
limited possibilities for postwar reinsertion, and then mainly for top 
leadership. PMO leadership generally agreed that sustaining the party as a 
‘party of cadres’ governed by democratic centralism was politically unsuited 
as well as financially unaffordable. Most leaders realized that strict 
hierarchical party control would be difficult to sustain without the 
justification of war. The need for rethinking internal PMO governance was 
complicated by the fact that the different PMOs all suffered conflicts (open or 
latent) with regard to the correct political course for the new period. These 
conflicts precipitated the formal dissolution of the PMOs, culminating in the 
1995 reconversion of the five PMOs into two political parties: the FMLN and 
the PD. Another small party, the UDN, had already split off from the PCS. 
The FMLN, a bigger organization from the outset, proved much more 
successful at the ballots than the other two parties. It was subsequently able 
to garner a significant number of public sector office jobs, and filled them 
largely with people drawn from the former PMOs’ interpersonal networks. 
The PD’s electoral failure, on the other hand, further accentuated the 
disintegration of the ERP and RN networks, already in disarray because of 
the split-off from the FMLN.  

In its approach to electoral politics, the FMLN characterized itself by 
increased bureaucratization and a “low capacity for renewal of party 
leadership” (Martín Alvarez 2006, 113-5). Internal disputes over candidacies 
and other electoral calculations clashed with the idea of militancy the 
revolutionaries had assimilated over the years (Martí i Puig and Figueroa 
Ibarra 2006, 210). Even though the former insurgents frequently discussed 
these apparent contradictions, they were also caught in the logic of the 
political reconversion they had embraced. 
 

[T]he leaders had to reside in the country’s capital; the lifestyle for the leaders 
began to be different, they had to adopt clothing, housing, and means of physical 
mobility which clearly differentiated them from the living conditions of their 
grassroots compañeros. These changes signified a weakening of the internal 
political relationship and gave rise to a feeling of abandonment within an 
important grassroots sector of the FMLN. (Zamora 2003, 120-1) 
 

Another analysis regarding the ‘costs’ of post-insurgent electoral politics 
included the following commentary: 
 



[a] deputy from the FMLN … complained that his own party had lost what he 
called the proximity to the people which it had during the war. The system has 
turned into a political race for power, for partisan interests and the interests of the 
country have been forgotten, relegated to the political interests. (Ramos and 
Briones 1999, 53) 

 
In the interviews I conducted with former mid-level cadres for this study, 
many argued that the FMLN ‘successful’ adaptation to electoral politics in 
the 90s lay, at least in part, in its capacity to behave much like other 
‘traditional’ political parties competing in the Salvadoran political arena. In 
substitution of the utopian horizon of the revolutionary era, the party now 
offered its militancy “the distribution of bureaucratic incentives,” most 
concretely access to public office and jobs (Martín Alvarez 2004, 267). 
Nonetheless, the party’s revolutionary past still played a crucial role, no 
longer so much as a tangible political agenda, but rather as an identity 
marker for party militants (Figueroa Ibarra and Martí i Puig 2006, 213). For 
example, wartime factionalism and its associated ideological proclamations 
were a key component of the struggle between different currents within the 
FMLN (Ramos 1998, 38). Selective employment of supposed ideological 
continuities also allowed for the semantic cohesion of the struggles fought 
and sacrifices made over the years by the militants and their families. Thus, 
the revolutionary heritage became an important organizational tool, even 
more so because “the logic of a leadership based upon charisma and 
organizational control survived after the revolutionary process was 
abandoned” (Figueroa Ibarra and Martí i Puig 2006, 208). At the same time, 
the FMLN demonstrated considerable ideological flexibility and political 
pragmatism in the negotiation of pacts and alliances that would help 
strengthen its access to power (González 2003). 

The PMO’s wartime accumulation of affiliated NGOs, unions, social 
movements, repopulated communities, grassroots organizations and the like 
jointly provided the immediate context for a third significant cluster of post-
insurgent reconversion strategies. The flow of international resources 
dedicated to postwar reconstruction and development projects allowed the 
former insurgent NGOs to grow and multiply. Thus, they were 
simultaneously equipped to provide employment to former PMO cadres and 
to capture resources for the insurgent repopulations. But not all former 
insurgent organizations were successful in making the transition to peace. 
Divergent postwar visions, leadership problems and echoes of PMO conflict 



were all factors that hampered institutional reconversion. As PMO 
hierarchies and their internal mechanisms faded, individual cadres would 
sometimes take advantage of the situation to ‘privatize’ formerly collective 
enterprises for the benefit of his or her own inner circle.  

In the former conflict zones, the insurgent repopulations did not 
become the utopian ‘model’ communities the revolutionaries envisioned. 
However, in comparison to other rural communities in El Salvador, they did 
not do poorly either. Rural participants in insurgency built on their 
organizational experience and their extensive ties with NGOs to mobilize 
resources and to constitute local power, in explicit opposition to ARENA and 
only partially integrated within state structures (McElhinny 2006). They then 
were able to access local power through FMLN candidacies; hence the former 
insurgents consolidated their influence in several rural areas of the country, 
again largely overlapping with the former war zones.  

The different spheres of what had previously been the PMO networks 
remained connected, but more loosely and ambiguously than before. 
References of historical insurgent affiliation now clashed with complaints 
about lack of attention or even abandonment by the leadership. Though 
sometimes differently than the insurgents imagined, when they laid out their 
strategy after the Peace Accords, the different dimension of the reconversion 
process remained connected and exerted considerable influence on each 
other. The political crisis within the ERP for example had disastrous effects 
on the socio-economic development of the repopulation of Ciudad Segundo 
Montes (Binford 2010). Overall, the meager results of the reinsertion process 
incremented demands on the FMLN as a political party to find ways to 
procure employment for cadres and rank-and-file. Those involved in FMLN 
electoral politics would visit its formerly affiliated NGOs to ask for campaign 
contributions, or to recruit collaborators to staff the voting centers during 
elections.136 The multi-track reconversion envisioned by senior cadres shortly 
after the Peace Accords functioned only partially as the integral and 
mutually re-enforcing system they aspired to.  
 
Post-insurgent reconversion: between ascendency and disintegration 
 
In order to analyze the postwar reinsertion of PMO participants it is 
necessary to take into account what was described in the previous chapter: 

136 Interview with Ana (09-11-2007). 



how in the course of the war, the PMOs constructed and accumulated 
complex and sophisticated organizational arrangements, tying together 
different political, social, military and economic instruments. When the PMO 
leadership signed the Peace Accords, they did not anticipate the 
‘demobilization’ of the human infrastructure they had built up. Instead, they 
envisioned an organizational transformation based primarily upon a series of 
postwar reconversions that would strengthen the political collective non-
militarily. In their eyes, successful adjustment to the new period required 
building on the political, social and even economic resources accumulated by 
their organizations during the period of armed struggle. 

Adjustment to peace led to many and profound changes in El 
Salvador’s insurgency. The former insurgents devised a range of strategies to 
turn the different resources accumulated into ‘launch pads’ for collective and 
individual reconversion adapted to the new context. The wartime 
relationships among cadres and other constituents of the different PMOs 
played an important role in these postwar reconversion strategies. Most 
PMO leadership realized that survival as a political force depended, at least 
in part, on the economic viability of the postwar livelihoods of its cadres and 
constituents. El Salvador’s former insurgents had to undertake their own 
postwar transformation process with little access to the state given that the 
central government was under the control of their main political rival. They 
were also confronted with neoliberal adjustment policies that sometimes 
counteracted the socio-economic benefits that had been negotiated for their 
constituency, for example the land transfers. Nonetheless, the Peace Accords 
were successful in reigning in the state’s repressive power and in opening the 
political field, thus granting the former insurgents the possibility to compete 
for power in the elections. This combination of negotiated reforms and 
imposed neoliberal adjustment has prompted several scholars to characterize 
the 1990s transition in El Salvador as “neoliberal peace” (Smith-Nonini 2010. 
van der Borgh 2004).  

If previously and during the war, the PMOs had been able to meld 
their different constituent groups into five revolutionary ‘families’ professing 
a highly egalitarian ideology, the resurgence of socio-economic 
differentiation among former participants in the insurgency became a 
pressing matter after the Peace Accords, and soon started to generate 
significant tensions inside the PMOs. As one study assessing the need for 
‘democratic dialogue’ in postwar El Salvador pointed out: 
 



[a]lthough it is absolutely critical to the sustainability of the peace process in El 
Salvador that the rank and file of the former combatants, their families and their 
supporters be productively integrated into national life, these elements are not the 
only participants from the civil war that must be melded into the national polity 
and economy. There are also the leaders from the two sides that must be integrated 
into national life in some kind of comity. This process [productive integration into 
national life] is in many ways simpler with elites than with the rank and file, 
because with the former it is essentially a process of reintegration, whereas with the 
latter the challenge is really one of integrating large numbers of people who had in 
most cases only a marginal participation to begin with. The FMLN leaders in many 
cases went to the same schools as their counterparts on the government side in the 
civil war, and in some cases are even from the same families. But in any event they 
tend to be well educated, cosmopolitan, middle-aged (thus more experienced) and 
used to dealing with other elites on terms of respect. On the other hand, the lower 
ranking participants in the war are largely less educated, provincial and much less 
experienced (after a 12-year war, many of them have known little else in their adult 
lives except combat). (Blair et al 1995)137 

 
The combined effects of the post-insurgent reconversion strategies 
contributed to growing internal social-economic differentiation, both 
between different sectors formerly united in the insurgency, as well as within 
these particular sectors. In pursuit of livelihoods and careers, former cadres 
would sometimes seek to position themselves to the detriment of their 
former comrades and ‘privatize’ assets that were previously seen as 
collective property. A former FPL militant diagnosed the phenomenon as 
follows:  

 
[in 1992], people begin to think about their life project and this begins to interfere 
with the collective and partisan projections; … it generates a certain type of 
dynamic where at times it is no longer apparent where the party ends and … 
where the personal begins.138 

 
Former insurgents often lamented what they saw as deterioration of in-group 
solidarity and understood this in terms of the abandonment of 
egalitarianisms and the breakdown of revolutionary ideals. The conflicts and 
ruptures witnessed within and between the PMOs prompted some former 
insurgents to accuse former comrades of ‘treason.’ Increased socio-economic 
differentiation and the partial privatization of the insurgency’s collective 
conquests contributed to a deep sense of disenchantment. The crudest 

137 Italics in the original. 
138 Interview with Lilian (23-01-2010). 



typification of this phenomenon that I recorded was that of a former RN 
militant turned NGO activist who lamented that “the new slogan after the 
war was ‘each man for his own.’”139 

Such sensitivities accompanied and weighed in on the non-negligible 
gains the former revolutionaries achieved in their collective and individual 
reconversion processes during the first decade of post-insurgency. 
Disillusionment notwithstanding, many former insurgents relied on the 
interpersonal ties developed during the war to survive in peacetime, and 
adapted the resources accumulated while with the insurgency to the 
emerging postwar circumstances. The manner and the extent to which they 
were able to do so differed significantly depending upon the position and 
standing they had accumulated within their PMO and which PMO they had 
belonged to. It also depended on the particular skills they had developed in 
the course of their revolutionary career, some of which allowed for peacetime 
reconversion more easily than others. All PMOs dissolved as organic entities, 
but this did not mean that they also disappeared as relevant interpersonal 
networks.  

El Salvador’s post-insurgent reconversion was much more complex 
than what is commonly drawn out in the literature on postwar reintegration. 
The Salvadoran insurgents employed varied and multi-dimensional 
reconversion strategies. What these strategies held in common was that they 
sought different ways to harness previous accumulation for renewed 
political ascendency. The success of these reconversion strategies varied. 
Many tensions between collective and personal interests emerged. As we 
have seen, these strategies also played out differently for different subgroups 
in the social field of post-insurgency. On several occasions, post-insurgent 
reconversion pinned former comrades against each other. Socio-economic 
inequality among former insurgents increased, leading to growing doubts 
regarding the currency of the historical project they shared. Thus, El 
Salvador’s post-insurgent reconversion was forged in a constant tension 
between ascendency and disintegration. 

 
 
 
 
 

139 Quoted in Sprenkels (2005, 79). 



 



 

Chapter 5. Chalatenango’s insurgent repopulations revisited 

Severina, inhabitant of Ellacuría  
 
Introduction 
 
In the period between 1986 and 1992, dozens of settlements sprang up in El 
Salvador’s conflict zones. They were called repopulations and were closely 
connected to the insurgency. In this chapter I examine the trajectory from 
war to peace of these repopulations, including their role within the 
revolutionary movement. By focusing explicitly on PMO relations, I offer a 
revised historical perspective of the importance of the PMOs as actors in the 
repopulation movement, particularly in the setting of northeastern 
Chalatenango. Furthermore, I document how PMO relations continued to 
play an important part in the repopulations after the war ended. In the 
course of local disputes over leadership and community benefits, 
interpersonal relations and discourses inherited from PMO affiliation were 
mobilized and manipulated in diverse ways. Drawing on a case study that 
places the social development of one particular repopulation in a 
longitudinal perspective stretching several decades, I advance new 
interpretations with regard to the enduring legacies of El Salvador’s 
insurgent movement on a community level. 

Over the years, El Salvador’s insurgent repopulations have spoken to 
the imagination of many revolutionaries, ‘fellow travelers’ and students of 
revolution and political change. The displaced peasant families that 
repopulated these previously abandoned towns, while the war was still 
raging in the area, bore testimony to the many unspeakable acts of violence 
committed by the Salvadoran military, and supported in several ways by the 
US government. At the same time, these families also vividly testified to the 
resilience and resolve of the insurgency’s grassroots supporters. When 
security improved to the extent that civilian visits to the war zones became 
increasingly viable, a significant part of the international sympathy for the 
Salvadoran revolutionaries was channeled into the repopulations. With it 
came not only a host of relief, reconstruction and development projects, but 
also a steady flow of international visitors eager to catch a glimpse of the 

1 Following the organization, that’s how we came here. 



 

guerrillas and to learn from the transformations taking place in these 
communities. As Brandt Peterson explains  

 
[t]he importance of the repopulations to the FMLN cannot be overstated. They 
showed the world the revolutionaries as community organizers and defenders and 
gave a face to the FMLN supporters, contradicting the US and Salvadoran 
governments’ insistence that the guerrillas had no significant support among the 
rural poor. They also provided the FMLN combatants with bases in civilian 
populations, allowing the revolutionaries ‘to move among the people as fish swims 
in the sea’ … and by returning they foiled the government’s strategy of draining 
that water. (2006, 166-7) 

 
The solidarity movement set up innumerable international delegations to 
visit these communities (Lindsay-Poland 1989, 34). The repopulations 
became a display window for revolutionary El Salvador, a laboratory for a 
new and just society. Drawing their legitimacy mainly from the idea of the 
right of refugee families to return to their places of origin, the repopulations 
made it possible to support revolutionary grassroots organizing without 
uncovering or implicating PMO connections. It furthermore became a way 
for the solidarity movement in the US and Europe to channel its general 
commitment to revolutionary transformation in El Salvador into the support 
and accompaniment of concrete communities.2 “The remarkable 
achievements of the [Salvadoran] refugees … are not only a triumph of will 
and courage but also an inspiration for those who seek some escape from the 
despair and torment that have settled over Central America and much of the 
Third World,” Noam Chomsky wrote.3  
 
The study of El Salvador’s repopulation movement 
 
The appeal of the phenomenon for social scientists should be clear. In large 
part because of this inspiration of revolutionary solidarity and the bonds that 
it created over the years, El Salvador’s insurgent repopulations have been 
studied extensively. In fact, over the last two decades, the bulk of social 
science scholarship on rural community development in El Salvador has 

2 Some authors make a distinction between repatriated settlements, inhabited with refugees from the camps 
in Honduras, and repopulations, inhabited with internally displaced people. See for example Montoya (1993, 
2001). In practice, I am not convinced that this distinction is particularly useful. Many of these communities in 
fact are home to people of both ‘origins.’ Furthermore, in my experience, the inhabitants of the communities 
tend to use the word ‘repoblaciones.’ I therefore use the word ‘repopulations.’  
3 The quote is from the back cover of Cagan and Cagan (1991).  



 

specifically focused on the situation in these communities. Publications deal 
with a range of topics concerning the situation of the repobladores,4 as those 
participating in the repopulation movement were called, often in terms of 
their contribution to the revolution, and the postwar relevance of this 
revolutionary heritage.5  

Most authors emphasize the substance and depth of the 
transformations that have taken place in particular features of community 
life as a result of the participation in the insurgency and its organizational 
legacies. For example, Todd offers that the refugees, and later the 
repobladores, in spite of living under extremely difficult circumstances, were 
able to strategically position their condition to turn it into a method of 
political empowerment and thus transform themselves, from persecuted and 
dispossessed into citizens (2010). Wood documents the significant extent to 
which the rural insurgents were able to redraw the land property maps of 
their communities in the coastal regions of Usulután, by means of their 
participation in the revolutionary movement (2003). Hammond ponders how 
the alternative popular education system the insurgents set up during the 
war helped empower both individuals and communities, and equipped them 
to contribute to a larger collective struggle while at the same time 
challenging the status quo of social inequality in the country (1998). Smith-
Nonini emphasizes what she sees as the extraordinary achievements of the 
popular health system forged during the insurgency, and then consolidated 
in the repopulations, which empowered local women with little formal 
schooling to develop themselves into capable popular nurses and health 
promoters (2010).6  

A very different reading of life in a repopulation comes from 
anthropologist Julia Dickson-Gómez. In her account, trauma and unresolved 
grief inherited from the war burden family life and community to the point 
of desolation. The repopulated community reverberates with distrust, 
confusion and resentment. Instead of a place of hope and solidarity, she 
unveils a community in which talk of cooperation and development 

4 Repopulaters. The single form can also be used for a male (repoblador) or a female (repobladora). 
5 For a detailed overview of this large body of literature, see Martín Alvarez and Sprenkels (forthcoming). 
6 Smith-Nonini furthermore emphasizes that the local population forged this health system while confronting 
“a government that had long disregarded the welfare of its own citizens” (2010, 260), first in the harsh 
conditions of the war and, after the Peace Accords, under institutional harassment by the state. The system’s 
main weakness, the reliance on NGO funds, is something Smith-Nonini considers can only be overcome 
through a FMLN electoral triumph (2010, 262).  



 

constitutes no more than a thin veneer over torment and division (2002, 
2004). 
 

The war taught campesinos [peasants] that people, neighbors as well as 
government forces, are capable of betrayal, extreme violence and duplicity. Similar 
behavior is therefore expected in the future. Neighbor’s potential for violence and 
betrayal is communicated through accusations of envy and gossip. (2002, 420)  

 
The work of anthropologist Philippe Bourgois on peasant supporters of the 
FMLN partially concurs with Dickson-Gómez, but is unique in that it 
connects findings from two very different moments in time. His first stretch 
of fieldwork was in 1981, when, in the midst of war, he spent time with the 
masas in Cabañas and was caught in a major military operation and 
participated in the subsequent guinda (Bourgois 1982). After the war, 
Bourgois reconnects with some of the people he met under these 
circumstances, to reflect on their trajectory since then (2001, 2002). These 
encounters lead him to re-think some of his earlier conclusions about the 
relationship between the peasants and the FMLN. He demands attention for 
how not only the violent persecution by the government and paramilitaries, 
but also the internal guerrilla violence, have left deep wounds.  
 

[Earlier,] it was difficult for me to perceive and portray the revolutionary 
Salvadoran peasants as anything less than innocent victims, at worst, or as noble 
resisters at best. The urgency of documenting and denouncing state violence and 
military repression blinded me to the internecine everyday violence embroiling the 
guerrilla(s) and undermining their internal solidarity. As a result I could not 
understand the depth of the trauma that political violence imposes on its targets, 
even those mobilized to resist it. This is not to deny, however, that the peasants 
also took pride in mobilizing support of the FLMN [sic] to demand their rights …  
(2001, 28) 

 
Leigh Binford, a student of the insurgent communities in northern Morazán, 
takes issue with Bourgois’ retrospective reassessment. He considers that, 
save a few exceptions, the insurgents’ government was relatively benign. 
According to Binford, the ERP acted with “moderation in the application of 
disciplinary violence,” and actually succeeded in diminishing some forms of 
everyday violence amongst the peasants, like domestic abuse (2002, 204). 
Binford thinks that the repobladores negative portrayal of guerrilla 
experiences may be linked, at least in part, to “the frustration felt by former 
rebels and their supporters” with regard to postwar marginalization by the 



 

government and the continued socio-economic inequalities in the country 
(2002, 205). In a later piece, Leigh Binford extends this argument by ascribing 
a variety of problems with postwar development in Ciudad Segundo Montes 
to its postwar integration into national and international capitalist circuits of 
production and exchange (2010). 

Several other scholars, like Kowalchuk (2004, 2005) and Brandt 
Peterson (2006), have also called attention to the loss of morale amongst El 
Salvador’s former revolutionary peasants. Especially eloquent is 
anthropologist Irina Carlota Silber’s work on a repopulation she calls ‘El 
Rancho’ in Chalatenango. Reflecting on the voices of the female repobladoras 
she befriended in this community, Silber meticulously documents and 
analyzes their growing disillusionment with development projects, 
community affairs and revolutionary politics at large in the course of the 
1990s (2004a, 2004b, 2006). Later, she also reflects on how, during the 2000s, a 
good part of her former fieldwork informers became caught up in a new type 
of displacement, that of living clandestinely as a migrant worker in the US 
(Silber 2011).  

On the other hand, scholars like Cruz (2004a, 2004b), McElhinny 
(2006) and Smith-Nonini (2010) reject pessimistic readings and emphasize 
what they see as the enduring positive effects of empowerment, in spite of 
what they see as the hostile neoliberal context these communities have had to 
survive in. Anna Peterson urges critics not to ignore “real material and 
political gains,” nor to “confuse[s] the communities’ present with their 
future” (2005, 75). The Gordian knot in these divergent perspectives is 
whether and to what extent post-insurgent malaise in these communities 
should be attributed to ‘external factors’ such as inequalities generated by 
globalization and neoliberalism, versus ‘internal factors,’ such as 
contradictions within the counter-hegemonic political project allegedly 
embodied by these communities.  

The disparate readings reviewed here might respond, in part, to the 
many rapid changes that took place in these communities over the last 
decades as well as to possible regional and local differences between 
communities studied. More importantly however, the differences in 
interpretation seem to principally reflect what the author has attempted to 
make these communities ‘a case of.’ Unsurprisingly maybe, research results 
can turn out quite differently if the repopulations are viewed through the 
lens of the impact of war trauma on community life (like Dickson-Gómez 



 

does) or as a case of grassroots manifestation of a larger counter-hegemonic 
political project (like Hammond or Smith-Nonini do).  

Summed up, scholars disagree both on the nature and on the extent 
of the transformations that have taken place in El Salvador’s insurgent 
repopulations. Furthermore, in reviewing the literature, it becomes evident 
that several of its key assumptions require clarification or demystification. 
For example, the idea that the repopulations fundamentally sprang out of a 
grassroots movement made up of refugees “going home” to return to their 
“places of origin” is in fact debatable.7 Indeed, the refugees as well as their 
international support groups strongly emphasized the framing of the 
repopulations in terms of return to places of origin (Compher and Morgan 
1991. Edwards and Tovar Siebentritt 1991. Todd 2010). But this does not 
mean that this was also true in a strict sense. In fact, as we shall see later in 
this chapter, many refugees did not go back to settle in their home village, 
but rather to locations best suited to the insurgent objectives at the time.  

Most researchers have thought of the repopulations essentially as a 
project of moral empowerment, and have subsequently left its strategic and 
practical implications uncharted. The elephant in the room in this sense is the 
lack of scholarly acknowledgement of the specific role played by the PMOs 
in the repopulations at different times. Even though virtually all scholars 
agree that the repopulations’ genesis is connected to the FMLN, the specific 
relationships between the repobladores and the PMOs are rarely a subject of 
inquiry.8 If offered for consideration at all, the specifics of such relations 
remain murky and inscrutable.  

That said, it has to be taken into account that the study of the 
particular PMO ties to the repopulations constituted previously a complex 
and delicate matter. The existence of such ties was exactly the accusation that 
the Salvadoran government and the military used in their attempts to 
obstruct or discredit the repopulation movement. During the war, 
uncovering PMO ties could place individuals at serious risk. It could also be 
used to justify military harassment of the repopulations and the NGOs 
backing them. In the international arena, the unveiling of PMO connections 
would make solidarity groups vulnerable to criticism, and enhance scrutiny 

7 The terms ‘going home’ and ‘places of origin’ refer to the titles of the studies of Compher and Morgan (1991) 
and Edwards and Tovar Siebentritt (1991), respectively. 
8 The two partial exceptions are: Elisabeth Wood’s account of the ERP’s work with peasant supporters in 
Usulután during the period 1988-1993 (2003) and Leigh Binford’s analysis of ERP-civilian relations in northern 
Morazán during the war (1999). 



 

over projects and money flows. As a matter of security as well as strategy, 
direct insurgent ties were always denied or left unconfirmed to outsiders.9 
PMO ties were organized in such a manner so as to leave their specifics 
hidden from outsiders, and even partially from insurgent participants. Only 
cadres had access to sensitive PMO information, and even they handled 
many issues on a need-to-know basis. After the Peace Accords, the cloak of 
clandestinity was lifted, but only slowly and partially. Furthermore, the idea 
of the PMOs as a hidden force operating behind the scene did not syntonize 
well with the portrayal of peasant agency that many scholars aimed for. All 
these different factors helped marginalize the PMOs from the writings on the 
repopulations. 

The academic contribution I aim for in this chapter is not to assess, 
once again, the relative success or failure of the insurgent repopulations as a 
vehicle for empowerment or as a popular alternative to other forms of power 
and survival. Instead, the key objective of this chapter is to illuminate how 
the relationships between the PMOs and the repobladores were constituted 
and how they changed over the years. To start out, what was the role of the 
PMOs in the repopulation efforts during the war? In what capacities and 
how did the repobladores participate with the PMOs? Furthermore, did these 
insurgent relationships still matter later on, in the development of the 
repopulations after the demobilization of the guerrilla army? And how and 
to what extent might former PMO relations still echo through in the 
repopulations two decades after the end of the war?  

In order to examine these issues, first I provide a brief overview of 
the repopulation movement and its PMO underpinnings, zooming in 
particularly on the experience of northeastern Chalatenango, one of the 
strongholds of this movement. Then, I take a closer look at Ellacuría, one of 
the repopulations in this area examining in depth how this community was 
constituted in socio-political and historical terms. Subsequently, I reflect on 
the results of the Ellacuría case study in light of interviews and conversations 
with a range of people from other insurgent repopulations in northeastern 
Chalatenango. Throughout this chapter, I collect and analyze ethnographic 
data regarding the relationships between the PMOs and the repopulations 
that was previously hidden from the public.  
 
 

9 For more on these matters, see Sprenkels (2005, chapter 4) and Sprenkels and van der Borgh (2011). 



 

The repopulation movement in its historical context 
 
By the mid 1980s the peasant support bases of the PMOs that had survived 
the repression were mostly spread in camps, within El Salvador or outside its 
borders. Additionally, small groups of peasant families had remained in the 
insurgent stronghold areas, living in the guerrilla camps and performing 
different auxiliary tasks in support of the insurgency. The largest group of 
Salvadoran refugees was in Honduras, concentrated in three major camps.10 
While the Salvadoran government promoted repatriation schemes for 
individual families, these were strongly opposed by the refugee leadership in 
Honduras, who pushed for collective return to areas under FMLN influence, 
a proposal the government in turn rejected (van der Borgh 2003, 108). The 
different PMOs played an important part in the camps, each managing their 
own network of cadres and attending to their ‘own’ masas. PMO affiliation 
was distributed as follows: the FPL and the RN later joined by the PCS-FAL 
in Mesa Grande; the ERP in Colomoncagua; and the PRTC together with a 
small contingent of FPL in San Antonio.11 In 1986, these camps harbored 
approximately 22,000 refugees: some 12,000 in Mesa Grande, 8,400 in 
Colomoncagua and 1,500 in San Antonio.12 Apart from the Honduran camps, 
there were smaller organized groups of Salvadoran peasant refugees that 
were granted exile in Nicaragua, Costa Rica and Panamá (a few hundred in 
each country).13 Inside El Salvador, there were dozens of camps housing 
displaced guerrilla supporters.14 The Catholic Church sponsored and 
managed most of these camps.15 

Meanwhile, the predicament of the uprooted had become one of the 
key elements in the Central American pacification process, promoted first in 

10 A small fourth camp called ‘Buenos Aires’ was set up with 200 to 300 refugees initially placed in the 
Colomoncagua camp, but who were not organized with the ERP or any other PMO, and instead were 
considered to be sympathetic to the Salvadoran government. The tensions this caused were resolved by 
opening a separate camp for this group (Todd 2010, 90, 106). 
11 See Binford (1997, 38) and Todd (2010, 106). Interviews with Pablo (29-05-2011), Gerardo (24-01-2010) and 
Napoleón (23-02-2012). 
12 Estimates based on Cagan and Cagan (1991), Compher and Morgan (1991, 4), Hammond (1993, 109), 
Montes (1989, 39) and Todd (2010, 90). 
13 For partial accounts of the Salvadoran refugee communities in Costa Rica, see Quizar (1998); for Panama, 
see Berríos Chicas (2008); for Nicaragua, see Morel (1991) and Nueva Esperanza Support Group (1999). 
14 Thompson writes of 25 church-sponsored camps in the early 1980s (1995, 116). These camps were often 
located in church facilities like convents or retreats, like Domus María (in Mejicanos), San José de la Montaña 
(a seminary) in San Salvador or the convent at Planes the Renderos (San Salvador). Later, the Catholic Church 
closed several smaller camps, and attempted to concentrate the displaced in larger facilities, like Calle Real, in 
Ciudad Delgado and the Zaragoza camp (Americas Watch 1991, 114). 
15 Other churches also managed smaller displaced-people camps, e.g. the Baptists and the Lutherans. 



 

the Contadora sessions (1983-1985) and later in the conferences of Esquipulas 
I and II (1986-1987). Strong international lobbying had put significant 
pressure on the military in El Salvador, with the US conditioning military aid 
on human rights performance. Together with the moderating influence of the 
PDC government, this led to the Salvadoran military substantially improving 
its human rights record from 1984 onwards (Americas Watch 1991. Sprenkels 
and van der Borgh 2011). As the Central American pacification process 
moved forward, pressure on the Salvadoran government to allow for 
permanent resettlement of displaced and refugee populations increased 
(CIREFCA 1989. Sollis 1992).  

The Catholic Church, concerned with the unsustainable situation in 
the camps they were running, was a strong and persistent force in favor of 
repopulations. The Duarte government was partially open to establish such a 
process. The Salvadoran army was wary that, unless restricted and controlled 
by the government, such a process might improve the insurgency’s military 
and political position.16 Lengthy and complex political negotiations preceded 
the establishment of the first repopulations and later the organized 
repatriation of the refugees from the Honduran camps.17 

The Catholic Church paved the way for the repopulation process by 
taking the lead in negotiating the 1985 repopulation of Tenancingo. Both the 
FMLN and the Salvadoran military agreed to respect civilians and to not 
establish permanent presence within the repopulated areas of Tenancingo. 
The repobladores in this case included non-affiliated families, as well as 
FMLN supporters and government supporters. They were all original pre-
war inhabitants of the town. Though a few violent incidents did take place, 
the Tenancingo experiment confirmed that, in the political and military 
context of the moment, repopulation initiatives were viable (Wood 2003, 136-

16 In 1982, the Salvadoran government had set up an agency called CONADES (Comisión Nacional para los 
Desplazados), which in subsequent years attempted to organize and care for groups of internally displaced. 
CONADES was connected to CONARA (Comisión Nacional para la Restauración de Areas), a multi-million dollar 
US-funded rural development program fundamentally aimed at consolidating support for the government 
among the rural population (Sollis 1992, 51). This program included the promotion of resettlement of peasant 
families in areas affected by the war, in a scheme that also aimed at strengthening government control over 
such areas (Edwards and Tovar Siebentritt 1991, 47. Sollis 1992, 59-60). CONADES resettlement efforts were 
only able to enlist small numbers of people, most of who already held political ties with the governing party or 
with the military (Sollis 1992, 51). CONADES furthermore assisted small numbers of displaced families that had 
decided to break away from the insurgency. The Salvadoran government by and large accepted the idea in 
itself of establishing new settlements for the displaced and the refugees. The political issues at stake were 
where they would be located, and who would control the resettlement project. 
17 For a review of these negotiations and their political implications see CARECEN (1988), Edwards and Tovar 
Siebentritt (1991, chapter 8 and 9), Todd (2010, chapter 7) and Wood (2003, chapter 5). 



 

147). In this sense, it could be said that Tenancingo prepared the way for the 
establishment of the first insurgent repopulations. In 1986, two large-scale 
military operations resulted in the detention of small groups of ‘masses’ that 
had still been accompanying the guerrilla in the mountains of Guazapa and 
Chalatenango (Edwards and Tovar Siebentritt 1991, 50-1). Their lives were 
respected, and after a short stay at the military base, they were handed over 
to authorities from the Catholic Church.  

The FPL leadership meanwhile debated whether it made sense to 
keep peasant families at the front with their current status as ‘masses.’ As it 
was, the remaining masses were exhausted from their nomadic existence at 
the front. The argument to keep these families under guerrilla protection to 
avoid their massacre had proven to be no longer valid. Towards the end of 
the second large-scale military operation of 1986, the FPL organized a group 
of approximately 120 people that descended, very early in the morning, from 
the mountain into the town of Dulce Nombre de María in Chalatenango, 
located beyond the area of FMLN military control. They locked themselves 
inside the church. Soon, the military came, forced open the church doors, 
captured the entire group, put them in military trucks and transported them 
to the 4th Brigade barracks at El Paraíso. A few days later, they were released 
and taken to the Calle Real refugee center, near San Salvador, where they 
were reunited with some of those who had been captured by the army in the 
course of the military operations. From there, preparations began to organize 
their return to Chalatenango, but this time with the idea to settle in a 
repopulation.18  

The above highlights the fact that this new phase in the repopulation 
process was essentially engineered in order to change the status of a group of 
FPL-affiliated peasant families, from vulnerable masas at the front, to 
potentially more empowered repobladores in a zone of FMLN control. The 
first town selected for this purpose was San José Las Flores, in the middle of 
the FPL controlled zone of northeastern Chalatenango. On June 20, 1986, a 
caravan of trucks and buses brought approximately 120 repobladores to this 
abandoned and overgrown village, accompanied by a host of representatives 
from NGOs and churches, including international observers.19 A chapter of 
the Sisters of the Assumption established a small convent in the town.20  

18 Based Keune (1995) and interviews with Carmen (11-12-2008 and 14-12-2009). See also Edwards and Tovar 
Siebentritt (1991) for a version that does not implicate the FPL. 
19 I base this figure on an interview with Carmen (14-12-2009), a FPL cadre who acted as one of the organizers 
of the repopulation effort. Molly Todd however claims that 120 families participated in repopulating San José 



 

In spite of talk of ‘return,’ in a strict sense, those that settled in the town of 
San José Las Flores had never lived there before.21 Instead, they were natives 
of a range of different villages in which the FPL had gained ground before 
the war, families that had integrated the masas of the FPL guerrilla after 
having been forced out of their homes.22 With the repopulation established, 
in subsequent months, some other families from the masses that were still 
accompanying the guerrillas in the area also moved to Las Flores to settle. 
Though isolated and sometimes harassed by the army, the inhabitants of San 
José Las Flores could count on extensive external support and were quickly 
able to start rebuilding the community. Similar repopulation experiences 
followed in other parts of El Salvador later that year, like El Barrillo and 
Panchimilama.23 Different from the case of Tenancingo, the repopulations of 
1986 were directly linked to the PMOs and did not allow for non-insurgency 
supporters to participate (Wood 2003, 137).  
 

Las Flores, subsequently joined by an additional 500 local refugees previously roaming the area. She does not 
indicate the source of these figures (2010, 197). Of the repobladores from Las Flores interviewed by Lou 
Keune, a woman identified as Juana Alberto indicates that 18 families participated in the initial repopulation 
effort, while Elías Menjívar mentions the number of 26 families (1995, 241-2). A recent report on Las Flores 
mentions 36 families that participated in the original repopulation effort, totaling 126 individuals. See ‘Las 
Flores de la Guerra,’ El Faro, January 15, 2007. Available at 
http://archivo.elfaro.net/secciones/noticias/20070115/noticias7_20070115.asp; accessed: Mar. 10, 2012. 
Most data thus support Carmen’s estimate versus Todd’s claim.  
20 Regarding the accompaniment of the repopulation of San José Las Flores by the Assumption Sisters, see 
http://sanjoselasflores.com/repoblacion.html; accessed: Mar. 10, 2012.  
21 In the late 70s, the FPL had garnered support in some of the surrounding cantones, but the inhabitants of 
the town of Las Flores itself were mostly pro-government. In the 1970s, the National Guard had established a 
permanent post on Las Flores’ main square. Together with members of the paramilitaries, the National Guard 
troops stationed there committed several atrocities against alleged guerrilla supporters. Gradually, with the 
outset of war, the population of Las Flores left town, in fear of violence from one or both sides in the conflict. 
Las Flores was abandoned completely in November of 1982, after a guerrilla attack on the GN outpost. (Based 
on personal correspondence 24-03-2012 and 06-04-2012). 
22 The largest group was composed of natives of El Portillo del Norte, one of the FPL semilleros (seedbeds of 
supporters) in Chalatenango during the 70s. The remainder included families from a range of different 
Chalatenango municipalities, and a few families from Guazapa and Cabañas. For information regarding the 
origin of the repobladores of San José Las Flores, see Keune (1995) and Serrano Serrano and León Castillo 
(2009). 
23 The repopulation of El Barrillo, near Suchitoto, was set up in July of 1986, mostly with repobladores 
captured a few months earlier as masas of the RN in Guazapa during a military operation called Operación 
Fénix. Later that year, the Lutheran Church organized a repopulation to the village of Panchimilama, located 
south of the capital in the department of La Paz (Edwards and Tovar Siebentritt 1991, 52-59). Here, the 
repobladores were connected to the PCS-FAL, mostly families from San Vicente (Personal correspondence 
with a former employee of the Lutheran Church, 23-3-2012). The FPL masas in San Vicente also attempted to 
create more permanent settlements, for example in San Carlos Lempa in June of 1986. The military captured 
and evacuated 80 families only a few days after they established themselves in this abandoned community, 
and after a sojourn in the military garrison of Zacatecoluca, they were sent to Calle Real. From there, the next 
year, several families involved in the San Carlos Lempa repopulation attempt tried again, this time in the 
location of Santa Cruz, Berlin, in Usulután. (Alvarenga and Baumgärtner 2008. See also McElhinny 2006, 349). 



 

Repatriation in the midst of war 
In 1987, the insurgent repopulation efforts received a further boost with the 
first organized repatriation from Honduras. Under heavy international 
pressure, the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR), the Salvadoran government and the Honduran government (the 
so-called ‘tri-partite’) finally negotiated terms for collective repatriation with 
the refugees. On October 17, 1987 the first group of 4,313 refugees from Mesa 
Grande entered El Salvador in a massive caravan with strong international 
accompaniment. After the border crossing, the 110 buses and trucks split in 
three groups. The largest group went to repopulate Las Vueltas, Guarjila and 
Arcatao, all in northeastern Chalatenango; a second traveled to Copapayo, 
Cuscatlán, on the edge of Cerrón Grande reservoir; and a third to Santa 
Marta, Cabañas.24  

Behind the scenes, most families that participated in the first 
repatriation were organized with the FPL, except for the Santa Marta group, 
which consisted of families organized either with the RN or the FPL.25 
Several rounds of organized repatriation would follow between 1988 and 
1992, establishing dozens of FPL affiliated repopulations in Chalatenango, as 
well as its bordering departments of Cuscatlán, Cabañas, San Salvador and 
La Libertad.26 Apart from Santa Marta (Cabañas), the RN had several 
repopulations around Suchitoto.27 The ERP waited longer with its 
repatriation effort from Colomoncagua, and then concentrated entirely on 
setting up one large settlement in northern Morazán. Driven by what seems 
to have been a combination of strategic considerations, refugees from 
Colomoncagua entered Morazán by foot to establish the nucleus of this 
repopulation at the start of the 1989 offensive. Some months later, the rest of 
the refugees from Colomoncagua followed suit. This repopulation would be 
baptized as Ciudad Segundo Montes, in reference to one of the Jesuits 
murdered during the offensive.28 The ERP also engaged in extensive 
occupations of abandoned agricultural estates, mostly on the coastal plains of 

24 See Edwards and Tovar Siebentritt (1991, 85). Initially the planned destination of the 1987 returnees was 
not Guarjila but close-by San Antonio Los Ranchos. However, they settled first in Guarjila, which was on the 
main road to San José Las Flores and Arcatao. In August of 1988 San Antonio Los Ranchos would be 
repopulated as well (Compher and Morgan 1991, 8. Todd 2010, 204). 
25 Interviews with Carmen (11-12-2008, 14-12-2009) and Pablo (29-05-2011, 21-02-2012). 
26 For a listing of different collective repatriations from Honduras, see Edwards and Tovar Siebentritt (1991, 
137-8). 
27 The largest RN repopulations in the area of Suchitoto were Aguacayo and El Barrillo.  
28 Binford (1997), Cagan and Cagan (1991) and Macdonald and Gatehouse (1995) offer the most extensive 
accounts of the repopulation of northern Morazán. See also Todd (2010, 216). 



 

Usulután. The FPL did the same in coastal plains of San Vicente.29 The PRTC 
and PCS-FAL, which possessed much smaller organized peasant 
constituencies, consequently sponsored only a handful of repopulations.30  

The repopulation movement translated into the disappearance of the 
phenomenon of masas accompanying the guerrilla. It also gradually emptied 
out the camps inside El Salvador and the camps in Honduras. Refugee 
communities in Nicaragua, Costa Rica and Panama also enlisted into the 
repopulation effort.31 Thus, the repopulation movement essentially 
reconverted the PMOs peasant support bases into a settlers’ movement. The 
repopulations were spread out geographically according to the areas of 
political-military activity of the respective PMOs. 

For the remainder of the war, the repopulations sustained extremely 
tense relationships with the Salvadoran military, whose leadership 
considered that “[t]he repopulations could be turned into covers for rebel 
cadres, logistical help, recruiting, and even intelligence in favor of the 
guerrilla.” Hence, the military command announced operations “to 
counteract the possible manipulation of the repatriated population by the 
guerrillas.”32 At times this meant the military would set up ‘hearts-and-
minds’ type campaigns, visiting the repopulations with handouts or a dental 
brigade. However, at the same time, as testified by numerous incidents, the 
military frequently harassed and intimidated the repobladores.33 Many 
repobladores were arbitrarily detained at roadblocks, or arrested for 
questioning. The military would sometimes occupy and register the 
communities during operations. In several cases, military activity caused 
lethal victims in the communities.34  

In this context, the insurgent repopulations’ high levels of grassroots 
organization played an important role as a defense mechanism. In case of an 
incident, the entire repopulation could be mobilized in a heartbeat, and 

29 McElhinny (2006) and Wood (2003) both document the repopulation process of the coastal plains in detail. 
Wood focuses on the ERP in Usulután and McElhinny focuses on the FPL in San Vicente. 
30 The repopulations affiliated with the PTRC were Nuevo Gualcho, Usulután and Nacaspilo, San Vicente. 
Besides the demobilization camp in Guazapa (Ciudadela Guillermo Ungo), the FAL founded the repopulation of 
Panchimilama in La Paz as well as two repopulations in Chalatenango (Las Minas and Los Alas) and a 
community in Jucuarán, Usulután. Interviews with Napoleón (23-02-2012) and Wilber (17-05-2009, 19-05-
2009).  
31 See Berríos Chicas (2008), Morel (1991), Nueva Esperanza Support Group (1999) and Quizar (1998).  
32 General Orlando Zepeda, quoted in Lindsay-Poland (1989, 34). 
33 Examples can be found in Americas Watch (1991, 115), Lindsay-Poland (1989), Smith-Nonini (2010, 111-
112), Sprenkels (2009, 27-34), Todd (2010, 213) and Wood (2003, 149), amongst others. 
34 See for example Sprenkels (2009) for a description of several incidents in the repopulations of northeastern 
Chalatenango.  



 

protest could be organized in the community as well as in the capital and 
even abroad.35 Within the communities, the perspective of safety was an 
important aspect of the settlement patterns that were established. Most 
repopulations concentrated the people around what had been the center of 
the village. Individual families should not live out of sight or too far away 
from the rest.36  
 
Socio-economic development during the war 
Strong internal cohesion among the inhabitants was also necessary to 
overcome economic hardship. Faced with an abandoned and depleted 
agricultural infrastructure, the repopulations attempted to resuscitate 
agricultural and artisanal production with a combination of plots assigned 
for individual production and cooperative production for the community at 
large, supported and complemented by a range of externally funded support 
projects (Thompson 1995, 134-5).  

Through the solidarity movement, many of the repopulations 
connected to ‘sister cities’ in the United States that provided moral, financial, 
political and technical support. Progressive sectors of the Catholic Church 
also established a presence in the insurgent repopulations, with priests, nuns 
and lay workers and support for different community projects. El Salvador’s 
Jesuits, for example, established a significant presence in the repopulations of 
northeastern Chalatenango. Some of the priests who had helped organize the 
insurgent movement in the 70s now returned to work in the repopulated 
communities.37 Church support was important for the political legitimacy of 
the repopulation efforts. Furthermore, the priests were capable of 
confronting or intermediating with the military in case of abuses or 
harassment. They also served as channels for relief projects.38 

The repopulations held frequent assemblies with all inhabitants 
where tasks and responsibilities were distributed and community authorities 
were elected. Each community furthermore had representatives in the 
regional organizations that supported the repopulations. This multi-tier 
organizational structure “defended the rights of people in their communities, 

35 For examples of civilian mobilization in the repopulations, see Cagan and Cagan (1991), Keune (1995) and 
Sprenkels (2009). For an analysis of the role that different human rights groups and their international 
contacts played in defending the rights of people captured by the military in this period, see Sprenkels (2005) 
and Sprenkels and van der Borgh (2011). 
36 See for example Keune (1995, 250) and Sprenkels (2009, 27-34). 
37 Examples are Jon Cortina S.J. in Chalatenango and Miguel Ventura in Morazán. 
38 See for example Nueva Esperanza Support Group (1999), Sprenkels (2009, 26-33) and Wright (1994). 



 

formed a body to negotiate with the military, and provided a forum of 
discussion for regional policy, services and economic initiatives” (Thompson 
1995, 137). For example in Chalatenango, the insurgent repopulations linked 
to the FPL set up the Coordinadora de Comunidades Repobladas de 
Chalatenango (CCR)39 in June of 1988, which was in turn linked to the 
Comité Cristiano Pro-Desplazados de El Salvador (CRIPDES)40 as its national 
umbrella (Keune 1995, 261). CRIPDES functioned as the FPL’s national 
refugee organization.41 Insurgent repopulations elsewhere in the country 
enjoyed similar organizational backing, coordinated with their respective 
PMO.  
 In all these different organizational structures, from the community 
level up the ladder, PMO cadre were embedded in such way as to allow for 
supervision and coordination of different aspects of PMO activity, something 
that was deemed necessary as a guarantee that the interests of the revolution 
would be respected.42 For the PMOs, the repopulations were one expression 
of their two-faced political-military strategy.43 In the case of the repobladores, 
this meant “to present a pretense of political neutrality (false face) … and to 
reveal their politically-committed (true) face to FMLN forces after the 
soldiers departed” (Binford 1999, 13). Such PMO commitment was organized 
in the form of clandestine structures present in each of the repopulations. As 
Jon Cortina, the Jesuit priest who attended several repopulations in 
northeastern Chalatenango, expressed: 

 
[i]t is important to note that the population [of the repopulated communities], as 
long as the war lasted, lived at the service the war. Therefore sometimes there was 
too much verticalism in the orders. In the end the Party ruled. So those who had 
been party cadres continued to be leaders in the communities. This leadership was 
restricted in a way by military aspects, which were considered to be fundamental. 
… Logically, if the combatants were the family members of many of them, they 

39 Repopulated Communities of Chalatenango Coordinator. Shortly after the Peace Accords, the CCR changed 
its name to Coordinadora de Comunidades y Repoblaciones de Chalatenango (Coordinator of Communities 
and Repopulations of Chalatenango). Several years after the war it again changed its name to Coordinadora de 
Comunidades en Desarrollo de Chalatenango (Coordinator of Communities in Development of Chalatenango). 
The organization kept using the original acronym.  
40 Christian Committee for the Displaced of El Salvador. 
41 Interview with Carmen (11-12-2008). See also chapter 3. 
42 See Binford (1999) for an analysis of PMO hegemony in Morazán. See also interviews with Carmen (11-12-
2008, 14-12-2009), Napoleón (23-02-2012), and Pablo (29-05-2011, 21-02-2012). 
43 See chapter 3. 



 

helped the muchachos.44 Ultimately, the war was also their war, their children’s 
war, their families’ war. (Sprenkels 2009, 27) 

 
If during the war the insurgent repopulations served multiple political and 
military purposes for the PMOs, towards the end of the war, an additional 
objective became crucial: to occupy land in order to strengthen land claims 
made in peace process negotiations. The PMO cadres told the repobladores: 
“you have to take over land, to be able to negotiate this land later.”45 
Elisabeth Wood’s work on the ERP in Usulután documents this process of 
land occupations extensively. From 1986 forward, the ERP in Usulután was 
supporting groups of farmers in the occupation of local abandoned 
properties and in the founding of cooperatives there (2003, 166). Invading 
such properties helped solve the immediate needs of displaced farmers to re-
establish livelihoods while at the same time refueling historical demands for 
agrarian reform (2003, chapter 6). Wood also reports on a 1992 meeting 
between ERP leader Villalobos and ERP supporters in Usulután. Villalobos’s 
message concerned the importance of multiplying land claims in the wake of 
a possible transfer of land to FMLN sympathizers as a result of the Peace 
Accords. According to Wood, Villalobos furthermore indicated that the land 
thus would “form the economic base of the FMLN’s future political party” 
(2003, 176).  

Indeed, by the time of the Peace Accords, repobladores linked to 
different PMOs had established insurgent repopulations inside most of the 
rearguards areas of the guerrilla army. Several of the demobilization camps 
the FMLN established in 1992 subsequently also turned into permanent 
settlements, where demobilized former combatants and other supporters of 
the insurgency claimed the land and aimed to make a home.46 Montoya 
estimates that as a result of the repopulation efforts, by the late 90s, El 
Salvador held at least 100 major rural communities that trace their origin to 
the repopulation movement or to the demobilization of the FMLN 
combatants (2001, 154). When including smaller settlements, the number 

44 In this context, the term ‘muchachos’ (boys) refers to guerrilla fighters.  
45 Interview with Ignacio (06-07-2009). 
46 Examples include the FAL demobilization camp on the slopes of Guazapa, now known as Ciudadela 
Guillermo Ungo; the FPL demobilization camp in El Manzano, in the mountains north of the village of Dulce 
Nombre de María in Chalatenango; the FPL camp at Las Pampas, near Tecoluca in San Vicente; the ERP camp 
in Las Marías, Usulután and the PRTC camp in Nacaspilo, San Vicente.  



 

becomes higher.47 In northeastern Chalatenango alone, the insurgent 
repopulations numbered 12 by late 1992.  
 
The repopulations and the land tranference program 
When the FMLN presented the inventory of properties occupied by their 
supporters to the government in the framework of the peace agreement, the 
surface claimed totaled 18.5 % of El Salvador’s farmland (Wood 2003, 84-5). 
The FMLN’s land claims included both the bulk of properties in its wartime 
rearguards as well as a significant number of larger rural properties in areas 
the FMLN had been claiming as their territories of influence on behalf of the 
cease fire and concentration process negotiated with the government and the 
United Nations. The repopulations helped legitimize these claims, and thus 
effectively provided the political and operational backing that made the 
Programa de Transferencia de Tierras (PTT)48 viable (del Castillo 1997). 

In order to access the PTT, the inhabitants of the repopulations were 
re-baptized with the technical term of tenedores,49 which confirmed their 
status as having taken possession of the land, without formally owning it. In 
this situation, the PTT could be presented as a vehicle to legalize the new 
property relations carved out by the war.50 At the same time, the PMOs also 
looked for additional interesting properties that could be purchased through 
the PTT in benefit of former combatants and other supporters.51 In practice, 
the PTT entailed a lengthy and complex process of negotiating, purchasing, 
assigning and legalizing properties. The PTT stipulated that owners would 
have to sell from their own free will and at market prices. While in parts of 
San Vicente and Usulután properties tended to be large, and could thus often 
be negotiated with a single large landowner, in places like Chalatenango, 
Cabañas and Morazán land tended to be fragmented in small and medium-
size properties. Apart from the landowners, negotiators had to take into 
account the wishes of potential beneficiaries as well as the stipulation of the 

47 See e.g. McElhinny (2006) and Merlos and Moreno (2004) for exhaustive listings of the repopulations in 
southern San Vicente.  
48 Land Transfer Program. 
49 Land holders. 
50 For an analysis of the political rationale of the PTT, see Del Castillo (1997). For overview studies of the PTT, 
see Alvarez and Chávez (2001), Baumgärtner (1998), De Bremond (2007), McReynolds (2002) and van 
Heijningen (2000). For in-depth PTT case studies, see De Bremond (2006) and Kapmeyer (2004). 
51 The PTT allowed the PMOs to negotiate properties to set up new repopulations for their supporters, as they 
did with several large properties in the coastal plains of San Vicente and Usulután, but also a few estates in 
other parts of the country. For example, in Chalatenango the FPL acquired the El Arrozal and La Montañona 
farms in the framework of the PTT, with the purpose of establishing repopulations there.  



 

bank that financed the transfer. In 1999, when the PTT was concluded, 9.5% 
of El Salvador’s arable land had been transferred to FMLN supporters (about 
half of the FMLN’s original claim).52 Though I was unable to collect specific 
figures for northeastern Chalatenango, the repobladores coincided in 
affirming that a very significant portion of land in this region indeed 
changed ownership through the PTT.53 
 
Table 5.1 Insurgent repopulations in northeastern Chalatenango (1986-1992) 

 
 

52 Calculated by the author based on the figures presented by Alvarez and Chávez (2001).  
53 Interviews with Isabel (01-08-2009), Juan (12-12-2009), Oscar (31-07-2009) and Santos (21-02-2012). 



 

Through the repopulation movement, the PMOs found a way to organize 
their peasant constituencies in benefit of a range of military and political 
goals, which taken together contributed to strengthen the insurgency in the 
second half of the war. During the peace process, the repopulations 
additionally became a strategic element in claiming and transferring land to 
peasant participants in the insurgency, which translated into the former 
insurgents’ continued territorial influence in the rural conflict areas beyond 
the Peace Accords. It also was a way for the insurgents to partially deliver on 
earlier promises made by leadership to their supporters with regard to land 
benefits. 
 
The case study prelude: probing Ellacuría’s insurgent connections 
 
Having provided the outlines of the phenomenon of insurgent repopulations 
in El Salvador, what follows is an in-depth retrospect of the socio-political 
and historical development of one particular repopulation called Comunidad 
Ignacio Ellacuría, a settlement with a little over 500 residents in northeastern 
Chalatenango.54 This case study, which was nurtured by a fieldwork seminar 
I organized for a group of anthropology students of the University of El 
Salvador (UES), started out with a survey of the background and life 
trajectories of families that had settled in Ellacuría.55 The main findings of 
this survey can be found in Annex 5. From the survey results, three aspects 
particularly drew our attention: the fact that a very significant part of the 
population of Ellacuría consisted of families who had their roots in the 
neighboring department of Cabañas; the fact that many repobladores 
indicated having participated in the insurgency, mostly with the FPL, but 
apart from that also a non-negligible groups of repobladores with the PCS-

54 Looking for a repopulation to engage in a retrospective case study of post-insurgency on the local level, I 
selected Ellacuría because of its manageable size and because of my familiarity with the area. My 
acquaintance with a few Ellacuría residents from my previous years in Chalatenango, helped facilitate certain 
aspects of the research. For this case study, I was assisted by a group of 5 Salvadoran anthropology students, 
all from the University of El Salvador (UES), as well as 4 students from Ellacuría that, although not 
anthropology students, wanted to participate on our efforts to learn more about the history of their 
community. The latter also contributed a significant amount of local knowledge to the team, which proved to 
be very valuable for our research efforts. For further details, see Annex 1.  
55 The fieldwork seminar entailed two community visits by our research team for two weeks each in November 
and December 2009, and another two week visit in January and February 2010. Additionally, for the purpose 
of gathering elements for the case study, I was able to do several short follow-up visits in 2010, 2011 and 
2012, sometimes accompanied by members of the original research team who had participated in the 
fieldwork seminar. We presented the findings of the fieldwork seminar to the community in the form of a 
monograph.  



 

FAL; and, finally, the importance of labor migration to the USA as a postwar 
livelihood strategy for the inhabitants of Ellacuría. Additionally, we 
stumbled over an interesting paradox: almost two decades after the Peace 
Accords, the political support for the FMLN in the community continued to 
be very high, while in contrast, on average, the respondents’ appreciation for 
community organization and local leadership was significantly lower. 

Clearly, these issues, though not controversial in themselves, raise 
multiple questions regarding the historical experience of the repopulation 
project and its outcomes. Therefore, in the qualitative part of our research 
efforts in Ellacuría, we focused specifically on exploring and clarifying some 
of these issues, mainly through in-depth interviews with Ellacuría 
inhabitants.56 Thus, the question of how and why different families had 
chosen Ellacuría to settle became one of the central matters in these 
interviews. In fact, it also proved to be something that many people were 
eager to talk about. For example, why did the people from Cabañas decide to 
repopulate Ellacuría and stay there after the war, rather than returning 
home? What influence did the FPL and the PCS-FAL have in the community? 
What role did the previous PMO affiliations of Ellacuría’s residents play in 
the postwar development of the community? How to interpret Ellacuría’s 
inhabitants limited enthusiasm for community organization? Why was there 
such a strong continued public support for the FMLN as a political party? In 
order to answer these questions, Ellacuría inhabitants often recurred to 
stories that referred to hidden aspects of PMO relationships in the 
community, stories that previously had been censored or shared only in the 
realm of those affiliated with the revolutionary movement. These stories 
forced us to refine several aspects of current interpretations of the 
repopulation project and its legacy, and to completely rethink others.  
 
Comunidad Ignacio Ellacuría: its origins reconsidered 
 
Before the war 
When it was repopulated, on October 29, 1989, the community was not yet 
called ‘Ignacio Ellacuría.’ One could say that this is the community’s 

56 In total, we interviewed 12 inhabitants of Ellacuría extensively, most of them in several interview sessions. 
The candidates for the interviews were selected based upon their proximity to the historical events we were 
examining,  the public role they had in the community, and on the basis of political diversity (taking into 
account that we soon found out that the community was in fact rather divided over internal politics).  



 

insurgent name. Before the war, the plateau housed a caserío57 called 
Guancora, part of the larger cantón58 called Guarjila, within the jurisdiction of 
the city of Chalatenango. People also used to call the place Corral de Piedra, 
in reference to its many stone fences, a result of years of piling up the 
abundant stones found scattered over the plateau to clear the fields, mark off 
properties and help regulate the movements of the animals that used to graze 
there. Before the war, Guancora was a small mountain hamlet, home to a 
dozen extended families, mostly dedicated to subsistence farming and 
raising pigs to sell. A few families that were a little better off had been able to 
buy a few head of cattle. Guancora’s relative isolation was reduced in 1978, 
when the new road carved through the mountains between Chalatenango 
and Arcatao passed straight through the hamlet. A few inhabitants had 
bought pick-up trucks to help transport pigs and cattle to and from market.  

With the advent of war, life in Guancora quickly became 
unsustainable. Several disturbing events took place. According to one 
survivor, residents of Guancora were harassed and threatened, and forced to 
pay extortion money by either the guerrilla, the paramilitaries or both. One 
night, a group of masked men appeared in the village and kidnapped and 
raped several adolescent girls.59 When a small delegation of the National 
Guard came from Las Flores to keep watch in Guancora, the guerrilla 
attacked and killed them. Guancora was gradually abandoned between mid 
1980 and mid 1981. According to Dorotea, an elderly Guancora native, 
“everyone left because the war was coming.”60 Not only did the violence 
escalate, but word was that it would become a lot worse in the future. The 
inhabitants of Guancora spread out to seek shelter in different locations 
inside El Salvador.61 One of the last families left in the rainy season of 1981 
for the city of Chalatenango. They had left their fields in Guancora planted 
with beans and corn. When a few men went back to try and harvest, they 

57 Small village. 
58 Small rural district, containing one or several small villages. 
59 According to Renato, a Guancora native currently living in the city of Aguilares, the families in Guancora 
were uncertain who was behind this and other crimes. Renato considered that the imminence of the war fed 
common crime. Interview (22-01-2012).  
60 Interview with Dorotea (28-11-2009). 
61 “Everyone went off to different places, staying with family members, renting a house, boarding with friends. 
Aguilares, Sonsonate, Santa Ana, La Nueva [Concepción], Suchitoto. The poorest (families) went to Misata that 
area was just thickly overgrown, all mountainsides, and that’s where people went to build their little shack.” 
Interview with Renato (22-01-2012). 



 

were murdered.62 Guancora “became desolate, … only the dogs remained, 
many dogs, howling.”63 

Unlike some other nearby villages, Guancora was not a stronghold of 
revolutionary peasants, and those that abandoned their homes did not seek 
protection with the guerrillas. Dorotea explained that her husband Bernardo 
was the only one in Guancora that secretly collaborated with the movement 
at the time. In 1980 the National Guard, and the paramilitaries that 
accompanied them, beat up Bernardo with a large stick, and left him for 
dead. The family sent word to the FPL, and the guerrilla picked him up and 
took him to their camp at La Laguna Seca. Bernardo spent the next 3 months 
in the guerrilla field hospital. His family joined him there. From then on, they 
moved around the mountains of Chalatenango as FPL masas for the first year 
and a half of the war. Then they went to Mesa Grande, in 1982. Dorotea and 
Bernardo’s family was the only one of the original Guancora families to 
participate in the guerrilla movement.64  
 
Repopulating Guancora 
In 2009, most of those who led the return and repopulation of Guancora still 
lived in Ellacuría. Equipped with some of the questions generated through 
survey, we interviewed them regarding the experience of the repopulation 
efforts.65 They recounted the history of repopulation with a frankness that, 
for several reasons, would not have been possible before. For example, when 
asked about his particular role in organizing the return, Gerardo, one of the 
leaders of the return effort, insisted that he wasn’t really a refugee; the FPL 
had sent him to Mesa Grande to work in logistics, as one of the coordinators 
of storage facilities at the camp. Among other things, his task was “to build a 
tatú inside the camp in order to be able to provide or store some rifles.” He 
explained that “one had to be cautious in those times; today because more 
than twenty years have passed, it’s possible to talk about some of these 
experiences.”66 During our interviews in Ellacuría, these types of stories, 

62 According to Renato, it is unclear which group was responsible for their assassination. Interview (22-01-
2012). 
63 Interview with Renato (22-01-2012). 
64 The description of pre-war Guancora and the hamlets abandonment is based on interviews with Dorotea 
(28-11-2009), Gerardo (24-01-2010) and Renato (22-01-2012). 
65 The following reconstruction is based on conversations with Ellacuría residents who helped organize the 
repatriation (Gerardo, Marta, Pablo and Rigoberto) and Arturo, a mid-level military cadre with the guerrilla 
who re-entered Chalatenango with the repopulation group after a period of rest in Mesa Grande. After the 
fighting ended, he settled in Ellacuría and became one of the community leaders. 
66 Interview with Gerardo (24-01-2010). 



 

previously handled only on a need-to-know basis inside the FPL, took on a 
prominent place in the retrospective narratives of the repopulation 
experience offered by the former protagonists. 

The story of the resettlement of Guancora starts with the 1989 
negotiations to continue with the repatriations from Mesa Grande to El 
Salvador, involving representatives of the Salvadoran refugees, the UNHCR, 
and the governments of Honduras and El Salvador. These negotiations were 
tenser than previous rounds, mainly because of the increased reluctance of 
the new Salvadoran government, led by president Cristiani, to allow the 
repatriations to go forward. With peace talks failing and relations between 
the government and the FMLN deteriorating further, popular organizations 
inside El Salvador started suffering increased repression and persecution 
since the government considered these groups to be associated with the 
insurgency. Marta, another leader of the repatriation to Guancora, offered 
her interpretation: 
 

the first and the second [repatriations] [1987 and 1988] went well. But then, the 
tripartite no longer wanted to help us or grant us permission. Because they said: if 
everybody wants to go, we are screwed, because these people are there in support 
of the guerrilla. And this was true. Indeed, we were part of this project. … [The 
repopulations of] Los Ranchos and Guarjila were already functioning… and, 
obviously, they knew precisely that the people who had arrived to these 
communities had come to strengthen the movement. They said that these were the 
lakes in which the guerrillas hid; that from here the people’s army was 
strengthened. All these things, they … were well aware of.67 

 
In 1989, the Salvadoran government and the Armed Forces were also aware 
that the FMLN worked on a significant military build-up. On the other hand, 
the UNHCR, the Honduran government and the international community at 
large still strongly favored the continuation of the repatriation process. The 
refugee leaders rejected any new delays for return and, started to organize 
protests in order to demand immediate return. Pablo, who was an important 
FPL leader in Mesa Grande before returning with the group repopulating 
Guancora, explained that the leadership knew what was coming: “we knew, 
[although] not everyone, that the offensive was on the way.”68 The FPL 
ordered Pablo to coordinate the return and to take his family with him, but 
he refused the last part. As a mid-level cadre, he knew what was coming and 

67 Interview with Marta (25-11-2009). 
68 Interview with Pablo (29-05-2011). See also interview with Marta (25-11-2009). 



 

he decided his family would be safer in Mesa Grande. What can also be 
inferred from his words, was that the bulk of the families he organized for 
the return did not have this knowledge.  

 
A few of us disobeyed. For example, in my case they told me, in an internal 
meeting: ‘you have to go with your sons!’ ‘No,’ I told them, ‘I will go there because 
it’s what I already know. … The next day I will join [the armed struggle], … in 
whatever place I am, but my family I will leave behind [in Mesa Grande].'69 

 
According to Pablo, half of the families that he enlisted for the repatriation to 
Chalatenango were from Cabañas, specifically from an isolated area 
northwest of Villa Victoria, down towards Lempa River. This was Pablo’s 
home region. Before the war, Pablo had already been involved in the FPL, as 
an organizer for the peasant movement in his native cantón and 
surroundings. When the families were forced out of their homes, he was one 
of the leaders of the masses who supported the FPL, and he played an 
important role in the guindas and their eventual flight to Honduras. A good 
number of the people he organized and prepared for the return were 
connected to him through these experiences. Some also belonged to his 
extended family.70 
 Why then did these people from Cabañas head for Chalatenango, 
rather than returning to their home region? Indeed, the repopulation 
movement had also already started in Cabañas, with the founding of the 
repopulation of Santa Marta in this area in 1987. Pablo’s explanation went as 
follows. Before the war and during its first few years, both the RN and the 
FPL had been very active in northwestern Cabañas. With the occasion of the 
repopulation of Santa Marta in this area, ‘bases’ affiliated with the RN as well 
as with the FPL participated. Also in the 1989 return, one of the repatriation 
groups leaving from Mesa Grande would go to Santa Marta. But the 
orientation that Pablo had received from the FPL was to organize families to 
go to Chalatenango. Pablo considered that the main reason for this decision 
was the fact that the RN, not the FPL, dominated Santa Marta. In fact, the 
reports they had from the FPL families living in Santa Marta were not 
positive: FPL constituents felt discriminated against by the RN leadership. 
Previously, in negotiations among the different PMOs, the FPL leadership 

69 Interview with Pablo (29-05-2011). In effect, Pablo led the repopulation of Guancora, but left his own family 
in Mesa Grande at the time. His family later also returned from Honduras and settled in Guancora. 
70 Based on the life trajectories of Pablo’s family, and interviews with Pablo (29-05-2011, 21-02-2012). 



 

had decided to ‘leave’ the northwestern part of Cabañas to the RN and to 
focus instead on Chalatenango and Cinquera both in terms of military efforts 
as well as in the consolidation of the presence of social basis in these areas. 
Pablo explained: 
 

it had already been arranged to give them [the RN] the people of Santa Marta. … 
Close to the offensive, the people in Santa Marta called the FPL to come and see 
what could be done for them. … But the National Resistance said ‘no.’ Otherwise 
our history would have been different. We would not have hundreds of families 
from Santa Marta living here in Chalatenango.71 

 
Arturo, also a 1989 Guancora repoblador and one of the community leaders 
after the war, confirmed that 

 
a lot of people from Cabañas came here. … These were the Party’s political 
orientations. ‘You will go to Chalatenango.’ Right? ‘Join these other people [the 
repobladores who had already settled in Chalatenango].’ Many people went, 
because in that time you had to be obedient.72  
 

A key issue in the return was timing. Because of their military plans–the final 
offensive was at hand–, the PMOs were eager to organize another 
repatriation before November. On the other hand, the Salvadoran 
government had become particularly reluctant to continue with the 
repatriation efforts, and was stalling the negotiations in the tripartite. In this 
context, with time pressing, a group of several hundred Salvadoran refugees 
abandoned the Mesa Grande camp and marched on the Honduran city of 
San Marcos. There, they occupied a church, which was in turn surrounded 
by the Honduran military. The protest became an international news item, 
and after almost a week, the tripartite granted the refugees permission for 
another round of repatriations.73 
 As had occurred on previous occasions, representatives of churches, 
NGOs as well as several international observers accompanied the 
repatriation of October 1989. Approximately 1,200 refugees participated in 
this round.74 In spite of the agreement in the tripartite to continue with the 
return process, the Salvadoran government still proved reluctant to allow the 

71 Interview with Pablo (29-05-2011) 
72 Interview with Arturo (29-05-2011) 
73 Interviews with Marta (25-11-2009) and Pablo (29-05-2011). Telephone interview with Pablo (03-06-2012). 
74 It was not the last repatriation; close to a thousand refugees still stayed behind. Interviews with Marta (25-
11-2009) and Pablo (25-01-2010). Also, Edwards and Tovar Siebentritt (1991, 137).  



 

returnees to enter the country. At El Poy, the Salvadoran-Honduran border, 
the group was stopped and rigorously checked. The Salvadoran authorities 
took one of the repatriation leaders and one international observer into 
custody. Intense communications followed between the remaining leaders of 
the repatriates, UNHCR officials, the Catholic Church, and government 
officials, which later that day resulted in the release of the detainees, and the 
permission for the repatriates to enter the country. The caravan continued 
into El Salvador where it split up further down the road. According to the 
agreement with the tripartite, one group was to travel to the repopulation of 
Teosinte, established a year earlier as the first repopulation in western 
Chalatenango. This group spent the night in the town of Tejutla. A second 
group was to settle in La Lagunita, just outside of San José Las Flores. This 
group continued on to Guarjila. And a third group took a different route, 
headed for the previously repopulated community of Santa Marta in 
Cabañas.75  

The group that Pablo coordinated arrived in the repopulation of 
Guarjila on the night of October 26, and were met with a large celebration, 
which included the participation of delegations from the other repopulations 
in the area, organized under the banner of the CCR. The next day, the 
repatriate caravan continued up the road further into northeastern 
Chalatenango. Rather than moving up to La Lagunita as was agreed upon, 
the caravan stopped and unpacked a few kilometers earlier, in Guancora. 
Pablo explained why. 

 
This place [was] very frequented by the enemy …, because it had the requirements 
to set up ambushes; a lot of stone fences, … It was like a transit zone to get to El 
Alto, to get to El Portillo [two common locations of guerrilla camps in the area], but 
only a zone to pass by, and it was here that they [guerrilla fighters] were 
ambushed. … This is why, as I am telling you, it was an orientation directly from 
the FPL, from the leadership.76 

 
Gerardo confirmed this reading. 
 

This here was a strategic location for the Armed Forces. We had to work really 
hard to be able to stay here. On that ridge over there they used to set up the bases 
for the mortars, up there, on that ridge… but when we came, with our entire 
organizational system and with our people’s willingness [to resist], we were able to 

75 Interviews with Gerardo (24-01-2010), Marta (25-11-2009) and Pablo (29-05-2011). 
76 Interview with Pablo (29-5-2011). 



 

get them out; even if they did not want to go, the entire day they were wandering 
around here, they left and then came back. … They wanted us to leave. Thus, we 
won the place.77  

 
It is necessary to place Gerardo’s comments in context. Because of the heavy 
guerrilla presence in the area, the Salvadoran Armed Forces were unable to 
maintain a permanent base in northeastern Chalatenango. However, in the 
second half of the 80s, they did regularly organize incursions using the 
specialized counter-insurgency battalions and units, often with backing 
provided by the air force and by less-experienced infantry troops. When they 
did enter northeastern Chalatenango, Guancora was one of the military’s 
preferred sites. This was the case because of Guancora’s location on the 
crossroads of frequently used guerilla transit routes, the strategic overview of 
the area it possessed and the ability of its terrain to provide shelter and 
trenches when required.78  

On October 27, when the new settlers arrived to Guancora, the 
Salvadoran military was not there.79 The headcount the organizers used for 
the repatriation was 95 families, consisting of 400 people.80 Arturo confessed 
that the actual number was somewhat lower. 
 

Well … talking in earnest, here the information given was intended to benefit the 
people. ‘How many families are there?’ ‘Ah, some hundred and eighty families!’ 
That way the material support arrived for one hundred and eighty families. This 
allowed [us] to help the compas [guerrillas]. In other words, … we said we had 
more … inhabitants then we really [had].81 

 
The returnees had brought as much as they could from Mesa Grande. Sheets 
of corrugated steel, wooden planks and beams, and plastic, a lot of plastic, 
were lowered from the trucks and used to build shacks that served as 
provisional housing. Hand mills and stones for grinding corn and fire-fueled 
cooking disks were installed. Food supplies for the first few weeks had been 
brought from Mesa Grande. The community sent delegates to apply for 
permits to get supplies passed the army roadblocks. While exploring the 
ruins of the community, an adolescent accidentally stepped on an army mine 

77 Interview with Gerardo (24-01-2010).  
78 Guancora lies between several locations that were frequently used as guerrilla camps in the area: La Laguna 
Seca, El Alto and El Portillo del Norte. Interview with Pablo (29-05-2011). 
79 Telephone interview with Pablo (03-06-2012). 
80 Interview with Arturo (29-5-2011). 
81 Interview with Arturo (29-5-2011). 



 

hidden in one of the abandoned houses, and injured his leg.82 Thus, the 
repatriates suffered their first casualty. 
 
Photo 5.1 Arrival in Guancora 

 

 

In the first few days, as everybody collaborated in trying to make Guancora 
inhabitable once again, a group of 18 men who had participated in the return 
from Honduras disappeared from the community. They incorporated into 
the guerrilla forces, with the preparations for the November 1989 offensive in 
their final stage.83 Arturo was one of them. Most of them had been recruited 
previously, in Mesa Grande, to incorporate immediately after the return.84 
Ernesto, a repoblador who had acquired experience with weapon repair at 
the front and in Mesa Grande, set up an improvised workshop just outside of 
the repopulations to repair guerrilla weaponry whenever circumstances 
allowed.85  

82 Interview with Gerardo (24-01-2010). 
83 Interview with Arturo (29-5-2011). Fieldnotes (29-5-2011). 
84 Telephone interview with Pablo (03-06-2012).  
85 Conversation with Pablo. Fieldnotes (21-2-2012).  



 

According to Jon Cortina, when the offensive itself started on November 11 
(13 days after the arrival at Guancora) the dominant sentiment in the 
repopulated communities of Chalatenango was 

 
… fear, because there were few guerrilla fighters, since they were all at the 
offensive. The people were afraid that the army would take advantage of the lack 
of defensive capacity in order to make incursions into the communities and even to 
take revenge. As a matter of fact, trenches were built in case there were bombings, 
in order for us to be able to hide in the trenches. (Sprenkels 2009, 32-3) 
 

Things nonetheless remained calm in northeastern Chalatenango until after 
the guerrilla offensive lost steam. The retaliatory military incursions began in 
December. When the Salvadoran army troops appeared in Guancora, they 
installed themselves on the edge of the new settlement. The repobladores of 
Guancora were forced into an uncomfortable cohabitation with the armed 
forces. Going to the river to wash and get water became problematic, because 
the army was installed there. Several incidents occurred in which 
repobladores who did venture a little bit outside of the perimeter of the 
Guancora settlement to fetch water or firewood were shot at.86 In December 
1989 and January 1990, there were ongoing combats between the soldiers and 
the guerrilla forces in the area. In spite of the animosity with the community 
inhabitants, for the soldiers it was paradoxically also a relatively safe place in 
a hostile territory. As Marta explained: 
 

they also used the community to save themselves. In order to avoid combat in the 
mountains they came to the communities and they didn’t come just to hide, but 
also to force the families to give them food.87 

 
The Guancora massacre and its aftermath 
What the community residents had feared most, occurred on February 11, 
1990. According to one report that day 

 
in the population of Corral de Piedra [Guancora], … Chalatenango, five people 
were assassinated and several more were wounded in a bombing attack executed 
by the Salvadoran Armed Forces. The attack started at 6:25 in the morning and 
continued for more than two hours. At 8:30, a helicopter equipped with missiles 
flew over the village at very low range and opened fire against some of the 
buildings. Seeking protection from the bombing, some people hid in the 

86 Interview with Gerardo (24-01-2010). 
87 Interview with Marta (25-11-2009). 



 

community chapel. Others hid in a house that was targeted by the fire of the 
helicopters and in which five people were killed. The victims were Ana Beatriz 
López, two years old; Blanca Lidia Guardado, two and a half years old; Isabel 
López, ten years old, José Dolores Serrano, eleven years old, and José Anibal 
Guardado, 28 years of age. (CODEHUCA 1992, 40) 
 

The night before the soldiers had left Guancora. A large contingent of 
soldiers had spent the night in La Lagunita, a few kilometers north, and in 
the morning part of these troops set out for Guancora on the main road. At 
the last curve before completing the ascent to the Guancora plateau, a place 
known locally as La Cuchilla Quemada, FPL guerrillas ambushed the army. 
However, after the ambush, the guerrilla retreat faltered.  
 

On the outskirts of Guancora there was … the shoot-out… and they [the guerrillas] 
killed about three soldiers and recovered [a] machine gun. … They killed one of 
their best men, … of the Detachment Number 1, their most fearless, their most 
murderous [soldier] … . Possibly, this upset the [military] further … . Imagine, the 
compas retreated. Then, the soldiers said: ‘Shoot! There they go, inside the 
community!’ … These matters are not told, but yes, the retreat that occurred was 
not appropriate. In other words, … [the guerrilleros] retreated in the midst of the 
people, and [the soldiers] shot here inside [the community].88 

 
The aviation appeared quickly, with guerrilla fighters still running through 
the community. Two of them hid behind a brick house, one of the few pre-
war houses still standing. Inside this house, a group of repobladores had 
sought refuge from the firefights around them. A helicopter targeted the 
house with two rockets. After the impact, the guerrilleros themselves, who 
had not been injured, quickly took off and disappeared. María, the mother of 
two of the children killed, narrated that she saw them take off from behind 
the destroyed house and disappear.89 The attack killed five and left 16 people 
injured.90 The military subsequently occupied Guancora and militarized the 
perimeter of the house it had targeted. According to the repobladores, “they 
didn’t want the people to see the brutal massacre they had committed.”91 
After the massacre, authorities and delegations arrived in the community to 
‘verify’ the events, under the gaze of military occupation. 

88 Interview with Arturo (29-05-2011). 
89 Fieldnotes (29-5-2011). Also, interviews with Alvaro (25-01-2010) and Arturo (29-05-2011). 
90 Americas Watch (1991, 158) and CODEHUCA (1992, 40). Interview with Marta (25-11-2009). 
91 From the words of a song composed to commemorate the massacre. It is sung each year on February 11, at 
the commemoration of the massacre in Ellacuría. Fieldnotes (11-02-2010). 



 

Salvadoran newspaper La Prensa Gráfica reported four days later that army 
troops and the guerrilla had sustained “tough combat” in a “refugee camp” 
in northeastern Chalatenango, resulting in the death of five civilians, six 
guerrilla fighters and one soldier. The newspaper referred to an official 
report, which denied any responsibility of the Air Force in the incident. It 
attributed the death of civilians to subversive elements that had attacked the 
community with “terrorist catapults,” without clarifying what exactly this 
term referred to.92 In spite of the international denouncements of the 
massacre, the event bore no further consequences for the officials involved or 
for the Salvadoran army in general. No apologies were made, no 
compensation was offered, and no other measures were taken, as far as the 
family members of the victims were aware.93  

On July 22, 1990, five months after the massacre, the repopulation of 
Guancora adopted the name of ‘Ignacio Ellacuría’ as a tribute and a token of 
resolve, following the example of Ciudad Segundo Montes in Morazán.94 
Marta explains that, taking into account that the repobladores were not 
Guancora natives, the community sought to adopt a name “that was better 
suited for the history that we were building.”95 The attending priest in the 
repopulation of Guancora the time was Jon Cortina, himself a survivor of the 
1989 massacre of the Jesuits at the UCA university (Sprenkels 2001, 31). The 
ceremony that re-baptized the community was organized by the CCR and 
drew dozens of religious workers, human rights activists and international 
visitors to Guancora. Repobladores from the surrounding communities 
flocked in to show their support. For a crowd that one observer estimated at 
3000 people, José María Tojeira, head of the Central American Jesuits, 

92 La Prensa Gráfica, February 15, 1990. 
93 Based on conversation with María, mother of two of the children killed during the massacre.  Fieldnotes (11-
02-2010). 
94 Ciudad Segundo Montes adopted this name on March 25, 1990 in honor of one of the Jesuits martyred by 
the Salvadoran army in the November 1989 massacre at the UCA (Cagan and Cagan 1991, 152). Ignacio 
Ellacuría, a Jesuit priest and one of El Salvador’s foremost left-wing intellectuals, was also assassinated in this 
massacre. The Salvadoran military committed this crime in the early morning of November 16, 1989, during 
the FMLN’s military offensive in the capital. For more about this event and the 1989 offensive, see chapter 3. 
95 Some people in the community claim that Ignacio Ellacuría himself, before he was murdered, had visited the 
community in the company of Jon Cortina (fieldnotes, 11-02-2010). If true, this event could only have taken 
place between October 28, the day the repobladores arrived and November 10. With the start of the 
offensive, on November 11, travel would have been impossible. It is now impossible to confirm this 
information with Jon Cortina (he died in 2005). However, in extensive interviews and personal conversations I 
held with Jon Cortina concerning the events of November 1989, he never mentioned this visit. Also, in the 
description of the inauguration of Comunidad Ignacio Ellacuría in a book dedicated to the Jesuits Martyrs of 
the UCA, no reference is made to Ellacuría’s possible previous presence in this particular community (Carranza 
1990, 324-6). 



 

proclaimed that “we will continue to tell the truth and work for peace and 
justice in El Salvador, like Ignacio Ellacuría did” (Carranza 1990, 318, 325). 
An excerpt of Tojeira’s words that day reads as follows: 

 
[m]embers of the community of ‘Ignacio Ellacuría.’ Live your future with faith. 
You have not built your communal life on idols, on ill-gotten money, on unjust 
social differences, on unequal development. On the contrary. The essence of your 
life has been solidarity, mutual support and consciousness born and raised during 
the suffering of repression, of exile, of threats. The war continues to be a great 
affliction for you and yet you continue to believe in love, in peace, and in the 
communitarian option of living like brothers and sisters. Continue on your feet, 
community Ignacio Ellacuría, giving us the example of liberty, even though there 
are roadblocks that want to restrict it, render unto us your testimony of peace in 
the midst of war, shouting to us your message of love for the land amidst so many 
that bargain with it.96  

 
A week after the re-baptizing ceremony, the community once more suffered 
nearby mortar fire (Carranza 1990, 320). However, July 1990 was also the 
month that the FMLN and the government signed the first significant 
agreement towards peace in San José, Costa Rica, a document that 
emphasized human rights provisions and paved the way for the installation 
of a United Nations verification mission in the country. Over the next year 
and a half, as peace negotiations progressed and the UN rolled out its 
verification mandate, military abuses in the repopulated communities indeed 
became less frequent (Johnstone 1995, 18-21. Katayanagi 2002, 71. Samayoa 
2002, 341). 
 
Clandestine networks within the repopulation 
Local food production was still very limited and the community depended 
on donations and purchases. Gerardo, one of the community leaders charged 
with this task, was relieved of agricultural duties and worked fulltime on 
provisioning the community, getting supplies from Chalatenango and other 
locations, and bringing these to Ellacuría. Pablo, previously elected as the 
first community president, had left the community shortly after the massacre 
to perform FPL duties elsewhere, which left Gerardo as one of the principal 
FPL liaisons in the community.97 Gerardo helped facilitate the distribution of 

96 Tojeira’s speech at this occasion is reproduced in Carranza (1990, 321-3). 
97 In 1990, the FPL command in Chalatenango appointed Pablo to the FPL expansion team in the western part 
of Chalatenango. He returned to live in Ellacuría in 1992. Interview with Pablo (21-02-2012). 



 

the goods both to the community as well as to the guerrilla forces. This was a 
delicate job because of several reasons. For starters, even if the community 
generally supported the insurgency, not everybody had the same levels of 
participation, and not everybody was affiliated in the same way. Its location 
indicated that Ellacuría was bound to be an FPL affiliated repopulation. 
Furthermore, as we have seen, the FPL had coordinated the repatriation. 
Ellacuría’s affiliation to the CCR connected the community with the broader 
organizational realm of the FPL. However, as several of the life trajectories 
showed, the PCS-FAL had recruited some of the families in Ellacuría while in 
Mesa Grande, prior to the repatriation. This particularity touches upon a 
previously undocumented episode of the refugee and repopulation 
movement. Arturo explained: 

 
[f]rom ’85 onwards, the PC [short for PCS-FAL] was present in Mesa Grande. It 
was then that three blocks were formed: on one side the RN, which consisted of 
people from Cabañas; the FPL, and then the PC … . They started recruiting 
internally, because I myself changed to the PC. So, I fought for some time with the 
FPL, and later in ’87 I switched to the PC. I had some problems with some FPL 
leaders and I crossed over to the PC. … If you’d had responsibilities, they took 
better care of you [in the PC]. Since the FPL was large, it didn’t have a lot of 
material and economic resources, but the PC, because they were few, they had 
everything. Whatever one asked for, it was granted. Out of convenience many 
people changed to the PC, it is that simple. … This is why the PC grew … here in 
Chalate[nango]. … This happened to us in the war, we recruited amongst 
ourselves. Instead of going to recruit where it was necessary.98 I remember we had 
this discussion: ‘damn, they are taking people away from us.’ ‘But well, they are 
going to fight. It is all the same, they are going to fight with the enemy.’ This is 
how the PC grew, because many people … were born in the FPL, were leaders in 
the FPL, but ended up with the PC. … [Therefore] the PC became all mixed in with 
us in this repopulation; we arrived revueltos [scrambled].99 

 
One of the implications of this mix of PMO affiliation was that both the FPL 
and PCS recruited combatants from the community. For example, it turned 
out that more than half of the original repobladores of Guancora who 
participated in the November 1989 offensive actually fought with the PCS-
FAL (10 out of a total of 18). We also learned that not only the FPL had 
political cadres inserted inside the community, but also the PCS-FAL. Pablo 
and Gerardo served as FPL representatives for the repatriation and 

98 I think Arturo here refers to the need to recruit in communities not yet contributing to the guerrilla army. 
99 Interview with Arturo (30-02-2010). 



 

repopulation project, and Marta had a similar function for the PCS-FAL. 
Nonetheless, Ellacuría was a CCR community, meaning that the 
community’s broader support structure was affiliated with the FPL. The 
community’s school and the health services were set up and coordinated 
with the CCR, and linked with the larger efforts in the larger nearby 
repopulation of Guarjila.100 Also, as we saw earlier, FPL affiliated families 
were the majority in the community.  

Even though the FPL and PCS-FAL generally worked closely together 
within the community of Ellacuría, they did not always trust each other with 
everything. As part of the FMLN, the two organizations were striving 
towards similar goals, but on occasions the different affiliations also 
generated some competition over resources and loyalties within the 
community. Furthermore, the fact that the inhabitants were all considered 
‘social bases’ of the PMOs, did not mean that everybody in the community 
supported the insurgency to the same extent. To make the internal politics of 
the community even more complex, both the FPL and PCS-FAL suspected 
that the Salvadoran army might have hidden informers inside the 
community.101 As a consequence, Gerardo had to organize part of his work 
within the community itself in a clandestine manner. 
 

There was something we called the colchón, the surplus. … Because one way or 
another, it had to be done and … we didn’t want to hurt anybody. …. You know 
within the community different sorts of thinking existed. The distribution had to 
be done as indicated, but a surplus was left over and this we passed on [to the 
guerrilla]. There was one person [of the guerrilla] charged with supplies … . We 
handed the supplies over to him and this was something we had to do. How? We 
had to invent how. … This was how we participated [in the struggle] … and even 
so, we asked everybody and told them: ‘we need you to give us a pound of corn. 
We’re not asking for all of it. We’re asking for one pound.’ Together it added up to 
quite an amount. … . Separate from the group, some people complained why? 
[give our food to the guerrilla]102 
 

100 In this larger nearby repopulation, the popular education school was much larger and the popular health 
system was quite developed, in part due to the presence of foreign health workers and strong international 
support for the community.  
101 Pablo points out that enemy informers were also active inside Mesa Grande, and that the different PMOs 
resorted to clandestine organizational techniques as well as repressive ones in order to prevent informers 
from damaging PMO interests. 
102 Interview with Gerardo (24-01-2010). 



 

Another aspect was the involvement of repobladores in different auxiliary 
tasks for the guerrillas active in the region, as a sort of support for the 
guerrilla’s own logistics. For example,  
 

we had to go and leave [food] to those who were on the lookout, others who were 
on missions and who had to eat. We left tortillas for them. But this was a job … 
quite separate103 … . It wasn’t easy, they were fighting [there were combats]. The 
only thing was that there were several stone fences …. . We went to a stone fence, 
they were on the other side, then we had to look on all sides, how … and who we 
could send. There were people that told us: ‘yes man, you already know, whenever 
you say.’ These people were already in place. So we would tell them: ‘look, go and 
leave this.’ It was a well-coordinated job and above all strategic, in order to avoid 
these things being discovered. In other words, it was a clandestine job, to use that 
term, among our own people because … these were difficult times. Since this is 
now in the past, it is not a problem to tell [you] this.104  

 
Thus, through (lower) cadres inserted in the community, the FPL and the 
FAL both had their own clandestine networks in Ellacuría, which linked the 
repobladores by means of hierarchical structures that each performed 
different tasks in support of the insurgency. Commonly, the more prominent 
members of these clandestine networks would also hold public functions, 
like a position on the community directorate. Thus, the PMOs kept a check 
on the community’s internal political processes. The PMO superiors, often 
located in the guerrilla camps, sometimes also in NGOs or unions, offered 
political orientations and distributed tasks to be performed on the 
community level. Local PMO liaisons regularly reported on their work to 
their PMO superiors. All this work happened in clandestinity. PMO 
clandestinity constituted a sort of parallel universe in the community, elusive 
to outsiders, but quite real for the repobladores themselves.  
 
Military harassment and infiltration 
Those involved in clandestine work inside the community also had to be 
wary of the military. When stationed in or nearby Ellacuría, soldiers would 
always attempt to extract information from the repobladores. The same 
happened at the roadblocks. Gerardo was forced to interact with the military 

103 It involved a different organizational structure that operate seperately from the community organization, 
though partially embedded within it. 
104 Interview with Gerardo (24-01-2010). 



 

regularly on account of his logistical responsibilities, which required frequent 
travel to Chalatenango city. He was often subjected to scrutiny.  
 

At the time it was necessary to request permits at the ‘DM-1’ [military compound, 
to bring supplies to the village] … . Then they would decide that they didn’t feel 
like giving the permit, they sent you to the ‘Fourth Brigade.’ So, … since I [did] as 
many as three trips a week, sometimes they would take my clothes off to see if I 
had anything … . And they would ask me: ‘and the cadenas [elastic marks]?’105 I 
knew well what they were referring to. ‘What are you talking about?’ I would tell 
them. ‘You are pretending not to know,’ they would tell me, ‘take off your clothes 
to see if you have any shrapnel in your body.’106  

 
In a change of strategy, on one of his trips to Chalatenango city, the military 
tried to recruit Gerardo. 
 

I had a habit of going to the cathedral [in the city of Chalatenango] … . One day I 
was sitting there when I sensed that behind me was a Sargent and he says: ‘look 
mister, they want you to go’ [to the military compound, located next to the 
cathedral]. ‘Alright,’ I told him, since I was already there, ‘I will be there shortly,’ I 
told him. ‘No, you will go with me.’ ‘In that case,’ I told him, ‘wait here for me a 
little bit,’ I told him, ‘I am going to get some money that a man is holding for me.’ 
This is what I told him, right? So I went to see someone who was a comrade, he 
collaborated with the guerrilla, and he worked there [in the church]. … I told him: 
‘look [name], … something is happening. If I am not back in two hours or three, 
come and look for me.’ … It was already around eight o’clock [in the morning]. ‘Be 
smart!’ ‘Alright,’ he told me. ‘Let’s go,’ I told him [the Sargent]. … [The Coronel] 
told me, ‘you were called to my office in order for you to work with us. ‘What do 
you mean?’ I asked him. ‘It is easy…,’ he told me, ‘you will go Arcatao, Nueva 
Trinidad, Las Flores, … to los Ranchos, Guarjila y Las Vueltas’ [all repopulations in 
northeastern Chalatenango]. ‘To do what?’ I asked him. ‘You will go … and 
distribute propaganda.’ … ‘How do you do that?’ ‘You already started!’ he told 
me.   “That’s tough,’ I told him. … ‘Understand that I have a lot of children that 
depend on me.’ … ‘Those are the ones that you will be providing for.’ ‘That’s what 
you say! … if I go to any of these places, I can assure you I will have another 
[problem].’ ‘Why?’ he asked. ‘If the soldiers find me,’ I told him, ‘they will treat me 
as if I am a guerrilla fighter.’ … ‘Don’t be afraid, the thing is that I will tell them 
and we will give you a piece of paper in order to prevent anything from happening 
to you.’ ‘Paper is worth nothing,’ I told him. … ‘Think it through,’ he told me. He 
went to a locker and took out two stacks of bills of one hundred [colons] … . ‘This 

105 Guerrilla fighters frequently used elastic bands to close of the trousers above the boots. These bands left 
skin marks.  
106 Interview with Gerardo (24-01-2010). 



 

stack is yours and a lot more.’ The situation was quite difficult. … It was eight 
o’clock and I left the place at noon.107 
 

Gerardo’s account of his visit to the DM-1 is eloquent with regard to the 
interaction between the military and the repobladores at the end of the war. 
The military frequently and routinely resorted to obstruction, intimidation, 
and sometimes detentions, but they rarely committed the extreme abuses of 
the early 80s. Gerardo hence acquiesced to the order to enter the military 
compound, but not without making sure he got word out concerning his 
whereabouts. Should he be detained, different organizations would soon 
demand his release. His testimony also shows that the military attempted to 
build a network of collaborators inside the insurgent communities. It is not 
clear to what extent they were actually successful in that, but Gerardo did 
indicate the need to hide certain activities from the residents of Ellacuría. 
Certainly, even though the population of ‘Ellacuría’ consisted of social base 
of the FPL and the PCS-FAL, it could not be discarded that the army also had 
its informers there. In fact, the PMO leadership was convinced at the time 
that infiltration was taking place.108 
 
Ellacuría after the war 
 
Reinsertion, reconstruction and development 
As different families affiliated with the insurgency were figuring out their 
plans for the future, 1992 and 1993 were years of considerable instability in 
Ellacuría.109 For one, the repopulated families had to determine whether it 
would be more beneficial for them to move back to their hometowns, to 
claim reconstruction benefits as well as their original lands there, or to stay in 
the community. Furthermore, the PMOs also offered the possibility for some 
families to settle on estates they were in the process of acquiring within the 
framework of the PTT, like those in San Vicente and Usulután. The 
repobladores understood that if they wanted to move elsewhere, it would be 
easier to do so before land and houses were assigned. Much depended on 

107 Interview with Gerardo (24-01-2010). 
108 Based on interviews with several former FPL combatants in Chalatenango: David (20-12-2009), Hernán (11-
03-2010) and Justo (20-08-2009). With regard to the repopulation of Santa Marta, Bourgois documents a case 
of a female repobladora accused of being an informer and executed by the guerrilla (2001, 25). 
109 The reconstruction of postwar events in Ellacuría is based on interviews with Ellacuría inhabitants Alvaro 
(25-01-2010), Arturo (03-02-2010, 29-05-2011), Marta (25-11-2009), Nicolás (22-2-2012), Pablo (29-05-2011, 
21-02-2012), Rigoberto (25-01-2010), Santos (21-2-2012), Severina and Santos (01-03-2010), and Yancy (22-
02-2012), as well as notes taken during fieldwork in Ellacuría. 



 

what reconstruction benefits could be expected and where. Potential support 
from the extended family or close friends was also an important 
consideration. Even if the majority of the Ellacuría residents decided to stay 
put, several families did leave in this period, looking for opportunities 
elsewhere. Families from other repopulations sometimes replaced them. For 
example, some families from Cabañas that had initially repatriated to Santa 
Marta moved to Ellacuría in 1992, since they were unhappy with political 
affairs there.110  

Before the end of the war, in 1991, the PCS-FAL decided to set up its 
‘own’ repopulations in Chalatenango and founded Las Minas and Los Alas. 
They convinced a few PCS-FAL affiliated families to leave Ellacuría and 
resettle in their communities. Other PCS-FAL affiliated families stayed 
behind in Ellacuría. The PCS-FAL were also able to convince a dozen families 
from other repopulations in northeastern Chalatenango to make the move, 
either because of the ties these families had established with the PCS-FAL in 
Mesa Grande (which usually meant that the family’s young people were 
fighting in the ranks of the PCS-FAL) or because they were seduced by the 
allegedly better economic prospects in Las Minas and Los Alas.111 However, 
in 1992, a conflict emerged within the Chalatenango leadership of the PCS-
FAL, which contributed to the decision by the second in command in the 
PCS-FAL hierarchy to abandon Las Minas and settle in Ellacuría, where his 
partner was already living at the time. He brought a few PCS-FAL families 
and some demobilization benefits with him to Ellacuría.112 
 In the framework of the FMLN concentration and demobilization 
process (Feb.-Dec. 1992), some of the veteran combatants living in Ellacuría 
at the time went to camps to spend a few months there, to become formally 
demobilized. Furthermore, as a result of the process, Ellacuría received 
several ex-combatants who had decided to settle in the community after 
demobilization from guerrilla duty, mostly because they had family there. In 
total, an estimated 30 individuals in Ellacuría received the official UN 

110 Pablo points out that many FPL affiliated families from Cabañas left Santa Marta. Most settled in 
communities close to Suchitoto: “a lot of people that live around Suchitoto, many people from those 
communities, fled from Santa Marta. They now live in Milingo [a repopulation near Suchitoto]. They now live 
in all those communities, those that left, fleeing from the RN.” Interview (29-05-2011). 
111 According to Arturo, “the PC projects came with a lot of resources.” Interview (29-05-2011). As was the 
case in other PCS-FAL affiliated repopulations (see for example the case of Panchimilama, mentioned earlier in 
this chapter), the Lutheran Church established a local chapter in Las Minas and coordinated a range of 
different support projects for this repopulation.  
112 Interviews with Arturo (03-02-2010 and 29-05-2011) and Nicolás (22-02-2011). See also Ellacuría family 
trajectories (Annex 5). 



 

accreditation for demobilization, a little over half from the ranks of the FPL 
and the rest from the PCS-FAL.113 The remainder of Ellacuría’s population 
was classified as a tenedor. This distinction between demobilized (often also 
referred to as ex-combatants) and tenedor was relevant because of the 
eligibility criteria for different projects. Several housing projects, for example, 
were specifically destined for demobilized ex-combatants. Later on, the PTT 
also distinguished between tenedores and demobilized, relevant for the 
timing and terms of the transfer (more favorable for demobilized ex-
combatants) (Alvarez and Chávez 2001). 
 With the people of Ellacuría living essentially on squatted lands, at 
war’s end the most urgent matter was to legalize the ownership of the 
property on behalf of the community and its inhabitants. Eviction of the 
repopulation was not likely, since such a measure would cause a major 
political backlash. The FMLN would not allow it, and such an act would 
jeopardize the peace process. However, the land Ellacuría was established on 
was all private land, owned by smallholders now living elsewhere in the 
country, the only exception being the one native Guancora family that had 
participated in the repopulation process. In the previous two years, the 
community directorate had administered the land, assigning locations for the 
(improvised) houses, plots for farming and stretches for communal land. 
People in Ellacuría thus held a provisional type of ownership, without a legal 
base. This matter became particularly urgent given that with the Peace 
Accords, several major reconstruction programs were being launched in the 
conflictive zones. For example, programs to build houses demanded that a 
potential beneficiary owned the land the house would be built upon. Support 
programs for community cooperatives demanded similar clarity regarding 
the legal status of the resources the community brought to the project. 
 The acquisition of land, and particularly of the settled areas of the 
community, was too urgent to wait for the PTT program to start rendering 
fruits. Furthermore, it was unclear at the time whether the program would 
actually be able to help solve the property questions inside the repopulations 
themselves. Therefore, Ellacuría and the other repopulations of northeastern 
Chalatenango started petitioning the solidarity groups that had supported 
them during the war to donate money to purchase land. In the case of 
Ellacuría, the sister city of Detroit proved a valuable ally. Different churches 
and schools participated in the sister city projects to raise money for 

113 Interview with Arturo (30-02-2010). 



 

Ellacuría. The Sisters of the Assumption, who were actively involved in 
“buying the town” of Las Flores, were also able to channel donations to 
Ellacuría.114  
 The urgent need for land acquisition was confirmed by an 
unexpected appearance, in 1992, of another group of aspiring settlers in 
caserío El Roble, about two kilometers west from Ellacuría. They occupied a 
stretch of land that the Ellacuría directorate had planned on claiming for the 
community. Like Guancora, El Roble had been abandoned at the beginning 
of the war. The El Roble families had not joined the guerrilla, but had looked 
for refuge in the cities. Several of these families stuck together and settled in 
a squatter’s community at the outskirts of Santa Tecla, near the capital. With 
the signing of the Peace Accords, they decided to return to their old homes. 
This return to El Roble was not organized through a PMO, a church or the 
government. The participating families simply rented a few trucks in which 
they placed their belongings and drove to Ellacuría. There, they moved the 
trucks as far up the mountain as they could, unloaded and quickly moved 
everything up to El Roble, including a very old man they had to transport in 
a hammock.  
 The directorate of Ellacuría organized a delegation to get them out. 
They went up to El Roble, told the newcomers they had to leave, and when 
they refused, picked up their belongings, including the old man in the 
hammock, and brought them down to Ellacuría to place them by the side of 
the road. From there, the residents of Ellacuría escorted the people from El 
Roble on the road towards Chalatenango. A few months later, the same 
group made another attempt to resettle. This time they traveled lightly and 
avoided passing through Ellacuría, crossing on mountain paths instead. But 
when the Ellacuría directorate learned there were people living in El Roble, 
they once more sent to have them evicted. Soon after, a delegation of the 
people from El Roble returned once more, this time with property titles to 
back their claims to the land. They had also had contacted several 
institutions, including the United Nations. In view of these developments, 
the Ellacuría directorate and the CCR decided to allow the resettlement of El 
Roble on August 25, 1992.115 

114 See ‘Las Flores de la Guerra,’ El Faro, January 15, 2007. Available at http://archivo.elfaro.net/secciones/noti 
cias/20070115/noticias7_20070115.asp; accessed on: Mar. 10, 2012.  
115 Reconstruction of the story of the repopulation of El Roble is based on interview with Pablo (21-02-2012), 
on conversations with Santos, Severina and Yancy from Ellacuría (21-2-2012) and Miriam from El Roble (22-02-
2012), registered in fieldnotes; and on personal communication with Anabel Recinos (28-02-2012).  



 

Fortunately for Ellacuría residents, the bulk of the original landowners from 
Guancora and surrounding areas did not consider returning and were 
willing to sell their properties. Only a handful of the original owners were 
interested in holding on to their land, either because they saw it as a good 
investment or because they were thinking of going back to farming in the 
Guancora area. Since the documentation of landownership was far from 
perfect, and the original owners scattered, there were cases in which alleged 
owners sold more than what actually belonged to them.116 In the period 
between 1992-1994 the directorate was able to obtain the water sources, the 
land for the houses (already in existence or to be built) and an additional 120 
manzanas117 of farmland close by the community. The directorate then 
assigned parcels of this land to different Ellacuría families to farm.118  
 At the same time, Ellacuría residents became considered for a broad 
range of projects, mostly administered by NGOs in the framework of 
different internationally funded reconstruction programs. Chris van der 
Borgh, focusing in particular on postwar reconstruction in Chalatenango, 
aptly describes how this “labyrinth of good intentions” increasingly 
entangled itself as different actors, different projects and different 
development logics stumbled into each other at the community level (2003, 
205). Particularly in the 1992-1995 period many different NGOs and 
reconstruction programs passed through Ellacuría. Some projects were 
simply directed at making the place more habitable, like installing latrines or 
infrastructure for drinking water. Other projects favored social aspects of the 
community, like the construction and operation of a small day-care center 
and of a Casa de la Mujer.119 The most ambitious efforts were geared at re-
activation of the local economy. In 1994, a community cooperative called 
Planes de Guancora was founded with the idea to promote collective farming 
and to provide technical support as well as a safety net for individual 
farmers.120 Other projects included the establishment of a small shoe factory, 
a weaving workshop for handmade cloths, and an egg production project.121 

116 Interview with Renato (21-02-2012). 
117 Equivalent to 1.72 acres. 
118 Interview with Arturo (03-02-2010). 
119 A meeting house for women. 
120 “The Planes de Guancora Cooperative, established in 1994, had 60 members at its height. It administered 
collective plots of land and distributed credit for fertilizers and pesticides, which were paid for with the 
earnings from the collectively harvested grains. From 1999 onwards, the cooperative lost strength and now 
[2002] it is practically inactive” (Calderón Vandenberg 2002, 36-7). 
121 For a description of the different NGOs active in postwar Ellacuría and their activities, see Calderón 
Vanderberg (2002). 



 

As Arturo, a member of the community directorate during most of the 90s, 
explained: 

 
[w]e have tried to form … a cooperative, but to be honest … it didn’t work, in 
practice. … Because after the Peace Accords there were many, many projects … 
and they [all] were a complete failure. … We were only accustomed to fighting, to 
killing each other, not to administering [projects], right? The same thing happened 
… in every community …. . We [the community directorate] what we have done 
afterwards, … taking into account that experience, … that for a variety of reasons it 
was very difficult to manage community projects, …. we have focused on 
contributing on a social level.122 

 
With “contributing on a social level,” Arturo referred primarily to efforts to 
obtain resources for community infrastructure and basic services, steering 
the directorate away from productive projects. In 1994 the FMLN lost the 
municipal elections in Chalatenango city, but in 1997 it won the municipality. 
One of the community leaders from Ellacuría took a seat on the Municipal 
Council, and the community directorate was able to obtain a few projects 
through (or in association with) the municipality. In the subsequent 9 years 
of FMLN municipal administration, these projects included the cement 
paving of several of the community’s dirt roads, a basketball court, a football 
field, and the edification of a community youth center. When ARENA 
regained the municipal council in 2006, municipal funding for projects in 
Ellacuría dried up.123 

For Ellacuría’s community directorate, this is far from surprising, 
since, like the repopulated communities of Guarjila and Las Minas, Ellacuría 
is considered an FMLN stronghold within the municipality of Chalatenango, 
and thus of little electoral interest to ARENA. Ellacuría did inherit from its 
insurgent affiliation a more durable working relationship with the NGO 
CORDES, which continues to develop some very small community projects, 
such as vegetable production for family consumption. Another legacy was 
the continued support from Ellacuría’s ‘sister city’ of Detroit, coordinated 
through an NGO called the SHARE Foundation. Detroit continued to 
maintain a community vehicle (a pick-up truck which doubles as an 
‘ambulance’), and a small scholarship program for young people from the 

122 Interview with Arturo (03-02-2010). 
123 Interviews with Alvaro (25-01-2010) and  Rigoberto (25-01-2010). 



 

community attending high school or university.124Additionally, over the 
years, an international program called Plan International supported several 
projects directed particularly at child education and nutrition in Ellacuría.  
 
Ellacuría: two decades after the Peace Accords 
While taking a stroll around the community in 2012, the remainders of 
different postwar development efforts jumped to the eye. Close to the center 
of the village, the former Casa de la Mujer, with fading purple paint, and its 
surrounding piece of land, had been fenced off, apparently to serve as a 
grazing area. The abandoned structure itself at least still had a roof on it, and 
a door with a lock. Only the bare walls remained from an edifice built in 1992 
to house a local shoe factory. The project was abandoned in 1994. 
Afterwards, the inhabitants of Ellacuría stripped everything else to use for 
other purposes. A little further out from the community center lay the 
remains of the chicken farm. On the other hand, the school that was begun in 
1992 with international donations was in very decent shape. The ‘popular 
education’ teachers who had provided education in Ellacuría since the 
founding of the community were substituted by government-employed 
teachers in 1994, after attempts to accredit the community’s educators as 
formal teachers failed. The community still owned the school building, but 
the school administration was in the hands of the Ministry of Education.  
 In 2012, the houses in Ellacuría were a far cry from the shacks that 
were built after returning from Mesa Grande. Virtually all families obtained 
brick or cement-block houses through the different housing projects dating 
from the reconstruction period. Besides Ellacuría’s characteristic rustic stone 
fences, many now had metal fences around properties with grown fruit trees 
and often also a few decorative plants. Over the years, most had made 
substantial additions to the ‘project’ house, and several families completely 
rebuilt their homes. Most houses now had a separate kitchen area–equipped 
with both a traditional wood stove as well as a gas stove–and long corridors, 
characteristic of El Salvador’s traditional rural homes. Some Ellacuría homes 
also incorporated ‘villa’ style architectural elements, a mix of Mexican and 
U.S esthetic influences which has spread in the Salvadoran countryside 
particularly over the last decade. All homes had electricity and running 
water. 

124 At the time of this research, 5 young people from Ellacuría were attending university: 4 in the capital of San 
Salvador, and 1 in a local branch of the university in Chalatenango city.  



 

“Purely on remittances,” Yancy, one of Ellacuría’s university students, 
clarified when asked about the community’s remarkable level of home 
improvement. As happened in other insurgent repopulations, many 
inhabitants of Ellacuría migrated to the United States over the last two 
decades.125 On occasions, entire families made the trip and established 
themselves in that country. But more often, part of the family, often the 
elderly and the children, stayed behind and received remittances. Arturo 
elaborated 
 

If I take stock, almost all families [from Ellacuría] already have family members in 
the United States. … This is the support they have and they have grown 
accustomed … to go and get their remittances each month. … I think that at this 
point in life a lot of people would struggle hard should they stop receiving their 
remittances, right? Because they have become very … accustomed to this. … If you 
look you will see that the youth only wear Nike shoes … . Now almost everybody 
no longer wants a regular television, but rather a flat screen. Not a cheap cellular 
phone, but one with a camera, with whatever else they put on those things. … A 
lot of families depend one hundred percent on remittances. … With electricity 
available: a refrigerator, a television set, domestic appliances, and all this paid for 
with only remittances. … Beds, but not the ones from before made out of ropes… 
Remittances, you see. … So you see, a lot of compas have improved their lives. 
Unfortunately the families in Ellacuría, and this the same in every other place, my 
brother, they have not valued the work of the compas over there [in the United 
States] and in practice they have squandered [the money]. We have informed … 
this to the [community] assembly. The problem is that one cannot meddle that 
much … in telling them: ‘hey there, don’t buy so much!’126 

 
Although concerned with the costs and consequences of migration, 
Ellacuría’s community leadership saw no alternatives. 

 
We had a meeting to see how we might stop migration. What are we going to offer 
to them? Nothing, nothing, nothing, nothing, nothing! Sure, the land, to grow. But 
agriculture doesn’t render! … What the people harvest is for them … to eat, 
nothing more. …. In other words, we were unable to stop the migration. … They 
used to tell me: ‘look [Arturo], I am going to leave.’ ‘That’s fine. Have a good one. 
Congratulations and do your best then.’ What else could we do? Because if I told 

125 Susan Bibler Coutin offers the most detailed examination thus far of the phenomenon of postwar migration 
from El Salvador to the US, which includes an extensive analysis of the family dynamics associated with 
migrations and remittances (2007, chapter 5). For a comprehensive overview study of the phenomenon, see 
Andrade-Eekhoff and Silva-Avalos (2003). For a specific account of migration in relation to a repopulated 
community in Chalatenango, see Silber (2011).  
126 Interview with Arturo (03-02-2010). 



 

them: ‘hey man, don’t leave.’ [He would reply] ‘Alright, you give me a job then.’ 
And, with what means?127  

 
Labor migration started timidly in the aftermath of the demobilization 
process, as former combatants were developing survival strategies for the 
new context. It picked up pace towards the end of the 90s. Of the 30 
demobilized FMLN combatants who settled in Ellacuría in 1992, 10 migrated 
to the US and still resided there in 2009.128 Several ‘tenedores’ also decided to 
make the journey. Initially only men, but soon also several women left, either 
to join their husbands, or to try to make it on their own. Some that left, 
especially those that left early on, were later able to pay the coyote’s fee for 
transporting the rest of their immediate family. Frequently, other relatives, 
such as parents and uncles and aunts, remained in the community. Even 
though certainly relevant, international labor migration by those who had 
actively participated in the conflict was still a minority option. However, a 
big boost occurred towards the end of the 1990s when migration to the US 
became a common option for youth that were done with school and had 
realized that, besides subsistence farming, there were few opportunities for 
them in Ellacuría. Many families from Ellacuría now possessed extended 
family networks in the US, able to receive young people willing to migrate. 
Even so, the ever-growing costs and dangers of the trip combined with the 
2008 US economic crisis moderated migration in recent years. In 2009, 
Ellacuría also housed several deportees who were unable to avoid detection 
by US immigration authorities and now tried to get by once more in their 
hometown.  
 Doubtlessly, labor migration to the US constituted by far the most 
significant postwar phenomenon in Ellacuría. This is true not only in 
economic terms, but also in terms of the community’s social and cultural 
development. Ellacuría families, fragmented by migration, developed a 
range of transnational bonds. In spite of the distances, families often 
maintained extensive communication, by phone, by sending video 
recordings of family events back-and-forth, and, for the young people, by 
means of Facebook and other internet tools. Also visible in the architecture, 
Ellacuría families embraced new cultural elements through their exposure to 
Mexican-dominated Latino culture in the US, different both from the 

127 Interview with Arturo (03-02-2010). 
128 Interview with Arturo (03-02-2010). 



 

traditional Salvadoran peasant repertoire as well as that of the revolutionary 
struggle. 
 Labor migration to the US also helped explain that Ellacuría’s 
population has grown only modestly over the last decade, even though birth 
rates have been high. A 2002 community survey registered 557 inhabitants, 
44% of them under 15 years of age (Calderón Vandenberg 2002, 31). A 2007 
Ministry of Health community survey registered 552 inhabitants, a decrease 
of 5. Meanwhile, the number of homes increased considerably. In 2002, there 
were 119 homes in Ellacuría (Calderón Vandenberg 2002, 31). In 2009, we 
identified 142 Ellacuría homes, an increase of 23. Those living in the US not 
only helped those left behind to improve their homes, they often also sent 
money for the construction of new homes, to be used when they finally are 
able or are forced to return. Thus, in 2009, there were over a dozen, nicely 
built, but practically uninhabited homes in Ellacuría awaiting family 
members in the US. 
 
Local politics in Ellacuría 
 
In our survey at the beginning of the fieldwork, we asked respondents about 
their current opinions concerning the FMLN, the gains of the revolutionary 
process and the local community organization. The vast majority of 
respondents expressed that their political affiliation with the FMLN 
continued. We also found that, on average, Ellacuría inhabitants spoke quite 
favorably of the FMLN. However, the average opinion concerning the gains 
of the revolutionary process and, particularly, with regard to community 
organization and local leadership was less favorable.129 Based upon these 
findings we were interested in understanding whether and how the 
relationship between the FMLN and their historical constituents from 
Ellacuría had changed over the years 
 “Here all of us continue to support the FMLN,” Pablo affirmed when 
discussing some of the survey opinions we had collected with him. “But the 
way people participate is not the same as before.”130 Separately, Arturo 
concurred and elaborated 

 
Before … when we used to go to the protest marches in San Salvador …, 
everybody was on that truck. Not anymore, if they don’t bring in a bus, a large 

129 More details can be found in Annex 5, which presents the results of the Ellacuría survey. 
130 Conversation with Pablo. Fieldnotes (29-05-2011). 



 

comfortable bus, then they would rather not. Now everybody travels by bus, 
sitting down, none of that traveling in the back of a truck. If the bus is old, they 
won’t go. Even sometimes with a good bus, the people don’t want to participate, it 
is coming to an end… . [The party] has neglected us in close to 100%. … Even 
though they might tell you over there that the party is all of us. But then I say: ‘I 
can be very much part of the party, very much part of the FMLN, but if my 
comrade is up there, is eating well, as they say, is making good money and he 
doesn’t remember me, then I’m not going to make a big effort either. In other 
words, the party has not paid attention and my feeling is that each day, more and 
more, the FMLN is becoming an electoral party, it’s that simple. I vote for the 
FMLN and I feel that that’s where I will die. I won’t change parties, even if only 
horses remain in the leadership … . Because that’s where I was born, I have never 
voted for any other party. … That’s what I tell them … that they only use us for the 
elections. When the elections are coming, then the comrades come to meet with us 
and to organize us in the local committee, that we have to help over there and… 
we paint and glue on [propaganda], we set up political activities, there we go … . 
Before, when we were fighting in the guerrilla, we had a different vision, which I 
sense we have not achieved in practice...131 

 
Arturo’s comments on the FMLN leadership are interesting for several 
reasons. He offered substantial critique, but not without emphasizing his 
FMLN membership and loyalty. His main disappointment seemed to be 
what he perceived as limited retribution for his efforts and that of his local 
comrades, past and present. He partially questioned FMLN leadership for 
not living up to its former vision, while at the same time he also censored 
what he considered to be growing political apathy in the community 
population. In contrast, the findings of the survey indicate that many people 
in the community actually held the FMLN in high regard, while showing 
dissatisfaction with local leadership and community organization.  
 When interacting with our research team, practically all of Ellacuría’s 
older inhabitants manifested pride with regard to their former insurgent 
affiliation and their contributions during the war. They spoke admiringly of 
the then recent 2009 presidential election victory, which many viewed as a 
type of historical redemption for their cause.132 We discovered that it was one 
thing to discuss the community’s insurgent and partisan history, and another 
to discuss community affairs themselves. Some people clearly felt 

131 Interview with Arturo (03-02-2010). 
132 Derived from comments expressed in the course of drawing up Ellacuría’s community survey, which were 
recorded and written out in an additional document. 



 

uncomfortable when conversation moved to comment on local politics.133 
Others told us they didn’t want to share their thoughts because they were 
afraid of local gossip. One woman we spoke with extensively explained her 
personal reluctance and that of others to engage the subject as follows: 
“when someone goes around saying certain things, they start to consider you 
as a contrario.”134 “Like what kind of things?” I queried. “Well, things 
concerning how some within the community have taken advantage.” “And 
what happens then if you say such things?” I asked. “Well, they marginalize 
you even more,” she replied.135  
 It should not be surprising that Ellacuría, like any community, has its 
disputes and divisions. In fact, the hypothetical absence of such internal 
divergences would be a stunning discovery. What is interesting to consider 
in the light of this case study is whether Ellacuría’s postwar community 
politics bears any significant relationship to its insurgent history. We found 
that it did. For example, we learned that, over the last two decades, a few 
individuals with strong PMO credentials had increasingly dominated 
Ellacuría community politics. Experienced PMO cadres from the time of the 
war, leaders like Arturo and Marta subsequently gained control over the 
political structures of the community, foremost in the community directorate 
and, in second place, within the local support group for the FMLN. Over the 
last two decades Arturo and Marta both functioned as community president 
on several occasions.136 Many also considered Nicolás, Marta’s husband, to 
be a very influential person, though he was said to leave most community 
affairs to his wife. A former PCS-FAL leader, Nicolás was the person with the 
strongest cadre credentials in the community. In the course of our fieldwork, 
it became clear to us that Ellacuría’s residents were divided with regard to 
their support for these local leaders. A substantial number of families 
manifested their discontent or expressed to us that they have felt increasingly 
marginalized within the community itself.137  
 
 

133 Naturally, we stopped asking when people so requested or when they showed significant discomfort with 
our line of questioning.  
134 The term ‘contrario’ was commonly used in the war to indicate someone sympathized or participated with 
the enemy.  
135 Fieldnotes (21-02-2012). 
136 Interviews with Arturo (03-02-2010) and Yancy (22-02-2012).  
137 Derived from comments expressed in the course of drawing up Ellacuría’s community survey, which were 
recorded in an additional document. See also interviews with Pablo (29-05-2011, 21-02-2012), Santos (21-02-
2012), Severina and Santos (01-03-2010), and Yancy (22-02-2012). 



 

The issue of land 
Digging a little bit deeper, we learned that the issue of land ownership and 
distribution was a crucial element of dispute in contemporary Ellacuría 
politics. With the failure of collective production, the fields around Ellacuría 
had become a complex patchwork with fences and wiring all around. During 
one of our interviews, Pablo recalled how during the 1980s they all used to 
sing ”A Desalambrar,”138 a well-known Latin American song of protest that 
called for collective land for poor peasants. He then made a bittersweet joke 
how people in Ellacuría now were obsessed with fencing off their plots.139 
Ironically, these plots were often not even the formal property of those 
putting up the fences. Close to half of Ellacuría’s families depended on 
community lands to be able to grow crops.140 The members of the directorate 
held significant sway over who got which piece of land to cultivate, since 
they distributed more than 120 manzanas of farmland each year to 
petitioning families.141  
To explain the link between land ownership and politics in Ellacuría, the 
people we interviewed frequently referred to the role of the Ellacuría 
directorate in the PTT and other land acquisitions in the 1990s. This requires 
entering into some level of detail. However, the centrality of this matter in 
Ellacuría’s internal political tensions at the time of our fieldwork warrants 
such an endeavor.  
 Recall that during the 1990s, the directorate of Ellacuría played an 
important role in negotiating and assigning the different properties eligible 
for the PTT. Even though the nominal value of the land assigned per 
beneficiary was similar, the practical value of the properties for the actual 
farmers differed greatly. According to Pablo, roughly half of the land 
obtained through the PTT for the Ellacuría families was close-by enough to 
farm locally, and half was too far away.142 Some stretches of land 

138 The title of the song translates as “Take down the wire fences.” 
139 Interview with Pablo (21-02-2012). 
140 Calderón Vandenberg found that of a total of 119 homes, 64 depended partially or completely on land 
assigned by the community directive for agriculture (2002, 39-40).  
141 Interview with Arturo (03-02-2010). 
142 Fieldnotes (29-05-2011). The PTT operated with a bond system that most beneficiaries in the community 
found confusing and not transparent. If the beneficiary rejected a plot of land offered to them or otherwise 
waited too long to use their bond, they ran the risk of not being able to use it at all. Properties were often 
bought putting together several bonds to add up the value of one property for sale, to be subdivided among 
individual beneficiaries later. To divide properties amongst different beneficiaries, sometimes lotteries were 
used to avoid accusations of favoritism. Nonetheless, as intermediaries between the bank, the owners and the 
beneficiaries, the community directive played a key role in the process of assigning who got what. Interviews 



 

furthermore presented much more favorable conditions for planting the 
traditional crops than others. According to those that ended up with 
relatively useless land, this was due the fact that the directorate maneuvered 
to favor their relatives and friends with the best properties at the time of the 
PTT. On the other hand, those favored with better lands, claimed they had 
been able to obtain these because they acted promptly when opportunities 
arose, while those that waited too long often ended up having to settle for 
less. Fortunately for all, the communal lands Ellacuría had acquired with 
money from international donations could be used as a type of safety net. 
The families less favored by the PTT thus relied mostly on being assigned 
communal lands for cultivation. 

Though Ellacuría’s directorate administered these lands, a large 
chunk of it was formally not owned by the entity that the community 
directorate formally represented: that of the Asociación de Desarrollo 
Comunal (ADESCO).143 For most of the period 1992-1994, when the 
directorate bought most of the land, the ADESCO did not yet exist legally. 
Therefore, in order to be able to buy land, the transactions had to be 
registered as personal titles. The directorate recurred to the use of 
prestanombres,144 mostly members of the directorate or community members 
closely associated with them. After the ADESCO was legalized in August of 
1993, many of the prestanombres actually did not transfer their nominal 
property to the ADESCO. Therefore, part of the Ellacuría’s communal land is 
formally still privately owned. To make things worse, the Ellacuría 
directorate files from the 1990s no longer exist. According to the current 
community directorate, these were lost when a group of children charged 
with cleaning out the ADESCO office played with the papers there, and 
destroyed part of them. According to other sources, the papers were lost in a 
fire. One informant speculated that this fire had been provoked by a former 
directorate in order to safeguard his private property claims over a particular 
stretch of land.145  

Apart from the farmlands, Ellacuría’s directorate and its 
prestanombres also held most properties inside the village itself. These 
terrains had been acquired between 1992 and 1996 mostly with donated 

with Arturo (03-02-2010) and Santos (21-02-2012). Calderón Vandenbergh shows that 73 homes in Ellacuría 
farmed land they owned privately (2002, 40).  
143 Communal Development Association. For an extensive analysis of the role of the ADESCOs in postwar 
development in Chalatenango, see van der Borgh (2003). 
144 Nominal owners, people who ‘lent’ their names for the purpose of collective purchase. 
145 Interview with Yancy (22-02-2012). 



 

funds. A part of these properties were transferred to the beneficiaries of 
housing projects in the 90s. Others were assigned for community 
infrastructure, like the school or as a location for different community 
projects. On several occasions, the ADESCO distributed small plots among 
community members, mainly to young couples looking to establish an 
independent home. These transactions, though not objectionable in principle, 
generated rumors and accusations regarding favoritism and 
misappropriation.  

The ambiguity regarding the ownership of communal lands fueled 
speculations within the community that some (former) directorates were 
either retaining their nominal property as a (future) bargaining chip or that 
they might be maneuvering in order to safeguard private ownership in the 
future. For example, one family that had been working the same piece of 
land since their participation in the 1989 repatriation learned that this piece 
of land, though administered by the ADESCO, was actually legally owned by 
one of the community directorates. They repeatedly requested the property 
to be transferred either to their name, or to the name of the ADESCO, but the 
owner refused. Through gossip, they heard he allegedly sought to leave the 
property to his son. In another example, the prestanombre owner of the piece 
of land within the village upon which the house that used to serve as the 
office for the local women’s group was built decided to fence it off to let his 
animals graze there.146 

When asked what could be done, some claimed they would like to 
see a substantial reform in the land ownership and distribution system in the 
community, but that they have few hopes for this to happen any time soon. 
According to Pablo, the issue of land was beyond repair, because “they all 
have skeletons in the closet.” In other words, he thought that too many of 
Ellacuría’s leading families are implicated in one way or another in misdeeds 
regarding land distribution to make a wholesale solution viable. In his view, 

146 Interviews with Pablo (21-20-2012) and Yancy (22-02-2012). One practical factor that allegedly impeded 
property transfer is the fact that such a transaction implies fees for legal services and registration. Even 
though these costs were relatively low in relation to the value of the land, the community directive had 
generally been reluctant to incur in such expenses. Since the issue of prestanombres constituted a 
longstanding problem in several of the repopulated communities, CORDES and CCR managed a joint project a 
few years ago in order to address this issue. However, the results for Ellacuría were very meager. According to 
detractors, the reason for this was that the prestanombres conditioned their signature on receiving benefits in 
return, such as the cession of other community properties to their name. 



 

the only thing that could be done was to defend the right of unprotected 
families to make use of the community land they need to survive.147  
 
The shape of disconformity 
Severina and Santos, a couple of older Ellacuría residents originally from 
Cabañas, with numerous offspring, constitute a family like several others in 
Ellacuría. They shared the reasons for their deception with local community 
politics with us at length. Because of how their reflections contribute to 
understanding this family’s lived experience of postwar community politics, 
I have included a lengthy excerpt from an interview transcript.  

 
Severina: One feels bad because in this even [Claudia] [a community resident not 
previously referred to in this study] supports him [one of the community leaders]. 
She says that since [the plot] is registered in his name, he can do what he wants … . 
He didn’t put the money down for this [land], the money came from donations to 
buy the land on which we would work.  
Interviewer: But the people continue to vote for him to be on the directorate?  
Severina: Because they are ignorant and because here, when [the leader] is set to 
enter the directorate, even children this tall can go and scratch the paper [to vote] 
[Severina uses her hand to indicate the height of pre-adolescent children] 
Interviewer: … If only adults would vote, [he] wouldn’t win? [Referring to the 
community leader in question] 
Santos: We think not, that’s why he uses children to be able to ascend [to the 
directorate].  
Severina: But on the other hand, we’ve already seen that it’s the same for us no 
matter who they put on the directorate …, because with [mentions the name of 
another president of the directorate] the same thing happened, … when he was in 
charge … there was a hand-out of small plots for some young people, he handed 
out the smallest plots …, but he himself profited, because he took a plot here and 
another there …. . So we see that there is no improvement, … whoever is in charge, 
… because we already know that they will continue with the same old dirty tricks, 
… this is where we lose hope …, this is where I tell you that we are screwed. We 
have this community [which] clearly is a mixed salad, a total cocktail, because it is 
all about compadres, ahijados [godfathers, godchildren] and the like…  
Santos: Compadres … or brothers cannot be directorates [together] in a 
cooperative; they can be workers there, but not part of the directorate, and this is 
the problem here. … 
Severina: The problem today is that we have two brothers from the [name] family 
in the directorate … but the thing is, I told [the leader mentioned earlier] to his 
face, whether he is inside or outside the directorate, [he] is manipulating the 

147 Fieldnotes (22-02-2012). 



 

directorates, because [he] and [the president at the time of the interview] are 
compadres, you see? 
Severina: It infuriates me the most with [Claudia], because she supports [the 
mentioned leader] too much and she says that he is right …, that [the plot] is in his 
name. 
Interviewer: And are they compadres? 
Severina: With [Claudia]? … They’re not compadres. In this case there must be, 
because one thinks badly, but this is just conjecture, that there could be more 
sensitive things… . Another fine thing they did: the plots they distributed when 
[mentions a leaders’ name] was in the directorate …, the thing is that, look, the dirt 
we have in this community, one year wouldn’t be enough to uncover it all. Here 
we have things that are unjust, because … we all come from a time … and then 
everybody started grabbing like this each for himself …  
Santos: Always as directorates … 
Severina: To regain equality, we would have to go back: those that have a lot, have 
to cede, and those that have small [properties] will get more.  But this requires 
cleansing, an honest job, as we say. As a directorate, if he wants to work honestly 
he could, but no, because they already have … Clearly, the one who has most is 
[the president of the directorate]. 
His family is small. [Another community leader] has plots everywhere and they 
are just five people … This I can say to [them] to their face: they are the ones in 
charge here! I think of [Claudia] like she is the protégée of these monsters. What 
she does is to not say anything. She says: ‘I don’t like problems, I don’t like to get 
mixed up in anything.’ … [Claudia] is the protégée of these corrupt persons…148 

 
“The fault lies with individuals, not with the Organization,” Santos 
emphasized several times when we continued to speak at length about his 
family disputes with community leadership.149 During a follow-up interview 
he revisited various episodes to contextualize the animosity between his 
family and the current community leadership. The antecedents included 
disputes over water distribution, over the PTT, over private ownership of 
community land, and most recently, over the refusal by one of the 
community leaders to allow an access road to a plot of land he farms, 
because this would take away a small strip of land on his property. On 
different occasions, local leadership allegedly accused Santos of being 
ignorant, and worse, of harboring right-wing sympathies. He was called 
‘stubborn as a guardia,’150 an expression accusing him simultaneously of a 
high degree of stubbornness as well as the wrong politics. On the one hand, 

148 Interview with Santos and Severina (01-03-2010). 
149 Interview with  Santos (21-02-2012). 
150 Member of the National Guard.  



 

Santos’ account is an example of how, in a small locality like Ellacuría, 
personal affairs may become intertwined with local politics to the extent that 
they become inseparable. On the other, it is clear that this entanglement was 
still very much infused with insurgent relations and imaginaries.151  

On a different occasion I asked Santos and Severina why they hadn’t 
returned to Cabañas instead of settling in Ellacuría. Severina replied, with 
some anger in her voice: “following the organization, that’s how we came 
here.” Santos interrupted, offered a neutralizing smile, and emphasized their 
‘obedience’ in repopulating Chalatenango, in accordance with Party 
guidelines, rather than seeking to return to Cabañas or look for a home 
elsewhere. Looking back on the political process that his family embarked on 
for the last decades, Santos offered only praise for the FPL and the FMLN. 
The explanation he chose to share with me placed the blame for his family’s 
predicament exclusively on the abuse of local leaders, and kept it far from the 
party and the broader political process. In my interpretation, Santos’ concern 
in expressing his disconformity was that it might be confused with him being 
a ‘contrario.’ If accusable of right-wing sympathies, his criticism could easily 
be dismissed and, in Ellacuría’s particular political context, worsen the socio-
political position of himself and his family.152  
 On the other hand, when talking to different Ellacuría’s community 
leaders about the internal affairs of the community, they emphasized that 
they have done a lot to benefit different members of the community as 
evenly as possible, while taking into account a range of specific needs and 
circumstances. They remarked that, logically, there are always people who 
will disagree with a given decision or who claim a larger share. As a 
directorate, their task is to serve and their responsibility is to look out for the 
common good. Their intention was to put community resources to the benefit 
of all.153 They pointed out however that it was virtually impossible to keep 
everyone satisfied. Unfortunately, they said, not everybody is conscious 

151 The review of this family’s position in the community is based on interviews with Santos (21-02-2012) and 
Yancy (22-02-2012), as well as fieldnotes (21-02-2012, 22-02-2012). 
152 Conversation with Santos and Severina. Fieldnotes (21-02-2012). 
153 One of the issues that further colored the interpretation of this ‘public service’ discourse in the eyes of 
some Ellacuría residents, was that some tasks performed by community leaders could be interpreted both as 
service as well as privilege, and separating the two could be very difficult. For example, the community 
directorate had a vehicle at their disposal, which was used for a range of purposes in the community. Only a 
few people were allowed to drive the vehicle, Arturo among them. The vehicle was used to transport Ellacuría 
inhabitants to the hospital in case of emergency or to take the local soccer team to matches outside of the 
community. At the same time, the margin of control the designated drivers held over the vehicle gave them 
the opportunity to attend meetings outside of the community, to run errands and to provide an occasional 
personal favor. Interview with Yancy (22-02-2012). 



 

about what it takes to contribute to an organized community. Nonetheless, 
even if people think differently, that did not mean the directorate would 
exclude them from community projects or benefits. On the contrary, they 
claimed to make specific efforts to avoid marginalizing anyone.154  
 
Community leadership and sectarism 
The short review of some of the community disputes presented above should 
not be interpreted as a particular critique of Ellacuría community 
organization or its leadership, but as a window into the community’s 
postwar socio-political dynamics. Clearly, the disputes with regard to land 
ownership and distribution could not be understood without reference to the 
community’s insurgent history. Since these benefits were acquired 
collectively, by means of a struggle in which all participated and all made 
great sacrifices, families like Severina and Santos considered they were 
entitled to an equal share. On the other hand, the leadership position of 
people like Arturo and Marta, derived -at least in part- from their PMO cadre 
status and from the organizational experience acquired through their 
participation in the insurgency, enabled them to play a prominent role in 
Ellacuría’s local politics. During the 90s, when postwar reconstruction 
projects inundated the community, in their role as community directorates 
they served as local gatekeepers and managers. Their role as intermediaries 
between the community and different ‘outsiders’ like NGOs and the FMLN 
party structures appeared to have been a very important element in crafting 
their socio-political position in Ellacuría.  
 As we have seen earlier, Pablo also held cadre status during the war 
and was the principal leader of the return effort. Why then hadn’t he grown 
into one of the principle postwar leaders of Ellacuría? When discussing his 
current position in the community, he explained that he worked outside of 
Ellacuría for the FPL between 1990 and 1993, which had disconnected him 
from the local political processes at the time. Admittedly, the fact that he left 
his own family behind in Mesa Grande in 1989 and only had them 
repatriated to Ellacuría when the security situation improved had dented his 
local reputation. When he came back, he found that others were in control, 

154 Paragraph based on fieldnotes (02-03-2010 and 31-05-2011) and interviews with Arturo (03-02-2010), 
Marta (25-11-2009) and Nicolás (22-02-2012). 



 

even though he said that many people still recognized his leadership and still 
turned to him for advice.155  
 According to Pablo, the inheritance of PMO sectarianism played a 
key role in his marginalization within postwar Ellacuría community politics. 
The two principal postwar community leaders both had wartime links with 
the PCS-FAL as well as with the FPL. Pablo on the contrary only had contacts 
within the FPL. During the internal disputes between the revolutionary 
socialists and reformers in the mid 1990s, Ellacuría’s principal community 
leaders sided with the revolutionary socialists. According to Pablo, this led to 
apprehensions towards former FPL militants in the community with no PCS-
FAL connections, presumed to be on the side of the renovadores.156 Overall, 
the FMLN leadership in Chalatenango was more favorable to the 
renovadores, but when that current began to lose their nation-wide 
correlation after 1999, they quickly aligned with the new FMLN mainstream. 
Chalatenango’s revolutionary-socialist sector, which included the local 
former PCS-FAL cadres, acted as an internal opposition to the Chalatenango 
FMLN leadership during the disputes, and subsequently saw its local 
political position strengthened because of the national outcome.157  
 When Pablo and I reflected on these disputes together, he expressed 
that local leaders in the repopulations frequently take advantage of division 
or mistakes in the FMLN in benefit of their own power position. He 
illustrated his argument with what happened in the case of his home region 
of Santa Marta, Cabañas. Pablo recounted that after the FPL left the political 
control of this area to the RN, the remaining families that held FPL affiliation 
suffered persecution at the hand of the RN. Towards the end of the war the 
situation escalated, and there were several violent incidents. The 
marginalization of FPL affiliated families continued in the postwar period, 
and motivated many to leave Santa Marta and resettle elsewhere, in places 
like Ellacuría or in the repopulations around Suchitoto and near San Pablo 
Tacachico (La Libertad). Those FPL families that did stay maintained their 
political confrontation with the former RN leadership in the area. He 

155 Fieldnotes (21-02-2012). 
156 Fieldnotes (21-02-2012). Interview with Pablo (29-05-2011, 21-02-2012). Telephone interview with Pablo 
(06-03-2012). For more details on the postwar dispute between renovadores and ortodoxos within the FMLN, 
see chapter 4 and 7.  
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explained that these “were surely not mistakes committed at the highest level 
(of leadership), but rather by mid-level cadres.”158 
 

It’s a shame. Because in Santa Marta, I think that’s why so many people lost their 
political commitment because of this matter, it made them lose their perspective. A 
lot of people, leaders! For example a woman called Carmen: a leader! And now: a 
leader of ARENA! Now they use her in their rallies. She was an historical comrade 
with a true fighting spirit. She felt abandoned. Abandoned by the FPL, I mean! 
Today she is an enemy, an enemy politically speaking … . When they started 
sending compañeros over there [to Santa Marta] in order to [address this situation], 
well sometimes the RN captured them and then they no longer were able to do so. 
[He names an important FPL leader in Chalatenango during the war] went 
something like three times, and they even wanted to… [he does not finish this 
sentence]. They killed our compañeros. My niece was shot with a machine gun. … 
Yes, because of politics! It is shameful to be telling this … .159  

 
Pablo thus recounted how the dispute between RN and FPL families 
escalated in Santa Marta.  The issue I want to emphasize here is not whether 
Pablo’s interpretation of this aspect of Santa Marta’s political affairs was 
correct or just. It was clearly not impartial and different alternative 
explanations for Santa Marta’s community disputes are bound to exist. 
Instead, I want to call attention to the relevance of the fact that Pablo used 
this explanation to make sense of postwar political developments and to 
contextualize his own position within them. What Pablo’s explanations 
illustrate is that, in Santa Marta as in Ellacuría, insurgent identities have 
continued to emerge as political identities recurred to by people in order to 
explain local allegiances and conflicts. In Santa Marta this sort of dynamics 
even led to some former FPL families switching their political allegiance to 
ARENA. In northeastern Chalatenango similar cases of defection were 
relatively rare until 2012. The political disputes in this region were 
predominantly framed in terms of alleged allegiances with either ortodoxos 
or renovadores.  
  Even though Ellacuría’s community disputes seem very local in 
nature, we found that broader political cleavages playing a role in nation-
wide disputes did appear inside the community. Often people referred to 
these broader disputes in order to construct, explain or justify socio-political 
patterns. As we have seen in the case of Santos and Severina, this included 

158 Interview with Pablo (29-05-2011). Former FPL central committee member Felipe confirmed Pablo’s 
account regarding the arrangements and conflicts between FPL and RN in Santa Marta (Interview 25-02-2012). 
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the ‘master’ cleavage between FMLN and ARENA, between left and right, 
with its strong symbolic roots in the war. As becomes clear from Pablo’s 
account, it also included perceived cleavages between the different PMOs, 
both during war and in the FMLN’s postwar political development. 
 During a 2012 follow-up visit to Ellacuría, Pablo confided to me that 
he was not going to vote for the local FMLN candidates in the 2012 municipal 
elections, because what he called the PCS line dominated in the candidatures. 
He considered that if this group won, this would translate into further 
marginalization for himself and other people in the community. Therefore, 
he now pondered voting for a local candidate of a right-wing party, though 
not ARENA. According to Pablo, he was not alone: some sectors within the 
FMLN in Chalatenango city were working under the radar to have people 
abstain or vote for a non-FMLN candidate. At the same time, Pablo 
emphasized that this did not mean he no longer considered himself to be part 
of the FMLN. “We must not allow them to take that away from us.”160  
 
From then to now: explaining post-insurgent inequalities  
 
How representative is the case of Ellacuría’s postwar politics for the larger 
region of northeastern Chalatenango? In the period between 1992 and 1995, 
when I lived in Chalatenango myself, idealistic stories about the building of a 
new kind of society in the repopulations were clearly already dwindling 
down, and what I perceived in my many visits to Chalatenango since 1995 
was that this tendency had subsequently deepened and strengthened. In 
ongoing conversations with different individual repobladores from 
northeastern Chalatenango over a period of two decades, it has always been 
difficult, and often painful, to reconcile the revolutionary past with the post-
insurgent present. My retrospective interviews with several repobladores I 
have known since 1992 show significant parallels between the developments 
in Ellacuría and other repopulations in the area, and also point out some 
peculiarities for different repopulations. Though further and more in-depth 
research on postwar development in different repopulations is needed to 
compare patterns across a broader range of communities, these interviews 
indicate that some of our main findings in Ellacuría may be valid for other 
repopulations. They suggest that, in practical terms, the growing postwar 
socio-economic inequality undermined the egalitarian ideals previously held 

160 Interview with Pablo (21-02-2012). Fieldnotes (21-02-2012). 



 

by residents of the repopulations and their supporters, and, moreover, that 
the divisions and hierarchies inherited from insurgent affiliation played a 
significant role in this process. 
 Take ‘Juan,’ a repoblador and ex-combatant from San José Las Flores, 
and an old friend from my Chalatenango years. He told me it was hard to 
believe how much his town had changed. “Here in the community 
presumably we were all equal; we were all equally poor when the war 
ended. If one of us ate, we all did.” According to Juan, two decades later, in 
Las Flores a few families have become rich, while other families are 
struggling to survive. These “new rich,” as Juan calls them, dominate local 
politics. Most commented upon was one repoblador who had been the local 
mayor for the FMLN five consecutive periods and also owned the largest 
local supply store.161  
 

Juan: Now we have people of means here, something that did not exist before … 
Back then … we lived all together, communally. Today not anymore, … we live 
here but it is not with the same spirit, right?, like at the time of the war, when we 
lived all united. There is so much difference (now). What happened is that there 
were people that held leadership positions in the community, they took advantage 
and took things that belonged to the community and, as a result, they are in a 
better economic position. 
Interviewer: So, … today, if we compare the poorest family in the community with 
the wealthiest family, how much difference is there? 
Juan: Uuuuuy! Shit! 
Interviewer: Ten times wealthier? 
Juan: Ten times? More…! 
Interviewer: 20 times? 
Juan: Perhaps more! Because in this community we have … a lot of very poor 
people, … if we compare them to the wealth that other people here have 
accumulated, they are poor. … For example, the people have received construction 
materials to build their homes as well as the plot for their house, and that’s good, 
but … behind all of that, things are hidden. In other words, they gave the people 
something and at the same time they didn’t … . In order to justify a project, … they 
give the people something, but more of it stays in the hands of other people [of the 
leadership] than what is given to the people. … When I think about everything 
they used to tell us back then, the idea of the revolution, the idea to change this 
country, today we can see that it’s really not that easy. … Today it’s different. 
Today the left-wing ideology is maybe to set it apart from the right, but in the end I 
think it’s just about the same. … Whoever comes here has to become part of the 
FMLN, because all of us are part of the FMLN, right, and that’s how we work, in 
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support of the party, … but is there a big difference between left and right? In 
truth, I don’t see much. … People here are very… they leave the thinking to other 
people. … I don’t know whether this phenomenon happens only here, sincerely…  
Interviewer: ¡Ah no! This is, this is… 
Juan: I don’t know whether this is just here, but the truth is that … there is 
someone, a person with power, … someone who is a leader. … What the political 
parties do is that they contact this person and they start working with him so that 
he works the people for them to work for the party. So what this person does is he 
invests for these people to elect him in a post … Yes! Because I go see a person ‘x’ 
and I tell him: ‘look, I need this much money, because I don’t have any.’ This 
person gives him the money. Then, the people take this as a commitment to be 
there for that person when the time comes. This is what I am trying to say … 
Interviewer: Now I have to repay this favor… 
Juan: Aha! Aha! That’s how things work here. For instance, the mayor, he gives 
handouts to the people so that they will support him and he will remain in office. 
… So how are things done here? He that has wealth dominates! That’s the one who 
ends up being the candidate and that continues to be the mayor … In other words, 
the project is no longer that of changing things for the benefit of the people, but for 
the benefit of his own pocket.162 

 
According to Juan, the Las Flores mayor acted “like the cacique from 
before.”163 Apart from his economic dominance, this is reflected in the fact 
that over the last two decades many local families have established formal 
compadrazgo relationships with him. In practice, Juan argued, the 
compadrazgo networks overlap community organization and local party 
politics in ways that legitimize the accumulation of power by one or several 
dominant families.164 At the same time, for repobladores like Juan, the stark 
contradictions between the revolution’s egalitarian heritage and the 
dominant political practices in the community have not gone unnoticed. 
 One night in the repopulation of Las Vueltas, west across the 
mountains from Las Flores, a colleague and I sat down with ‘Elsa’ and 
‘Victoria,’ two local women I have long known, both repobladores with 
extensive community organizing experience. We chatted to catch up on 
family affairs. At some point, the conversation turned to local politics, and 
became ridden with retrospective disappointment. Elsa commented on how 
she had recently asked a well-known Las Vueltas FMLN leader for a lift to 

162 Interview with Juan (12-12-2009). 
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San Salvador. He traveled to San Salvador frequently and was one of the few 
residents with a pick-up truck at his disposal. Elsa lived half an hour south of 
Las Vueltas, on the road to San Salvador. Nonetheless, his reply had been 
that if she wanted a lift she should first come to his house, because “on the 
street I won’t stop for anyone.”  
 Once she had gotten started on the subject, Elsa seemed to have no 
good words left for local leaders. She claimed that they were all vivianes.165 
After the Peace Accords, the community received cattle, horses and goats, all 
bought with donations and money from projects. According to Elsa, “the 
most astute ones put their brand mark on them and said: this one is mine.” 
The community pick-up truck was sold, and, so she claimed, “two of them 
ate up the money from this pick-up truck.” Elsa offered several other 
examples of appropriation of community goods by local leaders.  
 Then Victoria told a story to illustrate that this type of abuse also 
occurred during the war. Shortly after the repopulation of Las Vueltas, with 
the war still raging on, one of the local FPL leaders had received a significant 
sum of money destined to provide for the guerrilla troops and their expenses 
at the front. The man had taken the money and made a run for Honduras. As 
a result, the troops had had to tighten their belts, and the repobladores from 
Las Vueltas had been ordered to increase their war contribution. Essentially, 
Victoria’s story was about how ordinary repobladores and combatants might 
have served to fatten corrupt leaders. The retrospective lesson she offered is 
that they should have seen it coming: peace benefits would not be equally 
distributed.166 
 Part of the local leadership of Guarjila, the largest repopulation in 
northeastern Chalatenango, received similar harsh criticism in my 
interviews. According to Guarjila resident and lay worker ‘Alex,’ the 
community organization had failed in many regards. He considered that the 
former revolutionary leaders had, over time, become a conservative political 
force and an obstacle for community development. Alex illustrated his 
appreciation with the example of how the directorate handled the 
community bakery, equipped, financed and staffed for several years by 
means of international donations.167  
 

165 Connivers or shysters. 
166 The three previous paragraphs are based on fieldnotes (13-02-2012). 
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All community projects were like the Soviet Union, and all of them failed. They all 
failed! … Today people want to be the owners. And they do not want to work with 
the directorate that pays them ‘shit’ and bosses them around as if they were 
employees … . I can talk about … the case of Guarjila: money like you wouldn’t 
believe, projects like you wouldn’t believe… and each project has failed and that’s 
why people think: ‘why am I doing this [to participate in community projects]? I 
don’t need this anymore.’ … [For example,] the communal bakery, … like in the 
Soviet Union, the products that came out were ‘shit.’ We had a cafeteria, extremely 
filthy! … This was the product of our communism, right. This was our product and 
it was called ‘shit.’ … [So] [a Guarjila resident I shall name ‘Liduvina’] set up her 
own bakery. … [A baker from the city of Chalatenango offered] to train six women 
[from Guarjila], to make different types of bread. … He is very good…! Only 
[Liduvina] went and she was really criticized [by the directorate], like you 
wouldn’t believe. This is how we slow down our development. … ‘Why is she 
going with [him]? She is too ambitious! Why is she doing this? Damn, she won’t 
make any money there!’ Because that was the deal with the baker [that she 
wouldn’t make money], but she went every day, for six months, and very 
submissively, but she learned … . So [Liduvina], the most criticized, ‘the whore,’ 
because for them [the directorate] that is what she was … [now] she has a very 
good business. Her product, everybody buys it.  
Interviewer: And the communal bakery? 
Alex: It closed. 
 

Very little had been learned from the many truncated development projects 
in Guarjila, Alex claimed. In 2010, any given project that arrived to the 
community, was still liable to be mismanaged or, worse, to be plundered by 
the directorate. On the other hand, if the directorate were somehow 
marginalized from the control of the project, they would try to use their 
power to complicate or obstruct its implementation. According to Alex, this 
was not the attitude of the entire directorate, but particularly of a few of the 
older, most experienced leaders. 
 

So there are two or three directorates [in Guarjila] who see…, it’s terrible, they 
see… a project and this project means money and power, … because it’s an 
opportunity to have money. How many of us will participate [in the project]? How 
many are involved? There is money in these projects. And they have stolen money, 
because, you know it, money is stolen on the inside … They only see money, 
money, and we have a generation like that and it is sad … 

 
Like Las Flores, Alex claimed that also Guarjila has its new rich, like for 
example the family who I shall refer to as the Sánchez family, well known in 
Guarjila and surroundings. A large family, with strong wartime 



 

revolutionary credentials, the Sánchez’ had many supporters as well as 
detractors in northeastern Chalatenango at the time of fieldwork. For 
example, when discussing the matter with ‘Oscar,’ a veteran community 
leader from the area and someone I know very well from my own years in 
Chalatenango, he told me  

 
[l]ook, I know that the [Sánchez family] is really criticized. But I believe they have 
gotten where they are because they are united, it is a large and united family. They 
work hard and they’ve known what to do. What’s wrong with that? The thing is 
that people don’t see that, they only see what they have, and that’s where envy can 
come into play…168 
 

Alex only partially coincided with Oscar’s view. In his view, things started to 
go astray when, in the period just before the Peace Accords, insurgent leaders 
like the Sánchez brothers oriented everybody not to buy any land, because 
this would be acquired collectively. “Land is not bought but conquered” was 
the slogan at the time (Alvarenga and Baumgärtner 2008, 11). According to 
Alex, the Sánchez brothers and a few other leaders started to quietly 
purchase some of the best land in the area privately, before the PTT drove the 
prices up. The next step up for the Sánchez was that, when the different 
reconstruction programs got underway, they made sure they were on every 
possible list.  
 

Alex: [The Sánchez family] applied for … all available projects, but as a family. 
They took advantage as a family and their development was incredible. Don 
[Andrés–one of the Sánchez brothers -] has incredible parcels, … because they 
knew how to handle money … [Andrés] is incredible for business. … So, they have 
acquired their wealth like the people from before. … [Andrés] is Guarjila’s old 
power. … But [Andrés] … always wears mismatched shoes to put on the facade of 
a poor farmer … . 
Interviewer: But the image still persists of these communities as places in a sense … 
extraordinary, revolutionary and with [revolutionary] track record…? 
Alex: … Some people think we are something that we are not and some [people 
from the community] want to take advantage of this. … Because [of] this 
revolutionary energy that existed before, right? [The repopulations] drew the 
attention of the whole world and brought incredible solidarity, right? Each year 
and in every different stage, right?  … It’s an image, this is sad, but it is true; it’s an 
image that allows you to sell yourself … .  
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The ‘image’ that Alex referred to concerns Guarjila’s insurgent status. Its 
community leaders continued to present Guarjila to outsiders as a 
revolutionary bulwark. They still frequently recur to the use of revolutionary 
discourse that presents the community both as a place of historical heroism 
as well as a continued popular alternative, engaged in an ongoing struggle 
with the ‘system’ sustained by the right-wing elements that continue to 
dominate the country. According to Alex, this discourse contrast painfully 
with Guarjila’s social reality. In his view, Guarjila’s poor, in reality have lost 
faith in each other and in themselves. Violence, crime, vandalism, domestic 
abuse and alcoholism have all become common fare in the community. Alex 
offered that the most loyal and genuine followers of the revolution ended up 
paying the price for believing in the revolution too much, and looking out 
too little for their personal interests. 
 

I would say that the most revolutionary people in the communities are the poorest. 
People that really committed themselves, who fought and believed… Good 
militants! They attended the meetings, the protest marches, right? They believed 
[in the revolution] and [now] really are the ones furthest behind.  

 
Alex’s reflections point to a remarkable paradox. While Guarjila’s 
revolutionary heritage might still be used to ‘sell’ the community to 
outsiders, those with ‘genuine’ faith in the revolution itself might have 
actually become increasingly marginalized inside the community. In any 
case, similar to what we encountered in other repopulations, Alex’s account 
of postwar Guarjila suggests that the repobladores there saw revolutionary 
aspirations diluted with a sobering dose of realpolitik. 
 
Some final reflections on Ellacuría 
 
The case study of the repopulation of Ellacuría demonstrated the importance 
of examining and specifying historical PMO ties in these communities. On 
the one hand, to probe the insurgent relations in the community proved to be 
important to enhance our understanding of the nature of the repopulation 
movement and the experiences of the repobladores who participated in it. On 
the other hand, the community’s inherited PMO relations also provided an 
important and enduring socio-political ingredient in different aspects of 
postwar development of the repopulation.  



 

The review of Ellacuría’s history, including stories that had been previously 
left untold, helped elucidate the complex relationships between the 
repobladores and the PMOs during the war. The partial breakdown of the 
secrecy surrounding the repopulations’ wartime affairs as documented in 
this chapter is a fascinating phenomenon in itself. For the inhabitants of 
Ellacuría, these stories not hidden but in fact well-known, secretos a voces,169 
have helped shape community history. As anthropologist Olga González 
points out, “public secrecy is a mode of truth-telling that is produced in the 
tension between concealment and revelation” (2011, 9) and “secrecy is a 
component of truth, particularly in a context of war” (2011, 210). Indeed, 
some of the inhabitants of Ellacuría shared some of their wartime secrets 
with us, but I have little doubt that other relevant stories remain to be told. I 
am convinced that academic understanding of El Salvador’s civil war has 
much to gain from delving into these types of stories.  
 Ellacuría’s revelations regarding its ‘clandestine connections’170 were 
certainly an interesting corrective and enrichment with regard to previous 
scholarship on El Salvador’s insurgent communities. From what was 
disclosed, it became clear that PMO-affiliations were instrumental to 
bringing about the repopulation project. This clarification also helped to 
make explicit the political, logistical and military contributions of 
repopulation to the insurgent cause. The war’s hidden stories furthermore 
offered evidence of different forms of social stratification inside the 
community beyond the discourses and practices of solidarity. These stories 
also indicated that, in some communities, different PMOs disputed the 
affiliations and loyalties of the repobladores. Even though all participated in 
a shared insurgent history, the repobladores of Ellacuría were not a uniform 
group, but represented diverse families, subdivided with regard to 
leadership position, specific PMO affiliation and place of origin. This is an 
important finding, because such diversity has been invariably underplayed 
in studies on the repopulations so far.  
 Through their participation in the insurgency, Ellacuría’s 
repobladores were able to access rural property to help sustain postwar 
livelihoods. However, the postwar development of Ellacuría turned out to be 
a far cry from the promises the insurgents formulated to their supporters 
before the end of the war, both in terms of level of development as well as in 

169 Public secrets. 
170 I borrow the term from Javier Auyero (2010). 



 

the  intrinsic solidarity of the development model pursued. The community 
organization proved well-equipped to attract projects and donations, but 
mostly unable to implement them adequately or to transform them into 
viable economic alternatives to the traditional peasant subsistence economy. 
Furthermore, in the postwar labyrinth of projects and opportunities, some 
families accumulated more means than others in the community. While they 
started from a similar position of economic disadvantage 20 years ago, 
Ellacuría families now have attained considerable socio-economic 
differentiation, mainly depending on two factors: the family’s political 
position in the community and their success at capitalizing upon the labor 
migration of its members.171  

Even as the PMOs were loosening control over the repopulations 
after the end of the war, PMO prominence and proximity played important 
roles in the distribution of postwar opportunities. From local political 
structures embedded in PMO power, in 1992 the community directorate 
gained relative independence, right at the time that they started to manage 
significant amounts of money, and to make crucial decisions with regard to 
the distribution of resources in the community. Those who were both well 
positioned politically and willing to embrace a ‘pragmatic’ approach thrived. 
Once socio-economic differences between families became more evident, the 
repobladores started to re-configure community relationships in accordance 
with the emerging power differentials. In this context, old-fashioned 
compadrazgo-based patronage regained prominence in social-economic 
affairs in the community. 

At the same time, and somewhat paradoxically, ideological 
discourses inherited from the revolutionary period persisted, and continued 
to play an important role in local politics. In practice, the political identities 
inherited from the insurgent period became a crucial tool to contest local 
power and galvanize local political loyalties. The way in which former PMO 
cadres and their families positioned themselves in the community resulted in 
the continued intertwining of party politics, development projects and 
community organizing. As a consequence, the FMLN’s major political battles 
and cleavages of the postwar period were re-staged and re-enacted on the 
micro-political level in Ellacuría. 

171 A third factor, that of the family groups capacity for agricultural production, was considered to be of 
secondary relevance, since the agricultural profits were very low in comparison to the efforts invested, due to 
high prices of agricultural inputs and the limited quality of the land. Interview with Arturo (03-02-2010). 



 

Two initiatives that emerged in Ellacuría during the time of fieldwork 
seemed to me to stand as a symbol of the current political crossroads of the 
repopulation project. Ellacuría community directorate promoted the first one. 
Its goal was to obtain a legal change of name of the community from 
Guancora to Comunidad Ignacio Ellacuría. The repobladores’ use of the 
latter had become less frequent over the years, with most using the names 
Guancora and Ellacuría alternately, or solely referring to Guancora. For 
strictly legal purposes, the location was still called Guancora, since the 
Salvadoran government never sanctioned a formal acceptance of the new 
name. To change the name would entail a procedure involving the 
departmental governor, the Ministry of Interior and the Parliament. 
Previously, with ARENA in power, Arturo and other directorates had 
considered that the possibilities of the community’s new name being 
legalized would be slim. After 2009, with Funes as president, the directorate 
set up a meeting with the newly appointed Departmental Governor of 
Chalatenango and sent a formal petition initiating the procedure.172  

The president of the directorate saw this initiative as a way for the 
inhabitants of the community to remember where they came from, and to 
educate younger generations about the history of their home village.173 For 
him, the reaffirmation of the name Comunidad Ignacio Ellacuría constituted 
a political allegory, a rephrasing of one of the FMLN’s principle postwar 
slogans: ‘the struggle continues.’ The directorate said the entire community 
was behind the petition. Indeed, as far as I could tell, the repobladores either 
supported the initiative or were indifferent to it. I suspected that, in any case, 
many would continue to use the name Guancora. However, once obtained, 
the new name’s legality could be seen both as external recognition of its 
insurgent credentials as well as a sort of communal recommitment to its 
political heritage. In any case, legal acceptance would be bound to boost the 
status of the name Comunidad Ignacio Ellacuría. Which might prevail: the 
community’s traditional name or its insurgent name? With Ellacuría’s 
internal politics in mind, this matter gained significant symbolism.  

The second initiative generated different questions on the heritage of 
the insurgent repopulation project in Ellacuría. It concerned the intended 
repopulation of La Pinte, in Cabañas. Pablo himself was born and raised 
there, an hour by foot from Santa Marta and two hours walking from the 

172 The description of the initiative to legalize the name of Comunidad Ignacio Ellacuría is based on fieldnotes 
(22-02-2012) and interviews with Alvaro (25-01-2010), Arturo (03-02-2010) and Marta (25-11-2009). 
173 Fieldnotes (22-02-2012). 



 

town of Villa Victoria. In several conversations, Pablo had talked to me about 
La Pinte, the place of origin of a dozen of Ellacuría families. “It’s such a 
beautiful place.” Abandoned at the start of the war, La Pinte had never been 
repopulated. The problem with La Pinte was that there was no road. It could 
only be reached by foot or on horseback. With the FMLN in government, 
Pablo had taken the initiative to put together a delegation of La Pinte natives 
to petition for the construction of a dirt road into the La Pinte valley. 
However, prospects were not good, since the responsible Ministry had 
exposed technical obstacles that would make the road very expensive. 
Nonetheless, Pablo had already enlisted close to a dozen families originally 
from La Pinte interested in participating in the return, families currently 
living in Ellacuría and in two other repopulations. One obstacle was that this 
time it would be very difficult to find resources and projects to help finance 
the process. Another difficulty was that the elderly tended to be more 
enthusiastic with this project than the young people who had never lived in 
La Pinte or did not even know the place. Therefore, some of the elders were 
held back because their children would not join them there. Pablo 
nonetheless seemed convinced to go through with his plan.174 

What to make of Pablo’s yearning for La Pinte? In what ways would 
this repopulation expedition be different from the one Pablo had organized 
in 1989? I could not make up my mind whether the idea of several of 
Ellacuría families eventually returning ‘home’ to La Pinte, over three decades 
after the exodus of war, symbolized a defeat or a new beginning. For Pablo 
and his followers, should they undertake this step, the enormous task of 
making La Pinte inhabitable once more would probably leave little time for 
reflection on these matters.  
 
Conclusions 
 
In his study on a “revolutionary town after the revolution,” Daniel Nugent 
portrayed how the peasant supporters of the Mexican revolution, those that 
did most of the fighting, profited little from the broader benefits generated 
by the process, especially when compared to other groups involved. Nugent 
cites a peasant leader who called his town folks cartuchos quemados, “the 
burnt or spent cartridges of a struggle in which the victory went to other 

174 Based on interviews with Pablo (25-01-2010, 29-05-2011, 21-02-2012), including a telephone interview (03-
06-2012).  



 

social classes” (1993, 3). For peasants participating in insurgent movements, 
the shift from revolutionary prominence to post-revolutionary 
marginalization is a phenomenon that indeed has occurred in numerous 
historical contexts. But the fact that the peasants might not cash in on 
revolutionary participation as effectively other participating groups, does not 
mean that their participation might not generate any rewards, or that their 
communities might not be transformed through the experience of insurgent 
participation and its aftermath.  
 In order to study such transformations, it is important to consider the 
insurgent relations that affected or implied the peasantry with care and 
specificity. Therefore, I started out this chapter with a review of the role the 
PMOs played in the repopulation movement. I showed how strategic 
considerations of the PMO leadership were instrumental in drawing out the 
settlement patterns of this movement. The repobladores relied on their 
affiliation with a particular PMO to organize their participation. The 
repopulations allowed the PMOs to reconvert their existing peasant support 
bases into a settlers’ movement, partially protected by a civilian ‘face.’ Once 
established in the repopulations, the repobladores continued to be connected 
to the PMOs through political-military networks that were inserted 
clandestinely within the community itself. This was the manner in which the 
inhabitants of the repopulations lived ‘at the service of war.’ 
 The repobladores’ postwar disillusionment might be interpreted in 
part as an inevitable backlash to insurgent grandiloquence. Its emergence as 
a predominant sentiment in the repopulations as documented by Bourgois 
(2001) and Silber (2011), probably says more about the high expectations 
invested in these communities in the course of the revolution then it does 
about postwar development in itself. Nonetheless, it must be understood that 
for a generation of repobladores - as well as for those who have lived with 
them or have studied them over the years, myself included - it is very 
difficult not to perceive the community in the mirror of past promises.  
 These promises were generated in several different spheres of 
interaction: that of the PMOs with their rural supporters, that of local leaders 
and their followers, that of international delegations and observers eager to 
support a new society in the making. After the Peace Accords, the inherited 
expectations were subsequently larded with development discourses and 
community organization became the panacea for reconstruction and 
development programs (van der Borgh 2003). Little attention was given to 



 

the mid- and long-term effects the role of community directorates in the 
management of these resources might have on local political processes. If 
considered, it was seen as a vehicle of ownership and sustainability of the 
development efforts. However, as the findings of this chapter indicate, the 
prominent role of the community directorate in the postwar reconstruction 
efforts did not always enhance its internal democratic legitimacy, and in 
some cases it contributed instead to generating new inequalities within the 
community.  

Some researchers, struggling to rhyme insurgent promises with the 
repopulations’ present realities, seek to explain postwar development in 
terms of the encroachment of neoliberalism and its effect upon the 
communities, as the story of how “the neoliberal model gradually established 
itself in the former war zone” (Köpcke 1999, 260. See also Binford 2010). 
Postwar popular organization in the repopulations then became a story of 
continued resistance in these disadvantageous circumstances. It is true that 
some factors of crucial importance to the repopulations, like labor migration 
and prices of agricultural products are certainly contingent upon neoliberal 
globalization. One could also argue that the shape and character of many 
development projects, as well as the role of local government, suffered 
significantly from the preponderance of neoliberal policy recipes during the 
1990s (Silber 2011). As McElhinny points out the “unprecedented rewriting 
of pre-war property relations provoked by insurgent communities” occurred 
together with “a secular shift toward individual modes of production,” 
inspired, at least in part, by neoliberalism (2006, 350).  

Nonetheless, a focus on the impact of neoliberalism should not 
obscure the complicity of PMO power in generating the present day 
inequalities in the repopulations. However important neoliberalism may 
have been in shaping the economic context within which the repopulations 
had to survive, their postwar socio-economic trajectory cannot be understood 
without considering the particular logics of how community relationships 
were forged and sustained, and how they changed over time. The 
safeguarding and deepening of privileges gained by some in the course of 
the revolution has been a very important part of that mix. As I have 
demonstrated in this chapter, community organizations, former 
revolutionary leadership and FMLN party politics all contributed to 
hollowing out the egalitarian promises of the former ‘People’s Republic of 
Chalatenango.’ 



Chapter 6. Guerrilla fighters and postwar life trajectories 
 

Wilber (ex-combatant of the FAL)  
 
Introduction 
 
This chapter looks specifically at former rank-and-file and middle cadres of 
the Salvadoran PMOs that participated directly in guerrilla warfare. While 
the life trajectories of the comandantes of the PMOs are relatively well-
known, inside as well as outside of El Salvador, much less is known about 
the lower and middle echelons of El Salvador’s guerrilla organizations and, 
in particular, about what happened to them after the war. How did 
‘ordinary’ revolutionary fighters experience postwar transition? Where are 
they now? What are the main livelihood strategies they used to survive after 
the Peace Accords? And, furthermore, how do they make sense of their own 
life trajectories in the postwar period? To what extent might their previous 
insurgent affiliation still play a role in their lives? In order to answer these 
questions, the chapter combines ethnographic interviews with and portraits 
of former guerrilla fighters, with a quantitative sample of their postwar life 
trajectories. 

Using photographs of Salvadoran guerrilla units as a starting point to 
discuss different personal trajectories, the chapter builds on an ethnographic 
technique called photo-elicitation in order to explore the postwar habitus of 
the former guerrilla fighters. This approach provides a platform to share 
different personal stories associated with the rank-and-file and middle-cadre 
experience of post-insurgency. In this sense, the chapter provides a retrospect 
on the transition from war to peace from the perspective of non-elite 
participants in the revolutionary movement. The chapters’ combination of 
quantitative and qualitative data help clarify how, in spite of the 
demobilization process, former guerrilla fighters continue to rely extensively 
on PMO networks inherited from the war as part of postwar livelihood 
strategies. Findings furthermore illustrate the impact of the internal 

1 “It is definitely not the same thing talking to someone who has always been [working] within the party, than 
to talk to someone who has had to work hard just to get by and to make a life for him or herself.” Fieldnotes 
(17-02-2010). 



dynamics of post-insurgency on the lives and livelihoods of former guerrilla 
fighters. 

In the first part of this chapter I elaborate on the methodology of 
photo-elicitation as connected to the retrospect on former guerrilla fighters’ 
life trajectories, explaining how I ended up working with a set of 11 
photographs each representing particular moments of the war, as well as 
specific geographical regions and PMO affiliations. I then alternately present 
these different photographs of guerrilla units along with ethnographic 
material on the postwar lives of the former fighters connected to the 
photographs in different ways. The chapter ends with the presentation of the 
accumulated data derived from the photographs and a reflection on the 
different postwar reintegration scenarios identified.  
 
Sampling insurgent lives 
 
One of the methodological issues I struggled with for this part of my study 
was that of how to build a faithful sample of the former insurgents’ postwar 
life trajectories. As I was working with several FMLN veteran groups, it 
quickly became clear to me that, at the time of my research, only a reduced 
amount of FMLN war veterans actually participated in these veteran 
collectives. I realized that if I limited the mapping of life trajectories only to 
those currently participating in aforementioned political circles, be it with the 
FMLN’s ‘official’ sector or with dissident groups, I would only access those 
members of the former insurgency that had opted for involvement in veteran 
politics. What then about all of those former guerrilla fighters that no longer 
held any type of militant participation in politics? Or what about those that 
were active in other political sectors or groups, rather than the collectives of 
war veterans? 

I considered that, to obtain an overview of the longitudinal 
development of the post-insurgent field, I needed a methodology that could 
accommodate all the different postwar paths that individual participants 
might have taken. Building a sample by ‘snowballing’ methods, based on my 
contacts and informers, would inevitably carry the imprint of my own 
position and that of my informers in the post-insurgent field.2 Even 
attempting to build a sample based on those that had been received 

2 Snowballing refers to building a sample making use of the informers’ personal connections with other 
potential informers. See Bernard (2006, 192) for a discussion of snowballing in anthropological research. 



reinsertion benefits in 1992-1993, I would run into problems concerning 
representation. For example, what about those who, like explosives expert 
Justo in chapter 1, had not participated in the demobilization and reinsertion 
process? Over the years I have met many former insurgents who participated 
extensively during the war, but who did not formally demobilize or 
participate in reinsertion programs. I also met young people who had not 
really played a role in the insurgency, but who, mainly through family 
connections, were channeled into the camps in 1992 to increase the FMLN’s 
numbers. At any rate, using the reinsertions programs themselves as a base 
line for sampling life trajectories proved to be impossible anyway, since I was 
unable to obtain comprehensive lists of FMLN beneficiaries. This was mainly 
due to the fact that the Fundación 16 de enero (F-16), the organization in 
charge of coordinating the reinsertion and reintegration programs, fell apart 
in 1994 as a result of internal strife within the FMLN. At the time, Salvadoran 
NGO FUNDESA inherited the existing programs and archives of the F-16. 
Contracts with donor organization stipulated a 10-year safeguard period of 
all the documentation concerning the reinsertion programs. When this period 
expired, the institution evacuated and burnt the F-16 archives, so 
FUNDESA’s director declared.3  

My solution to the problem of building a representative sample of 
former guerrilla fighters presented itself in the course of fieldwork. During 
one of my visits to Chalatenango, I looked up ‘Federico,’ an old friend, and 
an ex-combatant who had come out of the war with numerous scars and one 
glass eye. Halfway into the 90s, Federico was a smart and affable but restless 
young man, disillusioned with the lack of peacetime opportunities and 
unsure of what route to take into the future. Then he heard about the 
FMLN’s administration of scholarships to study medicine in Cuba. His 
application, together with his guerrilla credentials, secured his place among 
one of the first groups of students to enroll in Cuba’s Escuela 
Latinoamericana de Medicina (ELAM).4 Already a physician, in 2009 he was 
close to finishing his specialization. When we talked over the phone in 2009, 
Federico was particularly eager to talk to me, because he was in the process 
of writing his memoirs, and he wanted my advice.  

Via email, Federico forwarded a well-advanced manuscript to me the 
next day, with some vivid descriptions of the battles he had participated in, 

3 Fieldnotes (08-07-2009, 15-01-2010). Interview with María Ester (15-01-2010). 
4 Latin American School of Medicine. 



and of the comrades who had died in the process. It also recounted in detail 
how he himself had been gravely wounded, and how he miraculously 
survived. We agreed to meet a few days later to go through the manuscript. 
While sitting at his kitchen table in one of the repopulated towns in 
Chalatenango, we discussed my feedback notes. Then we came to talking 
about the picture he had selected for the front page of the document. The 
image depicted a guerrilla combat unit, posing before the camera in a 
relatively informal formation. “This is me,” Federico said, when he pointed 
at the faces of one of the young men at the back of the formation, peeking 
over the shoulders of his older comrades. When the picture was taken, 
Federico, 16 years old, had recently been recruited together with other 
adolescents from the repopulated town of San José Las Flores into the 
guerrilla army. This was when the insurgent forces were gathering strength 
in preparation of the November 1989 general offensive. One of the FPL’s 
military cadres involved took the photograph as a souvenir for those posing 
and their relatives.5 

As we discussed the photograph, it turned out Federico knew quite a 
bit about the others featured in the formation with him. A few had been 
killed in combat, several had returned to live in the repopulated area of 
Chalatenango to work in agriculture. Federico had stayed in touch with most 
of the survivors. The photograph only included a handful of people who he 
had completely lost track of. The discussion of the different individual 
trajectories of his former comrades, also proved a rich source of ethnographic 
information, as our conversation extended to why people’s lives had 
developed the way they did, and different stories and anecdotes about those 
figuring in the picture came on the table. This resulted in what I perceived to 
be a particularly grounded and reflexive analysis of postwar trajectories.  

Federico offered to consult other former combatants to reconstruct 
what had happened to the remaining incognita in the picture. I also printed a 
copy of the image, and consulted with several friends and acquaintances in 
Chalatenango to fill gaps and confirm the information Federico had already 
provided. Over the next few months, we met a few times in Chalatenango 
and in San Salvador. We contrasted our findings, and were able to confirm 
and complement most of the missing information from the pictures. All the 
individuals in the picture had been identified except one. The effort thus 
resulted in the mapping of 18 different life trajectories of former FPL 

5 Fieldnotes (28-07-2009). 



combatants, spanning more than two decades and several countries, all 
captured in one single photograph.  
 
Photo 6.1 FPL. San José Las Flores, Chalatenango (October 1989) 

 
  



1. Works with the FMLN in San Vicente. 
2. War-wounded. Combines agricultural 
activities with running a transportation 
service in the FMLN affiliated settlement 
he moved to after the war. 
3. Migrated to Canada after the war and 
works in a landscaping company.  
4. Migrated to the US after the war. 
5. Entered the PNC after the Peace 
Accords as part of the FMLN quota. Still 
active as a police officer.  
6. A farmer in a repopulation in 
Chalatenango. 
7. Combines agricultural activities with 
working as an NGO appointed dental 
technician in a repopulation. 
8. Killed in combat in 1990 in 
Chalatenango. 
9. Works odd jobs in San Salvador. His 
family still lives in San José Las Flores. 

10. A farmer in a FMLN affiliated 
resettlement. 
11. Migrated to the US after the war. 
12. A farmer in a FMLN affiliated 
resettlement. 
13. Killed in combat in 1990 in Cinquera, 
Cabañas.  
14. Migrated to the US.  
15. Identity Unknown.  
16. Killed in combat in 1990 in Cinquera, 
Cabañas. 
17. Works for the municipal police corps in 
an FMLN municipality. 
18. Entered the PNC as part of the FMLN 
quota after the Peace Accords, later left for 
the US. 
 19. War-wounded. Won a scholarship to 
study medicine in Cuba. Finishing his 
specialization.  
20. Identity unknown. 

  
An experienced guerrilla leader led the group and was assigned a few 
seasoned fighters as squad leaders (they feature on the first row of the 
photograph, with the leader on the far left). The rest consisted of 
inexperienced adolescents, mostly from the repopulation of San José Las 
Flores. Although this unit participated in the offensive with little previous 
combat experience, they did not suffer any casualties at first; not until later 
on, when in the aftermath of the offensive they withdrew from the capital 
towards the mountainous war fronts and became engaged in heavy combat 
around Cinquera.  

In the period between the offensive and the Peace Accords, Federico’s 
unit participated in numerous operations in the area of Cabañas and 
Chalatenango. On April 2, 1991, in an operation meant to take over a well-
secured hydroelectric dam between Chalatenango and Cabañas, a landmine 
blew up close to Federico’s face while he was advancing towards a position, 
crawling on the ground. His comrades retrieved his injured body, and 
transported him by hammock into the mountains. After a few days of 
indescribable suffering, Federico was finally brought into the field hospital in 
the repopulation of Guarjila. There, considerable amounts of shrapnel and 
dirt embedded in his upper torso and face were removed. After several 
weeks of treatment, he was then sent to a specialized clinic in San Salvador, 
where he received the treatment that allowed him to save his one remaining 
eye.  



 
Guerrilla photographs as research tool 
 
For Federico, many stories were encapsulated in his unit’s photograph. The 
appeal of the exercise consisted in the combination of the photographic 
image with the cumulative personalized information we collected, and the 
depth both acquired because of each other. No longer was it a photo of an 
anonymous group of guerrilla fighters, whose intrinsic meaning largely 
depended on the ideological associations it evoked in the eye of the beholder, 
but instead a compact but comprehensive retrospect into the lives and times 
of a group of rank-and-file guerrilla fighters. John Berger suggests that “the 
thrill found in a photograph comes from the onrush of memory” (1992, 192). 
Indeed, the evocation of times passed is inevitable when looking at the 
picture itself, a stereotypical image of a belligerent group of guerrilla fighters. 
However, at the same time, the knowledge Federico, myself and others had 
gathered now also allowed viewers to look at the picture with different eyes, 
to partially ‘liberate’ the image from its frozen time, and qualify its meaning 
beyond the aesthetics of revolution or warfare.  

Federico himself commented on the picture with a complex mix of 
sentiments and valuations. There was reminiscence over the revolutionary 
and combative spirit and the sense of brotherhood he felt had accompanied 
their war efforts at the time. There was nostalgia for his youth, which also 
represented the time his body was still intact, without the physical injuries he 
would now carry for the rest of his life. He also recalled how hard his time 
with the guerrilla had been for his mother, a woman who had already 
suffered great hardship because of the war. Federico shared many comments 
on the different individuals in the picture, and we reflected on how their 
lives had turned out two decades later. There was talk of what was lost and 
what might have been gained and by whom.6  

“A photograph is both a pseudo-presence and a token of absence,” 
Susan Sontag writes (1977, 16). The experience with Federico’s photograph 
opened my eyes to what a powerful mnemonic device we had come across. 
As ethnographer Douglas Harper claims, “that extraordinary sense of 
seeming to retrieve something that has disappeared belongs alone to the 
photograph, and it leads to deep and interesting talk” (2002, 23). Federico’s 
photograph helped him to historicize his own life, and in the process, move 

6 Fieldnotes (28-12-2009, 08-01-2010, 11-01-2010, 28-07-2012). 



away from commonplaces that are usually exchanged in conversation 
regarding the war and its impact, and instead to ground his own 
explanations concerning these larger subjects in his personal history and that 
of his comrades. 

I was impressed by the methods’ double capacity to map life 
trajectories, while at the same time provide an accessory able to provoke 
conversations I considered particularly relevant for my fieldwork, a 
methodological tool known in ethnographic fieldwork as “photo elicitation” 
(Harper 2002, 2003. Pink 2004). With the results of Federico’s picture, I 
became convinced of the method’s broader potential for this study, and 
decided to try and build a sample of life trajectories based on photographs of 
groups of guerrilla fighters. For this purpose, I collected wartime 
photographs from different sources: the personal collections of former 
combatants, the archive of the Museo de la Palabra y la Imagen (MUPI),7 a 
Salvadoran NGO dedicated to collecting photographs and other materials 
pertaining to the civil war and other aspects of El Salvador’s history, and the 
archive of wartime photographs collected by the Instituto de Estudios 
Históricos, Antropológicos y Arqueológicos (IEHAA-UES),8 a research center 
at the University of El Salvador. From these different sources, I initially 
selected several dozen group photographs. During the final months of 
fieldwork, time constraints pushed me to make a final selection of 11 
photographs to focus on in order to be able to present a complete or almost 
complete rendering of the trajectories of the fighters involved. These are the 
photographs presented in this chapter.9 

7 Museum of the Word and Image. 
8 Institute for Historical, Anthropological and Archaeological Studies. 
9 I accessed potential photographs for life trajectory reconstruction by asking former combatants I knew and 
by looking in the different archives I had access to. I then made a first selection of several dozen photographs 
based on the criteria of group size and the visibility of individual characteristics that might facilitate 
identification. For example, pictures that were completely out-of-focus or otherwise unclear would not be 
selected. I also tried to obtain photographs of combat units that had operated in different areas of the country 
and / or belonging to different factions of the FMLN. However, once I had obtained a promising photograph, it 
was often difficult to determine where to start with the reconstruction. Where and when was the picture 
taken? What political-military organization did the fighters belong to? These questions could often only be 
answered when someone appearing in the picture had been located. And sometimes this proved to be a 
difficult task. Having identified and located the first survivor, speaking with him or her would then provide 
several leads that would help speed up the process of tracing the rest of the photograph. But finding the first 
one was sometimes difficult. Thus, for the largest part of my fieldwork, I carried around maps of photographs 
everywhere I went, in the hope of gathering bits of information that would eventually allow me to build a 
sizeable sample. Having a better idea on who to approach for specific bits of information regarding guerrilla 
units, I was able to make more headway with pictures portraying FPL units, than with those of other 
organizations, in spite of my attempts to spread the sample.  



The life trajectory reconstruction efforts based on these photographs were 
both painstaking and rewarding. Let me start with the former. For one, even 
though pictures of guerrilla-activity in El Salvador are relatively abundant, 
the number of guerrilla-formation type pictures I was able to lay a hand on 
and that qualified for reconstruction according to the previously mentioned 
criteria was quite limited. This related to the particular circumstances of the 
war. On the one hand, at different times throughout the conflict, the PMOs 
allowed or promoted the documentation of their troops for propaganda 
purposes. As we have seen in chapter 3, the different factions of the FMLN 
strongly relied on private international support in Europe and the United 
States, and this support needed to be fed with appealing information in order 
to be sustained or deepened. As a result of this demand, the PMOs 
themselves produced a substantial amount of material, including 
photographs, and previously selected and screened journalists were allowed 
at times to enter the guerrilla fronts and document their activities.  

On the other hand, during the war photographs of guerrillas were 
also a potential security liability, if they should fall in the hand of the enemy. 
They could be used for intelligence work, including interrogations, to 
identify and target individual insurgents and their families. Especially in the 
early years, photographs would often present the guerrilla fighters covering 
their faces with scarves. As a result of these two contradictory incentives, I 
found images of El Salvador’s guerrillas to be relatively abundant, but 
mostly not suited for the kind of mapping and tracing of individual identities 
that I was now aiming for.  

Even though progress on reconstruction the life trajectories in the 
photos was often slow and difficult, the photographs proved to be very 
useful aides to look back to reflect on the experiences of insurgency and its 
aftermath during interviews and conversations. I also often received an 
enthusiastic response the idea of reconstructing life trajectories from the 
photographs from the veterans I worked with in different fieldwork settings. 
By and large, they cheered on the effort and insisted I should carry along 
despite practical difficulties. Some claimed it was the only way I would be 
able to get an objective view on what had happened to ‘real’ guerrilla fighters 
after the war.10 One veteran confided that she was particularly pleased that 
for once these historical pictures would not only be used to honor those that 

10 Fieldnotes (09-03-2010). 



had fallen, a common memory practice of post-insurgency in El Salvador, but 
that it would help to finally also make the survivors a little more visible.11  

In the reconstruction process, several FMLN veterans became true 
research collaborators, taking tremendous interest and making large efforts 
in order to obtain the missing pieces of information. It was only by means of 
the active collaboration of dozens of ex-combatants from different 
organizations and places that I was eventually able to rebuild the postwar 
life trajectories of a substantial amount of individual guerrilla fighters. But 
the function of the photographs far surpassed that of building a quantitative 
sample. They became a kind of mirror with which those involved reflected 
on the lived experience of post-insurgency. 
 
The war was over and I was still alive! 
 
I had met ‘Wilber,’ a former FAL Special Forces combatant, in 2001, through 
my Salvadoran family. My wife was trying to locate the remains of her sister 
‘Nadia’ and Wilber was one of the comrades helping in this search. Nadia 
had joined the FAL guerrilla in 1987, while my wife’s family was living in 
exile in Nicaragua. In Managua, her mother was a personal assistant to a PCS 
top leader. Her father had served a spell at the front for the FAL in the early 
1980s and worked in the PCS support structures in Managua for the rest of 
the war. Growing up amidst the Nicaraguan revolution, Nadia was active in 
youth work with the Salvadoran PCS as well as with Nicaragua’s FSLN. In 
the insurgents’ second major military build-up (from 1987 onwards), the 
PCS-FAL was hard-pressed for fighters and incremented recruitment efforts 
in their spheres of influence. It did not take much to convince Nadia to go: 
she saw it as her duty to fight for the revolution. She and several of her 
friends from the PCS youth circle in Managua were sent to Cuba for military 
training.  

Physically and mentally prepared and provided with a new identity 
(her pseudonym), she was sent to the front in El Salvador. There she met 
Wilber in the FAL camps of the Guazapa volcano. He became somewhat 
smitten by her. According to Wilber, unlike some other female combatants, 
Nadia was genuinely interested in the ‘common’ guerrilla fighters, and not 
just worried about impressing the leaders. From Guazapa, Nadia moved to 

11 Fieldnotes (12-02-2010). For example, a Salvadoran NGO called Equipo Maíz publishes a yearly calendar with 
hundreds of photographs of revolutionaries that have fallen in the struggle.  



the military expansion area of the San Salvador volcano to work as a radio 
operator for one of the military commanders there. There she was killed, a 
year after entering the front, when her unit was ambushed in the midst of a 
coffee plantation. Her comrades buried her that same day among the coffee 
trees.12 

Nadia’s younger brother ‘Iván,’ still in Managua, was devastated by 
the news of his sister, as was the rest of the family. In spite of his parents’ 
reluctance, Iván decided to join the FAL shortly after. After some training in 
a safe house near Managua, he left for Guazapa late 1988. A sharpshooter 
killed Iván during the 1989 November offensive. He fell together with four of 
his comrades in Ciudad Delgado, on the fringes of the capital. In spite of 
several posterior attempts to find their remains, at the time of this inquiry 
they had not been found. Allegedly, a military truck drove by and picked up 
the bodies that had been left out on the street after the battle. 

More than 12 years after Nadia’s death, Wilber helped to put together 
a group of former FAL combatants to search for her remains. We drove up 
the dusty volcano roads in my in-laws old pick-up truck. The search party 
included a former FAL captain involved who worked as a personal aide for 
one of the members of the FMLN leadership. Another of Nadia’s former 
comrades had become a police officer and one worked at one of the FMLN 
municipalities in the greater San Salvador area. Wilber himself now worked 
for a NGO. On our second trip to the plantation where Nadia had fallen, we 
were able to locate her remains. On the third trip, accompanied by local 
health authorities, the police and a judicial employee who wanted to verify 
the legality of our exhumation, we were able to retrieve her remains, which 
were brought to the forensic institute for research, and handed to the family 
some days later.13  

Nadia was buried in one of San Salvador’s private cemeteries. During 
the ceremony, her parents placed a bronze plaque on the grave, which also 
included Iván’s name and the words “They did it out of an impulse, without 
egoism.” Schafik Handal, the historic PCS leader, gave a speech about how 
their sacrifice had not been in vain and how their example should continue to 
strengthen our determination to oust the Right from government in El 
Salvador. Nadia’s closest friend reflected on the fact that of their peer group, 
eight young middle-class Salvadorans who participated in the PCS youth 

12 Interview with Angela (11-05-2009). 
13 This paragraph is based on my own recollections of this episode. 



group and who left Managua to join the FAL in 1987, only three survived the 
war. 

Some years later, we invited Wilber to our house to thank him once 
more for his cooperation in the search for Nadia. We talked about how he 
had experienced the process of demobilization and his reinsertion after the 
Peace Accords and I asked him if he had any photographs of his former 
guerrilla unit. The next time we met, he produced two photographs from 
around the time of the Peace Accords. With the help of the friends that he 
had stayed in touch with, Wilber was able to trace what had happened after 
the war to the different combatants in the photographs. 

The Guazapa volcano, where this unit operated most of the time, was 
a highly disputed area during the war. Since combat was frequent, the 
survivors developed considerable military skills, including a strong sense of 
discipline. According to Wilber, the fighters in this group, though youthful in 
appearance, were actually highly trained and experienced. Several of these 
combatants, like Wilber, had started out as child soldiers, proved their valor 
in combat and were eventually selected for this elite unit. Wilber himself had 
entered the war in 1983 when he was 11 years old. As Jocelyn Courtney has 
pointed out, in El Salvador’s war, the use of child soldiers was common in 
both the Salvadoran Armed Forces as well as in the guerrilla forces (2010). 
Indeed, under-age combatants appear regularly in the photographs.



Photo 6.2 FAL Special Forces unit. Guazapa Volcano (Late 1991) 

 

 



1. Employed as a personal protection 
agent for FMLN leadership.  
2. Active as a personal protection agent 
for FMLN leadership. 
3. Enrolled in the university and 
pursued a career in FMLN politics.  
4. Went back to school and then worked 
as an employee in a private enterprise.  
5. Worked for over a decade as a 
personal protection agent for FMLN 
leadership. Killed in a robbery after 
cashing pay check.  
6. Migrated to the US.  
7. Worked for different FMLN governed 
municipalities.  
8. Became a police officer on the FMLN 
quota. Killed years later, in his home, 
allegedly by delinquents.  

9. Obtained a job in the police force of a 
FMLN municipality. Migrated to the US 
in 2000 
10. The head of this unit. Pursued a 
career in FMLN politics. Also owns a 
family store.  
11. Worked for a while as a fare 
collector on a bus after the war. Current 
situation unknown.  
12. Employed as a personal protection 
agent for FMLN leadership. 
13. Found employment in two different 
FMLN affiliated NGOs.  
14. Employed at an FMLN municipality.  
15. After the war, got a degree and 
pursued a career in FMLN politics. 
16. Employed as a personal protection 
agent for FMLN leadership. 
17. Became an automobile mechanic in 
his home town.

  
For Wilber and his comrades, the value of their acquired military 
dexterity became uncertain as a result of the Peace Accords. Wilber had 
known little else then war and felt helpless with most other matters. In 
retrospect he considered that the first years after the Peace Accords had 
been the most difficult in his life.  
 

It was incredible to think [that] the war was over and I was alive! …We never 
believed … that we were going to stay alive. … The first generations that 
joined the war died, others joined and died. Those compañeros [combatants] 
who began the war and who were still alive at the end were very few. … We 
don’t know how to do anything, we don’t have anyone to take us in, what are 
we going to do, what are we going to live off of; but most importantly we 
don’t know if really the enemy is going to respect those Peace Accords or if 
once we’ve turned in the weapons and are trying to conduct normal lives, as 
civilians, if there is going to be a kind of witch hunt and they will begin to kill 
us [or] put us in jail. So it was a question of uncertainty in which we did not 
know whether to be happy or worried.14 

 
From my own years in Chalatenango, I recall that the fear of being 
targeted by political violence after having dismounted their military 
apparatus was a common motif among the demobilizing FMLN 

14 Interview with Wilber (19-05-2009). 



insurgents.15 Furthermore, ill prepared for civilian life, including a 
generally very low educational level, many fighters were very uncertain 
about their personal prospects. According to an observer present at one 
of the camps at the time, the demobilization itself constituted “a moment 
of terror as much as celebration” for the insurgent troops (Peterson 2006, 
181). 
 
Photo 6.3 FAL. Demobilization camp, Guazapa Volcano (December 1992) 

 

15 Insurgent leaders sometimes labeled this fear as the ‘M-19 scenario’, in reference to how repressive 
forces had decimated former Colombian guerrilla organization M-19 after it publically destroyed its 
weapons to participate in the 1990 elections (Dudouet 2009, 41. Sánchez-Blake 2002). Unión Patriótica, 
an earlier initiative by the Colombian FARC to partially demobilize and participate in an electoral process 
was also met by rampant paramilitary violence leaving thousands dead in the mid-80s (Theidon 2007, 
72). During 1993 and early 1994, the fear that Wilber and other former insurgents had felt about the 
possibility of renewed persecution was rekindled by a series of assassinations, attacks and death threats 
on former insurgents that, the UN confirmed, were politically motivated (Morales, Pohl and Racicot 
1995, 339-407). The incidents were not enough to sabotage the FMLN participation in the 1994 election 
and other key aspects of the implementation of the Peace Accords, but they did increase apprehensions 
and uncertainties among former insurgents about the process as a whole. A description of the 
paramilitary structures behind some of the cases can be found in the report of the special UN 
commission that was set up to investigate remaining paramilitary structures (Grupo Conjunto 1994). See 
also Samayoa, who mentions a few additional cases that affected the FPL specifically (2002, 620). 



 
 
1. A municipal employee. Went back to 
school and got a university degree.  
2. Went back to school after the war, 
and now works with an NGO and is 
involved in FMLN party activities.  
3. Worked with an (FMLN affiliated) 
NGO after the war.  
4. A government employee. Also went 
back to school and got a university 
degree.  
5. Was employed at an FMLN 
municipality but lost the job in 2009 
because of a change in municipal 

administration (from FMLN to 
ARENA).  
6. Killed after the Peace Accords in a 
violent crime incident.  
7. Identity unknown. Reportedly 
recruited in 1992 from a family with 
links to the party in order to “fill the 
quota” for the demobilization of the 
FAL, but never actually participated in 
the guerrilla forces as a combatant. 
8. Identity unknown. Similar situation 
as number 7. 

 
Among the demobilizing combatants, the promises of peace and civilian 
participation in Salvadoran society struggled with anxiety and concerns 
on what was to come, as well as with the weight of violence and loss 
inherited from the war.  

‘Sandro,’ one of Wilber comrades within the FAL Special Forces 
and another one of the combtants who collaborated with the mapping of 
the photographs, had also entered the war as a child. He declared that 
for the first two years after the Peace Accords the only thing he could 
think of was that he would have been better off dead, than forced to 
return to a ‘civilian’ life that, for him, did not exist. The photographs, 



more than providing him an opportunity to reminisce about the war, for 
Sandro meant a return to his personal plight after the demobilization, 
when it had been very hard for him to find new grounding in his life.  
The stroke of luck that helped Wilber along while in the demobilization 
camp, was that he re-encountered his family. He had not seen them in 
almost a decade and thought they were dead. When the camp itself was 
dismantled, his sister gave him a place to live for a while. The vocational 
training course, which he was awarded as part of his reinsertion 
package, did not captivate him, but the associated scholarship grant 
helped him get by for several months after demobilization. Then he 
managed to get a part-time job (with an exiguous salary) as the weekend 
security guard of one of the PCS NGO’s in San Salvador. During the 
week, he would meet and hang out with his former unemployed or sub 
employed comrades in one of the several FMLN offices in the capital.16  
 

These were the meeting places for the compañeros who did not have work. 
We didn’t know what to do with ourselves; we didn’t have any social circle 
other than that of compañeros consoling one another.17  

 
Sandro eventually emerged from his post-demobilization blues. He 
attended school for several years, got a degree and then went on to work 
in different NGOs linked to the PCS. During the 2000s he had 
participated extensively in FMLN party activities, both as a volunteer as 
well as in a professional capacity, mostly as a consultant. Initially his 
activism was motivated by his desire to counteract what he saw as the 
negative influence of the renovadores movement in the party. Similarly 
to what he had previously said about his demobilization period, Sandro 
also stated: “I would have preferred to die in the war instead of having 
to see all that now can be seen in the party.”18 He now considered that 
the FMLN’s problems were far beyond the issue of the conflict between 
renovadores and ortodoxos, and included what he saw as widespread 
opportunism on all levels.19 To my surprise, in spite of his cynicism and 

16 Based on interviews with Wilber (17-05-2009, 19-05-2009) and informal conversation with Sandro and 
Wilber. Fieldnotes (17-02-2010, 18-02-2010). 
17 Interview with Wilber (19-05-2009). 
18 Fieldnotes (18-02-2012). 
19 Fieldnotes (17-02-2010, 18-02-2010). 



disillusionment, Sandro nonetheless continued to participate actively in 
FMLN politics. 

On a different note, the life stories behind the photographs 
helped to bring to my attention that what was depicted in them was not 
always what it appeared to be. For example, photograph 6.3 
demonstrated that not all of those that demobilized as combatants had 
actually participated as such in the guerrilla. According to their 
comrades, numbers 7 and 8 in the photograph participated in the 
demobilization process to fill the quota of combatants, agreed upon with 
the government and the UN. According to my sources, those in the 
picture are not the only ones that performed such a function in the FAL 
camp in Guazapa. A similar phenomenon was again documented in the 
next photograph, which depicts a guerrilla unit of the PRTC at the time 
of demobilization in San Vicente / Cabañas. 
 
Photo 6.4 PRTC. Demobilization camp, Nacaspilo (1992)  

 
 



 
 
1. Became an FMLN municipal 
employee after the war. Years later 
joined the PNC. 
2. Works as a security agent (PPI) for 
FMLN leadership. 
3. Farms in a repopulated community. 
4. Migrated to the US after the war. 
5. Returned to home community to 
farm. 
6. Farms in a repopulated community. 
7. Farms in a repopulated community. 
8. Became an employee at a FMLN 
municipality after the war. 
9. Settled in a repopulated community, 
runs the household. 
10. Migrated to the US after the war. 
11. Farms in a repopulated community. 
12. Identity unknown. 
13. Farms in a repopulated community. 

14. Identity unknown. 
15. Farms in a repopulated community. 
16. Farms in a repopulated community. 
17. Identity unknown. 
18. Settled in a repopulated community 
as a housewife. Left for the US years 
later. 
19. Runs household. 
20. Initially joined the PNC. Later 
became a mechanic. 
21. Returned to home community to 
farm. 
22. Migrated to the US after the war. 
23-49. Unknown identities. The 
informers that worked on this 
photograph said these individuals 
proceeded from the PRTC’ rural 
support base and entered the camp as 
filling.

 



According to the former PRTC combatants that contributed to the 
reconstruction of the life trajectories of those in this photograph,20 more 
than half of those depicted were not actual combatants, but people from 
repopulated communities linked to the PRTC that had been asked to join 
the camps for the demobilization process. Although some of these 
people might have participated in the war in previous stages, the ex-
combatants that provided information on the photograph had no 
personal wartime links to them. The informers were only able to provide 
information on their former comrades in arms, as they were not familiar 
enough with the rest of the group. The most important trend in this 
group constituted postwar insertion into rural livelihoods. Some of the 
combatants demobilized in Nacaspilo were given the opportunity to 
settle on the coast of Usulután and participate in a shrimp farming 
project. Others settled in the PRTC repopulations around Santa Clara 
and San Esteban Catarina, in the northern part of San Vicente, and in the 
PRTC settlement of Nuevo Gualcho (northern Usulután). 
  
Revisiting Laguna Seca 
 
A former internationalist fighter for the FPL attended me to the existence 
of a photograph of a large group of FPL combatants reunited at a camp 
in Chalatenango called Laguna Seca that would become the pièce de 
résistance of my reconstruction efforts. Initially, I thought it would be 
extremely difficult to reconstruct the photograph because of the large 
number of fighters, and because it had been taken in the early years of 
the war. This impression changed after I showed the photograph from 
Laguna Seca to ‘David.’ At the time, I had been interviewing David, an 
experienced former FPL guerrilla fighter and mid-level cadre, 
concerning his military activities during the war in Chalatenango. When 
I handed him the photograph, at first his emotions got the better of him. 
He had been there. David vividly recalled the scene that day. Short in 
size, he was hidden from the photographic lens by his comrades lined up 
before him. 

20 Reconstruction of the life trajectories derived from this photograph was possible with the support of a 
former PRTC collaborator as well as the former platoon leader for this unit and several other ex-
combatants featuring in the photograph.  



David assured me that the picture had been taken on December 29, 1981. 
The troops had gathered in Laguna Seca, one of the FPL preferred 
campsites high up in the Chalatenango mountains, to prepare the assault 
on the military outpost of San Fernando, located a good 30 kilometers of 
rough mountain terrain to the northwest, directly on the Honduran 
border. They had indeed effectively annihilated this post two days later. 
David indicated with his finger where he had been standing with his 
squad, recalling the exact order of the formation in which he participated 
that day. One of the reasons that David had become so emotional at the 
sight of the photograph was that it had been the first time he had seen 
some of his comrades again after their deaths many years ago. For 
David, the photograph brought back many people who had not survived 
the war, but whom he still remembered very well, even almost three 
decades later. They were people he felt might soon sink into oblivion 
because of the lack of tangible evidence of their existence.  

After months of research, David and I, with the assistance of 
numerous other FPL veterans, eventually identified all the individuals in 
the picture. Of 50 combatants in total, 27 were killed in combat. Being the 
earliest picture of a guerrilla formation that I used in my research, it 
made palpable for me and for those I worked with on this photograph 
the strong personal losses that surviving veteran combatants carried 
with them into peacetime, something that Wilber referred to earlier in 
this chapter. 

The Laguna Seca photograph also renders testimony to the social 
composition of the FPL guerrilla during the first years of the war. For 
example, the group had quite a few combatants of urban descent (at least 
12), a much larger proportion then would be usual in later stages of 
guerrilla warfare.21 Of the 50 fighters, seven were women. Interestingly 
also, the photograph features three internationalist fighters, two from 
Chile and one from Argentina, all three with military ranks. Of the six 
guerrilla officers conducting the inspection, only one is of rural descent.  
 
 

21 The 1989 offensive and its aftermath represented a partial exception, when the PMOs incorporated 
parts of their urban networks into military activity. See chapter 3. 



 
Photo 6.5 FPL. Laguna Seca, Chalatenango (December 1981)  

 



1. Killed in combat at Cerro San 
Fernando, Chalatenango, 1986. 
2. Chilean Internationalist fighter. 
Squad leader. Left the front in 1983, 
because of health problems. Current 
situation unknown. 
3. Member of Chalatenango’s military 
command. Died of natural causes in 
June, 1992. 
4. Argentinian Internationalist fighter. 
Detachment leader. Killed in combat 
while trying the exit the front during 
the month of April 1983, between 
Guazapa and Apopa (San Salvador). 
5. Killed in combat in Cinquera, 1984. 
6. Committed suicide after a personal 
crisis in 1983, after girlfriend was killed 
in combat.  
7. Killed in an ambush in Dulce Nombre 
de María, Chalatenango, 1989. 
8. Killed in combat at Cerro 
Miramundo, Chalatenango, 1983. 
9. Killed in 1984 or 1985 by government 
troops in Suchitoto.  
10. Killed in combat in Nueva Trinidad, 
Chalatenango, on January 31, 1982.  
11. Radio operator. Killed with 
comandante Susana (Virginia Peña) and 
two other combatants, in Las Cuevitas, 
Chalatenango, on July 12, 1986. 
12. War-wounded. Worked after the 
war in a project at an FMLN 
municipality as well as a night watch at 
an NGO, eventually studied law. Makes 
a living providing legal services.   
13. Killed in Potonico, Chalatenango, 
April 1983.  
14. Killed in the second attack on 
Potonico, in 1983. 
15. Worked for some years with an 
NGO. Currently a mechanic at a 
municipal workshop in a FMLN 
municipality.  
16. Killed by a landmine in 1984 or 1985.  

17. A government soldier captured by 
the FPL who decided to fight along with 
the insurgency. Killed in the assault on 
the Cerrón Grande dam and electricity 
plant in June 1984.   
18. Killed in combat in Chalatenango, 
1983.  
19. Killed in the attack on Veracruz, 
Chalatenango, 1986. 
20. Severely wounded in the attack on 
Nueva Trinidad in 1982. Currently 
works as a farmer in a repopulated 
community in Chalatenango and 
receives a pension.  
21. Killed in San Salvador during the 
FMLN offensive of November 1989. 
22. Killed in combat during the attack of 
San Isidro Labrador in 1982.  
23. Living in Santa Ana and working in 
different responsibilities with the 
FMLN.  
24. Demobilized in Cinquera and 
moved near the capital. Mother of a 
member of San Salvador’s municipal 
police. 
25. Female combatant. Runs a family 
store near the capital.  
26. Deserted in 1983. Rumored to be an 
infiltrator in the ranks of the guerrilla. 
Current situation unknown.   
27. Killed in combat in Chalatenango, 
1988.   
28. Now works for a women’s NGO.  
29. Currently lives in the repopulation 
of Santa Marta, Cabañas, works for the 
municipal police corps in an FMLN 
municipality.  
30. Killed in an exchange of fire with 
government troops while crossing the 
lake of Suchitlán, between 
Chalatenango and Cuscatlán, in 1983.  
31. Killed in an exploration in Las 
Vueltas, Chalatenango, 1983.   
32. Killed in combat in 1983 or 1984.  



33. Killed by bombs or grenade fire in 
‘Radiola,’ 1985 or 1986.   
34. In spite of multiple war wounds, at 
the demobilization in 1992 headed a 
platoon. Currently works at a municipal 
workshop in a FMLN municipality.  
35. Killed in combat at Cerro 
Miramundo, Chalatenango, 1983. 
36. After the war, returned to work as a 
farmer on family property in a small 
village in Chalatenango.  
37. Fell ill at the front in 1988 and was 
killed by allergic reaction after having 
been administered penicillin.  
38. Chilean internationalist fighter, left 
the front in 1986, afterwards worked in 
Cuba as a representative of a Chilean 
revolutionary organization. Current 
situation unknown. 
39. Suffered significant war-wounds in 
his legs. Became a driver at an NGO 
with FMLN roots after the war.  
40. Became a farmer and a community 
leader in a repopulated community in 
Chalatenango. Suffered war wounds. 
41. Left the front to give birth to a child, 
and the surviving former comrades did 
not hear from her again. 
42. Became a farmer in a repopulated 
community.  
43. Currently lives in Usulután, works 
for the municipal police corps in an 
FMLN municipality.  
44. Made a career in the FMLN after the 
war, serving in various leadership 
positions, including as a deputy in the 
legislature. Abandoned the FMLN in 
2007 after internal dispute, returned to 
farming. Lives in a repopulated 
community in Chalatenango. 
45. Killed during the take-over of 
Jutiapa in 1983.  

46. Killed in combat during the assault 
of the 4th Brigade (El Paraíso) in 
Chalatenango, December 30, 1983. 
47. Left the front after the death of 
Medardo and presumably moved back 
in with family in San Vicente. Current 
situation unknown. 
48. Killed in combat during the assault 
of the 4th Brigade (El Paraíso) in 
Chalatenango, December 30, 1983.   
49. Deserted and applied for exile in 
Mexico. Currently a taxi-driver in New 
York, US. 
50. Lives in a repopulated community 
and works at home and in different 
agricultural tasks. 



 A significant number of the rank-and-file guerrilla fighters in the 
photograph became military leaders later on in the war; that is, if they 
lived long enough, as was the case of David.  When the photograph was 
taken David still served as a regular combatant, but in subsequent years 
became a platoon leader with the rank of lieutenant. leader with the rank 
of lieutenant. David was originally of urban descent: he grew up in a 
working class neighborhood in San Salvador. In 1980, at age 16, the FPL 
sent David to Cuba for training, after he had already served some years 
in urban guerrilla structures. From there on, he spent the remainder of 
the war in Chalatenango. Over the years, David, though known to have a 
taste for irreverence, became a disciplined and fiery military cadre whom 
the FPL leadership trusted with numerous strategic and delicate 
missions. Part of his appeal and effectiveness lay in the fact that he was 
close to his troops, often preferring to spend time with them, rather than 
seeking the company of higher-ranking officers and other cadres. In 
retrospect, it was not hard to understand for me why David must have 
been of tremendous value to the FPL. Throughout the reconstruction 
process of the photograph, David proved gifted with extraordinary 
perceptiveness and the memory of an elephant. He joked that he might 
not have a diploma to show for it, but that he graduated from the 
university of the war. 22 

Nonetheless, his self-proclaimed rebellious character finally did 
get him into trouble towards the end of the war, with the FPL’s military 
command in Chalatenango. According to David, the reason for this 
conflict was that he was one of the few mid-level cadres who dared to 
question how the leadership was handling the new situation. His 
personal conflict with the leadership, which had some earlier wartime 
precedents, escalated and turned ugly. David was stripped of his 
military ranks and degraded to rank-and-file combatant during the 
concentration phase for UN verification of the guerrilla troops. David 

22 My rendering of David’s story relies on a lengthy interview (20-12-2009) as well as several informal 
conversations sustained in the course of the reconstruction of the photographs. Fieldnotes (02-06-2009, 
08-03-2010). The appreciation of who David was during the war additionally relies on comments other 
FPL members made about him in my presence.   



claims that “they even went so far as to comment that they hadn’t killed 
me because the United Nations had me in their registry.”23  

In David’s account, the main issue that pitted him against leading 
members of the military staff was that of the distribution of postwar 
privilege.  
 

[Leaders] were selecting some people at their own discretion. …You began to 
see some vehicles, … some money being moved and things like that, which 
one really disagreed with …, because, they were already taking advantage. 
…There were things that I saw … that indicated that we were going to end up 
screwed over, others maybe partially screwed over …and others much better 
off. … [One FPL commander] what did he do? … From money that … was for 
the budget for the Front, he bought himself a vehicle …, just like that, without 
asking anyone else’s opinion. …There were tons of other things, very palpable 
things that nonetheless were silenced. … They began to give people jobs, 
some people were recruited for specific tasks. To put it this way, from the 
outset they gave some people an opportunity: some as security guards, others 
began to earn a little money back when we were all concentrated [in the 
camps], others were inserted into projects; … some of them were granted 
positions that were almost like phantom jobs [receiving a salary without 
having to work]. And it was done with significant partiality.  … The famous 
600 Plan for the officials … What did they do? … Who were the officials 
benefitted by those projects? Their [the officials’] women [wives and 
girlfriends] became the officials! … Everyone said: ‘wait a minute, what 
happened here? Why were these women [suddenly] officials? We never saw 
them doing the tough stuff, we didn’t even see them in military maneuvers!’ 
… I’m not saying that they do not deserve their credit and everything, but 
people always questioned this.24 

 
Even though the comandante in charge died–of natural causes–during 
the demobilization process, David continued to have problems with 
Chalatenango’s FPL leadership, including the head of the demobilization 
camp where David was sent to hand over his weapons. At first, David 
had decided he wanted to stay to live at the demobilization camp, a 
beautiful venue, situated in a pine forest high up in the Chalatenango 
mountains. However, he reconsidered because he anticipated that socio-

23 Interview with David (20-12-2009). 
24 Interview with David (20-12-2009). 



economic conditions would not very favorable for those that settled 
there.  
 

There was a housing project [for the demobilized combatants who wanted to 
stay and live at the camp] but from then on, I believe, things evolved very 
differently. [The camp leader] came and diverted [the project]. He distributed 
the houses among other communities. [It turned out that the leader went off 
to live in one of these other repopulated communities, in one of these houses.] 
… Two other projects were approved [for the camp location] that the party 
kept the money for itself…25 

 
Thus, in David’s view, while he was being marginalized, others were 
offered benefits. The fact that he publically addressed such issues with 
his comrades inside the demobilization camp, gained David the label of 
resentido,26 a distinction that he shared with several other veteran 
comrades that had vocalized strong criticism towards the way the party 
was handling the demobilization and reinsertion process. In turn, David 
decided to maintain his distance from the party. He went back to the 
capital and reconnected with his mother who he had not seen for over a 
decade. He taught himself to weld metal structures, and worked in 
different construction jobs.  

On occasions, he went back to Chalatenango to visit his old 
friends. One time, he discovered that “they had spread rumors about me, 
in Guarjila, Las Flores, that whole area [northeastern Chalatenango], that 
I was … leading a band of thieves.”27 Even though the accusation was 
deeply hurtful to him, to avoid further problems David did not pursue 
any investigation as to who had planted the rumors. Instead, he resolved 
to visit Chalatenango more frequently, to try to avoid becoming an 
outcast. A few of his former comrades who had stayed behind at the site 
of the former guerrilla camp to found a small repopulated community 
there granted him a piece of land to build a rancho on. David began to 
spend his time between the capital and his plot in the former camp in 
Chalatenango. David’s wife, also a former FPL guerrilla fighter, 
supported their home and children in San Salvador through a security 

25 Interview with David (20-12-2009). 
26 One harboring resentments. 
27 Interview with David (20-12-2009). 



job with one of the FMLN leaders. David did the same by taking welding 
jobs wherever he could.  

Apart from David, another former guerrilla fighter called 
‘Rogelio’ also greatly helped me along in the identification and 
reconstruction process of the Laguna Seca photograph. Like David, 
Rogelio also recalled many details of that day in Laguna Seca. Even 
though the data that both provided largely coincided, I invited David 
and Rogelio to my home in San Salvador one day to work on the 
photograph together and, hopefully, clear out a few of the remaining 
doubts. It was fascinating to see them work together. Rogelio convinced 
David of the identity of one of the fighters by carefully reviewing the 
implements on his belt. David in turn convinced Rogelio that he had 
made a mistake in one of his identifications, by recalling that the 
comrade Rogelio had in mind was actually on a mission elsewhere in 
Chalatenango that day.28  

For Rogelio himself, the photograph constituted a memory of his 
revolutionary prime. He had been a guerrilla leader early on in the war. 
However, after he suffered and miraculously survived a military attack 
in 1982, he was sent to Cuba for a lengthy recovery. He only went back 
to work for the FPL in Nicaragua in the late 1980s, in matters of 
intelligence and logistics. He had never recovered his former status in 
the FPL. After the Peace Accords, Rogelio worked for several years as a 
night watchman at an NGO in San Salvador, while during the day he did 
carpentry work for a restoration project of a colonial building 
coordinated by a FMLN municipality. He also became involved in local 
FMLN politics in the city where he settled with his family, a working 
class hub near San Salvador. However, the more he learned about the 
local FMLN administration, the more disappointed he became. 
Meanwhile, as a member of the neighborhood directive of the 
urbanization he lived in, he became involved in a protracted local 
political conflict, through which he was directly confronted with 
corruption and abuses involving FMLN officials. As he attempted to 
convince some people he knew in the top of the FMLN about the severity 
of the local abuses he had witnessed, he found that, even though they 

28 Fieldnotes (08-04-2010). 



showed some concern, their actual efforts to correct wrongdoings were 
very limited. 

Like David, Rogelio manifested strong disappointment with the 
FMLN’s postwar record. “They made moronga29 from the blood of the 
compañeros,” he told David and I during our meeting over the La 
Laguna Seca photograph. As in David’s case, Rogelio’s main grievance 
was also the distribution of privilege. To illustrate his point, Rogelio 
recounted his participation in a FMLN campaign meeting some years 
after the Peace Accords. Under the leadership of the former comandantes 
a long list of tasks were distributed among the participants. According to 
Rogelio, towards the end of the meeting, when he remarked that he 
might need some financial support in order to be able to accommodate 
the different party responsibilities with his daily work, the comandante 
snapped at him: “where is your political consciousness, [Rogelio]?” Hurt 
by her remark, he got angry and publically recalled that she was earning 
good money as an FMLN deputy in the Legislative Assembly while he 
was struggling to make ends meet. He said he shouted back at her: “and 
your consciousness, compañera, is worth 17,000 colones!?”30 

Two other former guerrilleros that helped me to reconstruct the 
life trajectories in the photograph I found working in the municipal 
workshop of a city close to San Salvador. ‘Rutilio’ was well known 
among the former FPL guerrilla fighters, in part of because of his much-
commented adventures in Cuba. Rutilio himself (as well as his former 
comrades) liked to tell the story of how he, while recovering from war-
wounds in Cuba, had plundered the liquor cabinet of one of the FPL 
comandantes there and gone on a monumental drinking binge that 
ended up with him being apprehended in a nightclub by the Cuban 
police. After the war, Rutilio initially reinserted as a demobilized FPL 
official into one of the repopulations in Chalatenango. Though he was 
originally from elsewhere in El Salvador, he preferred to make his home 
in Chalatenango where he had spent most of the war. In 1997, the 
opportunity arose for Rutilio to work for a municipal police force near 
the capital. Some years later, he managed to be transferred to the 

29 Blood sausage. 
30 He refers to her income as a deputy, a sizeable salary for Salvadoran standards at the time. Rogelio’s 
story is based on interviews (10-12-2009, 18-12-2009) and fieldnotes (08-04-2010). 



municipal workshop to work as a mechanic. There he worked with 
another former comrade also featured in the Laguna Seca photograph. 
Amidst a few broken down municipal garbage trucks and large heaps of 
metal debris, together they helped me to fill in some of the remaining 
gaps in the reconstruction of the photograph.31 

Two of the survivors in the photograph pursued political careers 
in the FMLN after the Peace Accords. Most successful was a man I shall 
call ‘Gabino,’ who under his legal name became a public figure by 
serving several times as FMLN deputy in the Legislative Assembly. 
However, when I looked him up in 2010 to seek his help with the Laguna 
Seca photograph, he had fallen out of grace with the party. He had left 
the FMLN after a conflict in 2007, arguing political differences and lack 
of internal democracy. At the time, in what appears to have been an 
unsavory plot, one of the members of his security staff was accused of 
involvement in a case of kidnapping for ransom. In March of 2010, I 
found that Gabino had returned to peasant life in Chalatenango, in his 
wife’s home village, where he farmed together with other relatives. He 
was reluctant to talk to me about his truncated political career, but he 
was very impressed with the Laguna Seca photograph and collaborative 
in completing and contrasting information. When I told him I was 
particularly interested in finding out what had happened to the different 
fighters in the photograph since the Peace Accords, he grinned and said: 
“the problem was we could not all live off politics.”32  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

31 Fieldnotes (12-01-2010). 
32 Informal conversation with Gabino in Chalatenango. Field notes (12-03-2010). 



Photo 6.6 FPL. La Montañona, Chalatenango (1985)  

 
 

 
 
1. Killed in combat on Cerro Quequeque 
on December 31, 1990. 

2. Severely injured during the 1989 
guerrilla offensive and left behind by 
comrades. Presumed dead.  



3. Currently in the municipal police 
force of a city governed by the FMLN. 
4. Deserted at the end of 1985. Currently 
a farmer near Ciudad Arce, La Libertad.  
5. Deserted near the end of 1985. 
Ambushed and killed by Honduran 
army on the way back to the ‘Mesa 
Grande’ refugee camp.  
6. Female combatant killed in combat in 
‘El Común’, Dulce Nombre de María, 
Chalatenango, February, 1987. 
7. Killed in an attack on the ‘El Refugio’ 
military installations near La Palma, 
Chalatenango, 1988. 

8. Female combatant. Worked after the 
war for many years as a personal 
bodyguard for member of FMLN 
leadership. Currently works for a 
municipal police corps.   
9. Deserted in Chalatenango, late 1988. 
Currently lives in Sweden.  
10. Deserted from the guerrilla in 
Chalatenango in 1985. Current situation 
unknown.  
11. Killed in combat in La Laguna, 
Chalatenango in 1985 or 1986. 

 
 “This was my unit in 1985,” David said, after handing me back a copy of 
the photograph reproduced on the previous page. “Where are you 
then?” I asked. “I do not appear.” I asked why not. “I never liked to be in 
pictures.” It was a matter of security, an instinct that, according to David, 
fighters like him who also had urban guerrilla experience frequently 
developed more acutely than those with a peasant background.33 This 
image depicted part of what the FPL at the time had called the Unidades 
de Vanguardia, or ‘UV.’34 This unit was operating at the time under 
David’s command around the area of the Montañona in Chalatenango. 
All the fighters in the picture came from a peasant background. With the 
exception of three individuals, the unit consisted of recent recruits from 
the ‘Mesa Grande’ refugee camp in Honduras.35 David considered that 
1985 had been one of the bleakest years of the war for the FPL guerrilla 
in Chalatenango. Aviation and counterinsurgency battalions had forced 
the insurgents to split up into smaller units and to engage in a war of 
attrition. The insurgent faith in victory had suffered some blows, morale 
among the troops was generally low and so it was in this unit. The data 
gathered by means of this photograph suggest that desertion may have 
been a serious problem for the insurgents in Chalatenango.  

Like in any army during wartime, desertion was a capital 
offense. The guerrilla commanders considered desertion to be not only a 

33 Fieldnotes (14-01-2010). 
34 Vanguard Units. 
35 The reconstruction of the life trajectories was done though the cooperation of David and one of the 
surviving combatants appearing in the photograph, and several people in their respective networks.  



serious problem of discipline but especially also of security. Deserted 
combatants might defect or otherwise fall into enemy hands. They could 
voluntarily or involuntarily disclose secret information that could put 
the guerrilla organization at risk. As David explained, some of those who 
deserted were actually already infiltrators who left the guerrilla to 
contact their army liaison. Others deserted in order to join the enemy.36 
However, most were simply young people who were unwilling to 
continue to endure guerrilla life, or otherwise felt ill at ease, and sought 
to leave. Though desertion, defection and infiltration were problems the 
insurgents faced throughout the war, they became worse at specific 
times.  

According to David as well as to one of the other veterans in this 
photograph that I spoke with, two of the combatants in this photograph 
deserted because they did not resist the hardship of war, one did because 
he might have been an informer, and a final one deserted because he had 
no choice. This last one had actually been one of the finest combatants of 
the group. At the end of 1988 he had asked permission to visit a nearby 
repopulation because of a family emergency. The commander denied 
him the permit, apparently without good reason. He decided to go 
anyway. When returning to the camp two days later, it was rumored that 
the leadership would accuse him of being an infiltrator. He decided to 
desert before he could be apprehended and executed. Through family 
connections and with the help of a priest, he was smuggled out of the 
area and applied for political exile at an embassy in San Salvador. As of 
2010 he still lived in Sweden.37  

The ex-combatant in question was very lucky, because it is 
known, though still scantly documented, that a significant number of 
guerrilla fighters who suffered similar accusations did die at the order of 
the comandantes, at the Chalatenango front as well as elsewhere in the 
guerrilla. According to David, one of the problems that contributed to 
his postwar marginalization from the circles of power of the former 
insurgency was that people like him possessed intimate knowledge 
concerning mistakes and abuses committed by the leadership over the 

36 Carmen described to me the case of defection of two FPL guerrilla fighters in Chalatenango. Interview 
(14-12-2009). 
37 Fieldnotes (15-12-2009).  



course of the war. Such knowledge was seen a threat by some, since it 
might translate into damage to the reputations of former senior cadres, 
which in turn might compromise their political careers. That was the 
reason that David considered that people like him were like “a stone in 
the shoe” to some. According to David, knowledge of how different 
present-day FMLN leaders had acted during and immediately after the 
war, diminished their public appeal. “It is fine for them to rope in others, 
but not me, because I already know them.”38 
 
(Unrealistic) expectations and revolutionary candor 
 
Taken in the final stages of the war, the recruits of the formation in the 
next photograph proceeded mostly from the repopulations in 
Chalatenango. Additionally, a significant number of the fighters featured 
in this photograph were recruited in the village of El Zapotal, located on 
the edge of the FMLN’s controlled area. Many of the inhabitants of this 
village either did not flee from the war, or returned to their homes after 
the violence of the early 1980s receded. Considered an ‘expansion zone,’ 
FPL cadres built a clandestine support network in the village. In the late 
80s, the FPL started recruiting young people from the villages into their 
ranks, in preparation for the offensive. The squad leaders (the first in 
line) in this picture are experienced fighters, but most of the troops were 
recruited during the preparation for the offensive. When this photograph 
was taken, the troops had recently ended fighting in the 1989 offensive. 
The war would still rage on for almost two years, but with less intensity 
than during the offensive. This helps explain why all the combatants 
identified in this picture survived the war.  

When I viewed this picture, it was not hard for me to figure out 
whom to turn to in order to attempt a reconstruction of the fighters’ life 
trajectories. I had known ‘Mariano’ - one of the combatants in the 
photograph - for years and worked extensively with him during the 
1990s, both in FMLN circles in Chalatenango as well as in human rights 
efforts in San Salvador. Still a very active person, Mariano, it turned out, 
had kept track of several comrades from the photograph, or at least of 

38 Interview with David (20-12-2009). 



their families in the repopulations over the years, and thus it was not 
very difficult to check and verify data concerning their postwar 
activities. However, the case of the fighters from El Zapotal was 
different. Though not very far from Mariano’s current home, he had not 
visited the place in years, and he was uncertain of what had happened to 
the fighters in the photograph. So one day, in early 2010, we set out 
together to visit El Zapotal. He was interested himself in the matter as 
well, since he explained that he had personally recruited the adolescents 
from El Zapotal featured in the photograph. Mariano had been working 
in political organization and expansion as a mid-level cadre before the 
offensive. Because of the offensive, he returned to participate in the 
guerrilla army itself, leading some of his own recruits.39 
On the way to El Zapotal, we caught up on what we had been up to and 
commented on political affairs. I told him that initially I had been 
somewhat surprised when I found out he had left to work in the United 
States a decade earlier. He explained that he had obtained a travel visa, 
which made the step to go North much easier than for most. He had 
worked mostly in landscaping and had done reasonably well there, he 
said, but as he got older he considered that now it was time for him to 
stay in El Salvador. Upon return, he had done some farming and 
resumed some of his former political activities.  

Mariano was much milder in his appreciation of the postwar 
FMLN than David or Rogelio earlier this chapter. He too spoke from 
experience. In the 1990s he spent a term as a member of an FMLN 
municipal council and currently he had been heavily involved in the 
local campaign activities for the 2009 elections. He said that many former 
comrades bore unrealistic expectations and criticized too easily. Mariano 
considered it logical that political and socio-economic progress would be 
slow, and was contingent both on the level on unity within the Left and 
on the correlation of forces within the Salvadoran Right.  

 
 
 

 

39 The story of Mariano is based on fieldnotes (11-03-2010). 



Photo 6.7 FPL. San José Las Flores, Chalatenango (Early 1990) 

 

 
 



1. Head of this platoon. Entered the 
PNC after the Peace Accords, still 
active.  
2. Left for the US in 1996.  
3. In the PNC for some time, but then 
decided to migrate to the USA.  
4. Farmer after the war in a repopulated 
settlement in Chalatenango.  
5. Stepped on landmine, severe war-
wounds. Currently lives and works in a 
repopulated community in Usulután. 
6. Identity unknown.  
7. Migrated to the US, and worked there 
for some time, but was caught and 
deported back to El Salvador. Now 
works with the FMLN providing 
security to one of their offices.  

8. Farmer after the war in a repopulated 
settlement in Chalatenango.  
9. Now a farmer in a repopulation in 
Chalatenango. 
10. Left for the US after the war ended. 
11. Farmer in home community in 
Chalatenango. 
12. Works at the PNC. 
13. Farmer in home community in 
Chalatenango. Occasionally, works as a 
bricklayer. 
14. Returned to home village to farm. 
Died from unspecified illness, shortly 
after the war.  
15. Held several jobs related to the 
FMLN. Also worked in the US for some 
years. Currently involved in NGO 
work.

  
 
Mariano had recently agreed to work on the directive of an organization 
that supported Chalatenango’s repopulations, though he said he was 
now repenting a little bit, and had difficulties fighting off depression, 
which he believed to be the effect of everything he had been through 
during the war. One of the FPL comandantes he had worked with 
during the war had recently been appointed as a government minister, 
and he was speaking to people close to the Minister about the possibility 
of a job in landscaping, a task he considered better suited for his present 
state of mind. 

In El Zapotal, Mariano still knew many people from before. He 
also remembered the location of the homes of some of the families we 
needed to contact for the photograph. Close to noon, many of the men 
had already returned from their fields. The farmers in El Zapotal also 
remembered Mariano and greeted him with respect. In a few hours we 
were able to confirm the basic information regarding the life trajectories 
of the former combatants from El Zapotal: one died of an unknown 
illness shortly after the war, one had joined the PNC, one was living in 
the US and two were still farming in El Zapotal. 
 



Photo 6.8 FPL. Chichontepec Volcano, San Vicente (December 1991) 

 

 
 



1. Returned to school after the war. 
Currently working as a medical doctor 
in San Salvador.  
2. Worked in one of the municipalities 
the FMLN gained in the 1994 elections 
and later migrated to Italy.  
3. Migrated to the US after the war.  
4. Moved to a repopulated community 
in the area, runs her household and 
became an evangelical preacher.  
5. Made a career after the war, in FMLN 
politics, serving in various leadership 
positions and public office, abandoned 
the FMLN in one of the postwar 
political splits. Involved in several 
business activities in his place of 
residence. 
6. Lives and farms in a repopulated 
community. 

7. Lives and farms in a repopulated 
community.  
8. Migrated to the US after the war, 
works in cleaning and maintenance.  
9. Lives and works in Canada.  
10. Employed as a personal protection 
agent for FMLN leadership. 
11. Migrated to the US after the war, 
makes his living as a gardener.  
12. As a child, during the last years of 
the war, performed odd jobs around the 
camp, migrated to the US after the war. 
13. Current situation unknown. 
14. Lives and farms in a repopulated 
community in the San Vicente province.  
15. Lives on the streets and struggles 
with addiction.  
16. Identity unknown. 
17. Migrated to Canada and has 
remained there.  

  
The previous picture of FPL troops was taken close to the end of the war, 
at a camp on the slopes of San Vicente’s Chichontepec volcano in central 
El Salvador. It does not portray a full existing combat unit, but rather a 
group of fighters crowded before the camera. Most of those portrayed 
belonged to the platoon called ‘J-28.’ The picture also includes a boy who 
during the last years of the war ran errands for the guerrillas (number 
12). The majority of those in the picture were originally from San 
Vicente.  

Much like David in the case of Chalatenango, Luis took on a 
pioneer role for the reconstruction effort of this photograph. Luis had 
fought at this front, since the age of 10 (!), in 1985, and remained until his 
demobilization. He had lost a limb in the war. Even such a serious injury 
did not keep him from combat for very long. During his time at the front 
he witnessed one of the worst internal dramas of the Salvadoran 
insurgency up-close: the purges that took place under ‘Mayo Sibrián.’ 
Luis himself did not escape the abuses. Shortly after the November 1989 
offensive, his FPL comrades captured him and accused him of 
infiltration, along with two others. They were tied down and held for 
several days. One of the captives was killed, but Luis and the other were 



released after the intervention of one of the cadres in Mayo Sibrián’s 
staff, a man who happened to know Luis’s father personally.  

The Mayo Sibrián case is beyond doubts one of the darkest pages 
in the history of El Salvador’s insurgency. As a case of internal purging 
of supposed ‘enemy’ infiltrators and other counterrevolutionary 
elements, it was certainly not the only one. But it was by far the most 
extreme case. The details of the events have only in recent years been 
ventilated publically, and numerous questions remain. In most accounts, 
comandante Mayo Sibrián appears as a psychopath and a war criminal.40 
Luis however considered that the situation on the FPL front in the 
central part of the country transcended the character flaws and personal 
mistakes of Mayo Sibrián. According to Luis, before Mayo took over 
command of the San Vicente front, the FPL leadership considered it to be 
a problematic region. Throughout the war, it was known for troop 
discipline problems. The front was also particularly rife with distrust 
related to suspicions of enemy infiltration. The situation turned more 
critical in the aftermath of the 1989 offensive, when unfolding events 
made leadership suspect of advanced levels of enemy infiltration and a 
considerable amount of rank-and-file troops fell victim to the purges, 
possibly as many as hundreds. 

In addition to the ‘regular’ casualties of the war, the people in 
this picture were thus also survivors of the particular catastrophe of the 
purges. Indeed, according to Luis, several of the comrades in the 
photograph had lost family members under Mayo Sibrián. When the 
picture was taken, Mayo Sibrián himself had already been executed, 
which occurred in the first half of 1991, on the orders of the FPL top 
leadership. Luis considered that, even while Mayo had certainly 

40 Although a few earlier references to the Mayo Sibrián killings exist elsewhere (Castro 1999, 18. Gibb 
2000, 321-37. McElhinny 2006, 354-8), a book called Grandeza y Miseria en una Guerrilla offers the first 
extensive account of the events based on testimonies of family members and some of the FPL cadres 
involved (Galeas and Ayalá 2008). The book caused considerable controversy, among other reasons 
because it was published in the midst of the campaign for the 2009 Presidential elections. The authors 
directly accused Salvador Sánchez Cerén (comandante Leonel González), at the time Mauricio Funes’ 
running mate, of being responsible for the abuses. While comandante ‘Mayo Sibrián’ was in charge at 
the San Vicente front, Sánchez Cerén, as the organization’s general secretary, was responsible for all FPL 
operations. The book furthermore zooms in on those elements that might help to build a case against 
Sánchez Cerén. In short, the authors and their informants claim that Sánchez Cerén, responsible for 
Sibrián within the FPL’s chain of command, knew about the killings, and did nothing or too little, too late 
to stop them. 



committed abuses, his execution constituted more of a cover up than an 
act of justice. According to Luis, several other former FPL cadres active 
in San Vicente had been involved in the internal purges and had 
contributed to manipulation of the situation that caused its escalation. 
He also claimed that some of those who had collaborated with a recent 
controversial book on the Mayo Sibrián killings–written by Galeas and 
Ayalá (2008)–were actually themselves also partially responsible for the 
events. According to Luis, the accusations against Sibrián and former 
FPL secretary general Salvador Sánchez Cerén41 ventilated in the 
testimonials featured in the book should be seen in part as attempts by 
those providing their versions to avoid accepting responsibility for the 
abuses.42 

After the war, Luis left San Vicente behind, moved to the capital 
and became involved in several initiatives for FMLN war-wounded. 
There he worked to help fellow FMLN war-wounded from different 
parts of the country organize around their particular interests and 
demands. Through his FPL contacts, he was able to get a job in the San 
Salvador city government in the late 1990s. In 2009 and early 2010, at the 
time of our interviews, Luis still held that job, but feared he would soon 
lose it on account of the new municipal administration, led by ARENA’s 
Norman Quijano. His work at the San Salvador municipal office had 
provided him not only a decent income, but also sufficient free time to 
continue his activism with the FMLN and the FMLN war veterans. As I 
witnessed in other veteran FMLN organizers as well, he combined his 
own activism with considerable disillusionment and mistrust in postwar 
left-wing politics.  

 
What happened in El Salvador? … I’ve been wracking my brain. What the hell 
happened? … Revolutionary dynamics generally begin with theory and little 
by little create processes, until consciousness is achieved … . I think in our 
case this process occurred the other way around. We beat the shit out of each 
other while knowing zero theory. It is due to this ignorance that we are where 
we are. … At this point in the race, compañeros who …fought hard … give 

41 The FPL’s top leader after Carpio’s death in 1983 (see chapter 3). Vice-President of El Salvador for the 
period 2009-2014. Known in the war as comandante Leonel González. 
42 This section is based on interviews with Luis (29-05-2009, 04-06-2009, 14-08-2009, 21-01-2010, 22-01-
2010, 09-02-2010) and fieldnotes (02-06-2009, 04-06-2009, 02-07-2009, 08-08-2009, 18-08-2009).



thanks to God for being alive, and with this all is said! There is little 
consciousness of what was done. And there is someone who is reaping the 
fruits of this. … There were twelve years of sacrifice … who benefitted from 
this? Therefore, my question is: was this process revolutionary?43 

 
For Luis, the answer to his own question was clear. What he had 
witnessed in the postwar years had little to do with revolution, nor with 
democracy. According to Luis, what he had witnessed was the process of 
politics being reduced to power games and individual interests, 
particularly income generation. In Luis’ perspective, politicians thrived 
through manipulation and by using former comrades as ladders to prop 
up their personal ambitions. In order to figure out what went wrong and 
to seek for possible alternatives based on a longed for theoretical 
understanding, Luis always carried a stack of old books in his backpack, 
with titles reminiscent of the revolutionary candor of the sixties.  
 
Photo 6.9 FPL Southern Front. La Libertad (First days of January of 1992) 

 

43 Interview (09-02-2010). 



 
 
1. Found employment in a municipal 
job, using her FMLN connections.  
2. After the war, migrated to Belize in 
search of work, then returned to El 
Salvador and now works as security 
personnel at an NGO.  
3. Identity Unknown.  
4. Went back to school and managed to 
get a job in the administrative area of 
the PNC. 
5. Migrated to the US in search of work 
after the war and continues to live there. 
6. Entered the PNC force after the Peace 
Accords as part of the FMLN quota. Still 
active as a police officer. 
7. Allegedly became involved in 
criminal activity and a member of a 
youth gang after the war.  
8. Employed first as a security agent for 
FMLN leadership for several years then 
migrated to the US in search of work. 
Recently returned to El Salvador.  

9. Entered the PNC as part of the FMLN 
quota after the Peace Accords. Still 
active as a police officer. 
10. Went back to school after the war 
and got a university degree. Works as 
an employee in the country’s judicial 
system.  
11. Lived and worked for a number of 
years in a repopulated community after 
the war, then migrated to the US in 
search of work. 
12. Pursued a career in FMLN politics 
after the war, fulfilling several senior 
leadership positions.  
13. Entered the PNC as part of the 
FMLN quota. Still active as a police 
officer. 
14. Owns a small mechanic workshop 
near the capital, migrated to the US in 
search of work, but only stayed there 
for a few years.  



15. Had several odd jobs, then migrated 
to the US in search of work. After some 
years was deported, currently lives in 
San Salvador and works as a security 
agent for the PPI department of the 
PNC.  
16. Entered the PNC as part of the 
FMLN quota after the Peace Accords. 
Still active as a police officer. 
17. Made a career in the FMLN after the 
war, serving in various leadership 
positions in the party and in public 
office.  
18. Lived and worked for a number of 
years after the war in a repopulated 
community. Then migrated to the US in 
search of work. 

19. Killed shortly after the war, during 
an armed robbery at a bus stop in San 
Salvador.    
20. Got a job at a municipal police corps 
through FMLN connections. Also runs a 
small family store in hometown.  
21. Current situation unknown.  
22. Entered the PNC as part of the 
FMLN quota. Went back to school. 
Currently a bureaucrat at a government 
ministry. 
23. Through his FMLN connections, 
now has a senior position at a municipal 
police corps. 
24. Works at the PNC.  
25. Works at the PNC, and recently 
obtained a university degree.

 
A significant portion of FPL forces stationed near the capital in the last 
years of the war features in this photo. Soon after it was taken, the troops 
were concentrated for verification by the United Nations and the 
demobilization process began. This is a particularly mixed group in 
terms of personal background and geographic origins. For example, 
some were combatants  recruited and forged in FPL strongholds like 
Chalatenango, and then sent to the ‘Frente Sur’ during the last years of 
the war. Several others had their roots in the displaced communities 
around Aguilares. A few had been recruited in the cities during the 
build-up for the offensive, and had remained at the front.44  

The leader of the troops in the photograph went on to become a 
prominent FMLN leader in the postwar period. In 2000, he was elected 
major of an important city close to San Salvador and he has been re-
elected numerous times since. Over the last decade, he has become one 
of the principal leaders of what is considered the ‘moderate’ pro-reform 
sector of the FMLN. Several fighters in the photograph have worked in 
his municipal administration. A significant number of the demobilized 

44 Number 10 in the photograph stayed in touch with many of his former comrades and provided most 
of the information for the reconstruction of the life trajectories on this picture. Two other FPL veterans, 
not included in the picture, contributed additional information (Fieldnotes 24-01-2010, 01-02-2010, 09-
02-2010). 



combatants of this group chose to integrate the PNC. In total, 9 former 
combatants from this group worked at the PNC at some time after the 
Peace Accords, 8 of which still remained in the PNC at the time of 
fieldwork for this study. 

One of the remarkable features of the photograph is how strongly 
it communicates the excitement and joy of the war being almost over. 
This is the happiest of the photographs of guerrilla units that I came 
across. Most combatants smile and look relaxed. Note what seems to be a 
bottle of wine (held by number 21). ‘Dolores,’ however, who had fought 
with some of those featuring in this photograph, looked at this picture 
with perhaps more pain than joy. She certainly recalled the feeling of 
happiness, or rather of relief, that the war was over. For her, the war had 
been a nightmare and the advent of peace a form of rebirth. Of urban 
middle class descent, her family situation had put her in the middle of 
the revolutionary war since she was a child. She grew up predominantly 
in safe houses and in exile. Rather than romantic appeal, she emphasized 
the powerlessness and anguish she experienced.  
 

I joined the struggle, the revolutionary process, not in a conscious manner. 
I’m talking about at first. Because my parents are the ones who joined, and 
therefore, indirectly, my siblings and myself [joined]. It wasn’t a situation in 
which I saw the need to join because of my own social consciousness. Along 
the way I began to develop this consciousness. I saw the party kind of like my 
father, see? [laughing] … That is, I had to do what the party told me to do 
even if I did not agree. … I knew that my destiny … was to come to El 
Salvador. … Bottom line, I did it out of obedience.45 

 
She arrived in El Salvador two months before the offensive, and was 
posted in a safe house. When the offensive was about to start, she was 
instructed to incorporate into a military unit.  

 
In a single week … I lost about 10 pounds, we didn’t eat, it was anguishing, it 
was terrible. For example, they sent us to get food … . There … the person 
who went ahead of me, they killed him. It was traumatic. … We were 
advancing and it was said that we had to go back … and the man, trying to 

45 Interview with Dolores (02-12-2009). 



save his own life, went ahead of me, if not, well, that bullet was meant for 
me…46 

 
During the offensive, the officer in charge of her squad was also killed, 
along with several other comrades in her unit. What was most difficult 
for her to process was how this experience contrasted with what she 
perceived as the disinterest of ordinary Salvadorans in the struggle and 
its cause. 
 

Incredible how we were sacrificing ourselves, and people on the street were 
acting as if nothing was going on, having parties! … That which they have 
told us so many times, so much doctrine, … . ‘Where are the people?,’ I asked 
myself, ‘who were supposed to take the streets and support us once they saw 
what was happening?’ So I began to be disillusioned and that is why I was 
very happy that the war ended.47   

 
After the Peace Accords, Dolores initially registered for FMLN affiliation 
through FPL structures, but when her inscription had to be formalized 
by re-affiliating directly with the new party she did not go. While her 
husband, also a former guerrilla fighter, was more involved, she kept her 
distance, though always supporting the party in campaigns or by 
volunteering on Election Day. Dolores went to the university, held 
several jobs with NGOs and raised a family. For her, reinsertion had not 
been difficult, but rather the start of the ‘normal’ life she aspired to. 
According to Dolores, reinsertion had been much more difficult 
particularly for people with a peasant background. 
 

[After the war], when I went out to some communities, I met people who had 
been with me, sharing life in the safe houses, now back living in the same 
poverty situation [from before the war], living in poor people’s houses. So I 
said, jeeze right, so much effort and then to come back to the same thing … . I 
think there was a lot of idealism … with respect to the transformations [we 
would achieve], right. I think there was a lot of romanticism … in our heads 
… . I was taught that we were all going to be equal, that we would all have 
opportunities … . Really, I believed that was how it was going to be … . I saw 
a peasant and … even in terms of sentimental relationships I thought that… 

46 Interview with Dolores (02-12-2009). 
47 Interview with Dolores (02-12-2009). 



Well, I never had a peasant boyfriend but my compañeras, my girlfriends, 
sometimes had [peasant] boyfriends and really these relationships eventually 
ended … once peace returned, and life went on. I have some friends whose 
husbands were peasants and now they are not together because they have 
different perspectives, different worlds.48 

 
Reinsertion was difficult for Dolores’ father as well, a middle cadre who 
came out of the war tired and empty handed. He held a range of 
different jobs that have allowed him to get by. “It has always been the 
political contacts that have given him the opportunity to work.” Dolores 
herself also obtained a new job. After Funes became President, her party 
contacts brought her in as staff in one of the ministries.  
 
The ERP and the RN: less reconversion, more disintegration  
 
It was harder for me to reconstruct photographs of ERP units than for 
FPL units. This was primarily due to the fact that I am much less familiar 
with the former group. Both my limited success as well as the type of 
reflection my efforts provoked with my ERP informers suggested that, 
even though some links between former combatants did still exist, the 
remaining interpersonal connections between former participants in the 
ERP combat units were weaker than what I had come across in the case 
of the FPL and the FAL. Indeed, in different conversations with former 
ERP members, the evocation of the wartime interpersonal relationships 
was invariably clouded by the ERP’s internal events of 1992-1995, which 
had left deep marks among the former militancy. For example, ‘Tino,’ a 
former student who had spent the entire war as an ERP military official 
in the mountains, considered that 

 
The whole political framework that had been created to take power was lost. 
… The ERP and RN … clearly allied themselves against the FMLN. … And 
then the ERP lost itself in the subsequent whirlwind of confusion. … Is this 
treason? No, the compañero is not a traitor. See? We weakened ourselves. … 
We, the compañeros who were there, did not have the capacity to visualize 

48 Interview with Dolores (02-12-2009). 



what to do at that moment. … The only thing that occurred to us was 
automatic dismantling, you see? … Everyone took off every which way.49 

 
On a personal level, the experience of postwar decomposition of the ERP 
had been much more traumatic for Tino than the war itself, so he said.50 
According to another former ERP member, the profound 
disappointment with postwar affairs had made many former ERP 
members renounce political activities all together and withdraw 
completely into the sphere of family life.51 Tino told me ERP-members 
were sometimes looked down upon or made fun off by other former 
insurgents. In fact, as an aspiring professional, Tino considered that his 
ERP affiliation had constituted more of an obstacle than a benefit to him 
in his postwar career. He had suffered several long periods of 
unemployment, something he attributed in part to the stigma he carried 
as a former ERP cadre. Finally however, through one of his ERP contacts 
who had remained inside the FMLN, he did manage to get a well-paid 
job in municipal government. Unfortunately, he lost this position a few 
years later because of political conflicts among different FMLN factions 
within the municipality and again found himself unemployed. Over the 
last years, Tino had visited and reconnected with many former ERP 
comrades and had found that many, like himself, had difficulties finding 
steady employment. He said that they provided moral support and 
helped each other sharing contacts for job opportunities.52 

Though a small group, the reconstruction process of the ERP unit 
portayed in photograph 6.10 turned out to be lengthier than any of the 
other photographs in this study, even when I had managed to contact 
one of the people featured in the picture. Besides Tino and others, 
‘Segundo’ contributed substantially to the process.  A former ERP 
combatant of rural descent, he entered the war when he was 11 years 
old, after part of his family had been massacred in Morazán. Like his 
fellow child soldier Wilber from the FAL, he never considered he would 
come out of the war alive. 

49 Interview with Tino (29-05-2009). 
50 Interview with Tino (29-05-2009). Fieldnotes (28-05-2009). 
51 Interview with Ignacio (06-07-2009). 
52 Based on interviews and conversations with Tino (29-05-2009, 16-07-2009). Fieldnotes (28-05-2009) 



 
Photo 6.10 ERP. Guazapa Volcano (1984) 

 

 



 
1. Farms in a repopulated community in 
Morazán. 
2. Migrated to the US. 
3. War-wounded. Farms in a 
repopulated community in Usulután.  
4. Demobilized with the ERP, resumed 
university career, obtained a 
government job.  

5. Deserted from the ERP when on leave 
in the exterior. Lives outside of El 
Salvador.  
6. Killed in Cerro Los Lirios (Guazapa) 
in 1985, when FAL and ERP troops 
encountered and mistakenly engaged in 
combat. 
7. Farms in a repopulated community.  
8. Identity unknown. Presumed to have 
been killed in combat.

 
The ERP had provided Segundo with a sort of family in which he had 
grown up and matured while submerged in the hardships of war. “We 
owe our lives to a whole lot of people who are dead and buried,” he said, 
referring to those people that he considered had defended his life with 
their own. Although he recounted with indignation several stories of 
abuses that occurred inside the ERP, overall he considered that values 
like solidarity and sacrifice had held the upper hand in the organization 
during the war. 

After the Peace Accords, Segundo eventually found employment 
at an NGO run by a former ERP mid-level cadre, a man he had worked 
with extensively during the war. Though he has no respect for the 
former ERP leadership, he also considered that their actions were not 
fundamentally different from those of the leadership of other 
organizations of the FMLN. In his opinion, after the war, everyone was 
seeking “personal advancement.” He found that among his former 
comrades there were many of “those who turn their backs [on others] 
once they have seen dollars.” In Segundo’s opinion, not only leadership, 
but also rank-and-file had lost their moral compass after the Peace 
Accords. “In peace time we brought out all the miserable aspects of 
ourselves that we have within us.”53When I showed the next photograph 
to RN veteran ‘Moíses,’ it confronted him with painful irony.54 What he 
saw was a group of his former comrades offering a salute to the FMLN 
flag, the political project the fighters had been told by their leaders 
would guarantee the continuity of the transformations they had fought 

53 Based on interview with Segundo (22-05-2009) and fieldnotes (22-05-2009, 11-01-2010, 12-02-2010).  
54 Photograph 6.11 was reconstructed with the help of Moíses, Rubén and a handful of other RN 
veterans. Yuri Escamilla helped facilitate the reconstruction process. 



for. However, a little over a year later, the RN leadership was already 
involved, together with the ERP, in a deep conflict with the FMLN, 
leading to the RN’s separation and posterior dismemberment. “What 
would these comrades in the photo have thought if they had known 
what was coming?” Moíses wondered. “What did our leaders do with so 
much effort and sacrifice?”55 

Similar to what happened with the ERP, Moíses considered that 
his comrades at the RN suffered from a double rupture: the break-off of 
the RN from the FMLN and the RN’s internal decomposition. “We 
ended up practically in the air,” he commented. As a result many former 
comrades had become bitter and had distanced themselves from politics, 
so Moíses considered. Moíses himself struggled for several years to 
regain entry and acceptance into the FMLN, which he finally achieved 
through his involvement in NGO work.  
 
Photo 6.11 RN. Demobilization camp near Suchitoto (1992) 

 

55 Fieldnotes (22-01-2010). 



 
 
1. War-wounded. Lives off pension 
combined with agricultural activities. 
2. Joined the PNC. 
3. Lives in a repopulated community 
near Suchitoto, works at home and 
participates in the community radio. 
4. A former soldier. Joined the RN after 
having been made prisoner by the 
guerrilla in 1983. Farms in a 

repopulated community and 
complements his income by working 
with the local community radio. 
5. Lives in San Salvador and has a job at 
an FMLN municipality. 
6. War-wounded. Works as a driver for 
a NGO. 
7. Farmer in a repopulated community.

  
In Moíses’ view,  

 
the Peace Accords … generated for us, a huge ideological vacuum which the 
Right ably took advantage of, sowing discord to the extent to which many 
who were heroic compañeros during the war were weak, very weak during 
peace time… and hence were easy prey to the happiness of right wing 
fantasies. 56 

 

56 Interview with Moíses (27-08-2009).  



For ‘Beatriz,’ who spent most of the war working for the RN in 
Managua, the photograph of the RN’s demobilization process provoked 
mostly sadness, though also a hint of nostalgia for the loss of 
revolutionary innocence. For her, the idealistic image of the 
revolutionary struggle had already been dented by her personal 
experiences in Cuba and Nicaragua during the war. After the war, “I 
began … to hear some dreadful stories, to see the war wounded, 
completely drunk, …in sorry shape, abandoned … and these others 
raising their own salaries in the Legislative Assembly and living a very 
normal and bourgeois life, and all the deaths from before not bothering 
them a bit.”57 Thus, the internal development of the revolutionary 
movement in postwar El Salvador provided further “fuel for [her] 
disenchantment.”  

 
Where is the utopia? … I’m not saying that they did not believe in it, 
themselves, in a given moment or that they [some old revolutionary leaders] 
were fighting to make themselves millionaires.  I know that … back then it 
wasn’t that way, but now it is terrible, because … they became corrupted. It is 
so difficult to find someone who really maintains and defends his ideals. … 
Radical discourse … is effective because we live in a radical reality. … That is, 
you can go to any barrio, and not even one with extreme poverty… and you 
will become radicalized because … the social injustice is too much, there is too 
much shit going down to not say: ‘Yes, I’ll take up arms …,’ and if you want 
an enemy, you can easily find one. … Too many differences, too much 
egoism. … That is, those who have money are dreadful and those who 
become rich end up just the same way, this is the incredible part, they turn 
out just the same … . There is no difference.58 

 
While for Moíses it had been the manipulation by right-wing forces that 
had weakened the RN’s revolutionary leadership; for Beatriz the 
contradictions between revolutionary promises and the RN’s internal 
realities were at the heart of the matter. For her, power and privilege 
were the ordering principles, beyond alleged contradictions between Left 
and Right. In any case, it is not easy to find a former RN militant who 

57 Interview with Beatriz (12-02-2010). 
58 Interview with Beatriz (12-02-2010). 



ponders the postwar trajectory of the organization with anything else 
than dismay.  
 
The photographs as a sample of postwar life trajectories 
 
What I presented in previous sections of this chapter constitute different 
fragments of conversations and reflections generated through my 
reconstruction efforts of the guerrilla photographs. The pictures I used 
stimulated rich and deep reflections that brought forward the diversity 
as well as the common threads related to the personal experiences of 
post-insurgency. Interviews and fieldnotes made up the bulk of the 
material I collected with the photographs at hand. Simultaneously 
however, in the course of fieldwork, these same photographs 
accumulated relevant quantitative data concerning the postwar destinies 
of those that fought in the insurgency. Together with my informants and 
research collaborators we identified as many individuals as we could 
and tried to find out what had happened to them after the war.59 
Working with the photographs thus allowed me to combine the 
qualitative richness of ethnography with the construction of a small 
quantitative sample of postwar life. In turn, the emerging sample further 
enhanced the ethnographic process with data that helped provoke or 
ground a reflection process with different informers and research 
collaborators.  
 
Strengths and limitations of the sample 
Before considering the aggregate data derived from the photographs, it 
is important to indicate that the sample presented, in its richness and 
diversity, also comes with certain limitations inherent in its size and 
other methodological particularities. The sample clearly delineates the 
different livelihood scenarios common and relevant for former guerrilla 

59 For this purpose we worked with the drawings of the photographs as presented in this chapter, in 
which each silhouette was provided with a number. For each photograph, we used one or several 
information sheets on which we wrote the data we gathered. This consisted of information regarding 
name, pseudonym, place of birth, postwar occupation, and current activities. For the deceased, we 
replaced the latter two categories with information regarding place and time of death. 



fighters.60 A larger sample might have shown some additional variation 
in livelihood scenarios, and more reconstructed photographs would be 
likely present us with new and different elements that could teach us 
more about El Salvador’s insurgency and its aftermath.61 Also, it is 
necessary to take into account that the sample represents a snapshot of 
the situation at the time of the reconstruction of the different life 
trajectories. Naturally, the individuals in the sample do not have ‘frozen’ 
lives.62 Additionally, it has to be taken into consideration that it was 
impossible to verify all the life trajectory information directly with each 
individual portrayed. Although I spoke with many of those depicted in 
the photographs, for a significant part of the individuals in the sample I 
had to rely on information provided by their former comrades. 
Generally, I found this information to be remarkably reliable. 
Nonetheless, in almost all cases I did double-check the life trajectory data 
with at least two veterans that had participated in the unit represented in 
the photograph.  

60 The representativeness of the sample in relation to the total universe of Salvadoran guerrilla fighters 
is constrained by the fact that the actual size of the represented group has not been established. The 
question of how many individuals actually fought in the Salvadoran insurgency can only be answered by 
approximation. Official data establish the number of fighters and war-wounded demobilized in 1992 at 
11,326 in total (see chapter 3). The photographs 6.3 and 6.4 presented in this chapter suggest that not 
all those who formally demobilized had actually been fighters during the war. However, with the 
possible exception of the PRTC, this variation is not likely to be very signifcant. The total universe of 
Salvadoran guerrilla fighters also includes those that were killed during the war, and those that fought 
part of the war, but did not stay under arms until the end. Considering the length and intensity of the 
war, both categories are numerically significant, though exact data are unavailable. In the case of the 
deceased, the FMLN presented a list of individuals to the UN Truth Commission (included as an Annex of 
the 1993 report), but this list is notoriously incomplete. A conservative estimate would put the total 
number of guerrilla fighters who fought in El Salvador between 15,000 and 20,000 individuals. Should 
this estimate be correct, the sample from the photographs presented in this chapter represents 
approximately 1% of the entire group.  
61 Like any sample, the photographic reconstruction provides a simplified approximation to a particular 
universe. In my experience, photographic sampling, rather than flattening out such differences, 
stimulates an unprejudiced search for variation and its possible consequences or implications. This 
richness in variation, however, is partially lost when aggregating the data from a range of different 
photographs. 
62 In a few cases I have indeed learned that the individuals’ personal situation changed after I had 
concluded my research phase. Such posterior changes are not reflected in the sample, since it would 
complicate its delimitation. The changes I am aware of are very few, and these would not alter the 
general findings of the sample. But then again, I did not revisit the reconstruction of the photographs 
life trajectories after completing them. In this sense, the validity of the sample holds until its 
completion. New variations might well already have emerged in life trajectories we mapped out here, 
responding to ongoing changes in the socio-economical and political context of the country and the 
recompostion of different interpersonal networks.  



A final note is needed on the possible effects of the distribution of the 
photographs in relation to the different PMOs. As I have pointed out 
earlier, I was more successful in my efforts with former FPL combatants 
than with members of the other groups. When considering the 
differences in size between the five PMO, the RN and the ERP are 
especially underrepresented in the sample (which contains only one 
photograph of each, showing relatively small units).63 This warrants 
some caution when weighing the sample findings regarding ‘between-
PMO’ distinctions discussed later. Ideally, future research effort would 
look to extend the sample presented here in terms of size and in terms of 
enhanced representation of the different PMOs in the sample.  

In spite of such caveats, I want to emphasize how productive and 
inspiring I found it to work with this method. The photographs helped 
to make a rather abstract idea of building a sample of life trajectories 
concerning postwar reintegration patterns much more concrete to my 
informers and research collaborators. Important for me, the veterans 
themselves were highly enthusiastic about the photographs (I made 
endless copies to distribute to those who requested one). The 
photographs furthermore provided a platform of participation for the 
veterans in my research efforts that in part helped break down 
traditional barriers between researched and researcher. The photographs 
sparked widespread collaborative efforts, in part because it also 
positioned the former guerrilla fighters as valuable knowledge holders 
and indispensable research assistants. Many interpreted the research 
efforts as something that validated or dignified their personal stories. It 
triggered conversations in which the veterans often provided deep and 
thoughtful analysis of post-insurgency. 
 
Aggregate data derived from the photographs 
Based on our reconstruction efforts, the total number of identified 
individuals added up to 191, 174 males and 17 females. 188 are 

63 I lacked the abundance of personal connections to former members of these groups that I had used to 
facilitate my work with the FPL and the FAL. Furthermore, the restricted time I had available for 
fieldwork did not allow me to remedy this situation by taking time to visit the repopulations in which I 
knew I would find former ERP and RN combatants who might help. Eventually these circumstances led 
me to limit the number of photographs taken into consideration in order to make their completion 
possible within the timeframe of my fieldwork. 



Salvadorans and 3 are internationalist fighters (the latter all from 
photograph 6.5). 36 fighters depicted in the photographs did not survive 
the war. In the case of another 10 individuals, we were unable to 
establish whether they survived the war. These were mostly former 
fighters whom their comrades lost track of during the war itself, in most 
cases because these fighters abandoned the insurgent forces with or 
without permission from their superiors. The pictures (7 out of 11) that 
were taken after the 1989 offensive do not reflect wartime casualties 
because the fighting was (almost) over. Only the four photographs taken 
before the 1989 offensive provide an impression of the risks and losses 
that accompanied the guerrilla fighters through the war.  

According to our informers, a total of 145 identified individuals 
in the photographs survived the war. Of this group, we established basic 
elements of their postwar life trajectories in relation to their main 
livelihood strategies from the time of the Peace Accords until the 
moment of the reconstruction efforts (2009 and 2010), thus spanning 
close to two decades. A significant part of this group employed several 
main strategies in this period. The fighters in the photographs shared a 
predominantly rural background, with units occasionally complemented 
by comrades of urban descent. In all, an estimated 75% of the sample 
derived from the photographs was composed of individuals with a pre-
war rural background.  
 
Table 6.1. Guerrilla Fighters Main Postwar Livelihood Options64  
(Based on the aggregate data from photographs:  
145 known survivors, 189 main options) 
 

64 In most cases, the reconstruction of postwar life trayectory rendered an answer indicating a single 
main postwar livelihood option for the person involved. However, there was also a significant amount of 
cases in which plural postwar livelihood options were reported, indicating that this person tried several 
different options in the postwar years, each being the principal one for a significant amount of years, or, 
alternatively, the same person combines two different jobs or main activities to make a living. Hence the 
amount of main livelihood options is larger than the amount of life trayectories.   

Rural livelihoods 37 (20%) 
Farmer in a repopulated community 31 
Farmer in home town 5 
Farmer elsewhere 1 



Civil service employment 40 (21%) 
National Civilian Police (PNC) 17 
Municipal employee 11 
Municipal police corps 8 
State or government employee 4 
FMLN-employed 24 (13%) 
FMLN security personnel 12 
Career in FMLN politics  8 
‘Works with FMLN’ 4 
NGO-employed 13 (7%) 
NGO employee 11 
Community radio 2 
Private Sector Employment 22 (12%) 
Runs the household 7 
Runs a family store 3 
Mechanic 3 
Business man 1 
Private sector employee 1 
Provides legal services 1 
Doctor 1 
Busfare collector 1 
Transportation services 1 
Evangelical Pastor 1 
Odd jobs 1 
Construction 1 
Migration 35 (18%) 
Migrated to US 27 
Migrated to Canada 3 
Migrated to Belize 1 
Scholarship in Cuba 1 
Exile in Sweden 1 
Migrated to Italy 1 
Outside of El Salvador 1 
Other 18 (9%) 
Current situation unknown 9 
Victim of lethal criminal violence 4 



 
 
 
 
 

 
Scenarios for postwar livelihoods 
 
The largest cluster of postwar livelihood scenarios is in the civil service, 
mostly in municipal dependencies and within the PNC (21%). 
Additionally, a good number (13%) found employment within the 
FMLN itself, either as political activists or employed as bodyguards for 
FMLN leaders. A closer look at the stories behind the trajectories calls 
further attention to the prominence of the links and networks forged 
during the war and their impact upon the income generation strategies 
of the former guerrilla fighters after the war. They also demonstrate the 
importance of these links and networks for socio-economic ‘reinsertion.’  

Although some former guerrilla fighters certainly did disconnect 
themselves from the party and were able to find employment and built 
livelihoods independently, the aggregate findings from the photographs 
demonstrate that a large number of former guerrillas relied on the party 
and on the former insurgent networks to shape their postwar 
livelihoods. Examples of livelihood options that fit this category include 
those employed by the party, the municipalities, the PNC and the NGOs. 
Although party affiliations lay at the root of having gained initial access 
to these jobs, the control and intervention of the FMLN with regard to 
these forms of employment varied significantly, as will be explored in 
the next section. In general terms, levels of party interference were 
extremely high in party employment, very high in municipal 
employment, relevant in NGO employment, and instrumental but 
formally restricted in PNC employment. 
 Overall, the data presented in this chapter indicate that the socio-
economic reconversion process that the PMOs envisioned for their 
structures during the first years of the transition period did take place to 
a significant extent. This is especially true for former PMO cadres. In the 
case study of Ellacuría we already saw how former PMO cadres were 

Died of natural causes 3 
Lives on the street 1 
Gang member / crime 1 
Total 189 (100%) 



able to position themselves favorably in the local community. With 
regard to this chapter’s photographs, available data show that the 
highest-ranking surviving members of the different units often went on 
to build careers in FMLN politics, albeit with mixed success. This 
phenomenon of the cadres’ continued postwar ascendency dovetails 
with Jocelyn Viterna’s conclusion with regard to her sample of former 
female FMLN combatants: their levels of postwar empowerment varied 
significantly according to “within-guerrilla distinctions” (2003, 208).65 
However, what this chapter demonstrates much more clearly than 
Viterna’s work is that PMO networks remained highly relevant for 
postwar livelihoods not just in the case of cadres, but also in the case of 
the rank-and-file.  

Let us now take a closer look at the most common livelihood 
options of the former guerrilla fighters as they emerged from the sample. 
 
Civil service employment 
When the FMLN won its first major urban municipalities in 1997, a 
significant number of those elected were former cadres of the PMOs 
(Urbina González 2006. Zamora 2003). Sometimes the FMLN had also 
recruited popular local figures either as mayoral candidates or as 
candidates for municipal council, but former cadre staff members 
invariably functioned as the support team for such ‘outsiders.’66 Electoral 
success meant jobs for party militants and supporters. While winning the 
elections in a small municipality somewhere in Chalatenango or Cabañas 
would generate only a handful of paid jobs, San Salvador and the cities 
around it were able to provided hundreds of jobs for FMLN militants, 
many of which were distributed among former participants in the PMOs. 
By grace of their political contacts inherited from the war, former 
insurgent cadres, especially those with an education, were generally well 
positioned to obtain different positions within the FMLN 
municipalities.67  

Typically, the election or the appointment of a former cadre of a 
PMO would motivate other former insurgents to look up their former 

65 See chapter 4 for more on Viterna’s work. 
66 Interviews with Felipe (30-01-2010) and Lilian (23-01-2010). 
67 Interviews with Hernán (11-03-2010), Lilian (23-01-2010) and Sebastián (12-09-2009). 



comrades to ask them for employment or to leave their curriculum for 
consideration. Likewise, FMLN officials were looking for people they 
trusted both personally as well as politically to staff the municipal 
organization.68 Former insurgents who had remained active in the 
political circles of post-insurgency could use historical as well as 
contemporary political relationships in their quest for employment (see 
for example the case of Luis described in this chapter). Those who had 
remained more at the margins of post-insurgent politics were still able to 
count on the strong personal ties established with individual cadred 
during the war.  

This process benefitted cadres of the five different PMOs that 
originally had participated in the FMLN, albeit in different proportions. 
Because of the correlation within the FMLN, former members of the FPL 
were particularly well positioned, as were former cadres of the PCS who 
had decided to remain inside the FMLN.69 Because of the 1994 
abscission, former ERP ad RN members who had remained in the FMLN 
were now a small minority, much like the PRTC, whose internal 
correlation was limited because of the small size of its body of cadres 
and constituency. In consequence, former ERP, RN and PRTC cadres and 
rank-and-file, generally speaking, had less access to these new 
opportunities for employment than cadres from the FPL and the PCS.  

In the larger cities, municipal jobs were varied, and required 
different levels of experience and schooling. Though insurgent 
experience could go a long way in terms of political credentials, the 
candidates’ curriculum also needed to respond to some minimal 
requirements of each particular function. Such a filter meant that the 
former guerrilla fighters of rural descent without much formal schooling 
still had limited possibilities of obtaining public employment. Municipal 
security was the one field in which the peasant guerrilla fighters’ 
experience and schooling were usually deemed sufficient.  For example, 
when Héctor Silva won the San Salvador mayoral race in 1997, he 
appointed a former FPL comandante as the head of the municipal police 

68 Interviews with Hernán (11-03-2010) and Sebastián (12-09-2009).  
69 See chapter 4 for a review of the internal development of the FMLN as a political party after the Peace 
Accords.  



force, called Cuerpo de Agentes Municipales (CAM).70 The new head of 
the CAM in turn appointed several former FPL military officers as his 
aides. In subsequent years, the CAM employed dozens of former FPL 
combatants. By the turn of the century, former peasant insurgents from 
Chalatenango and San Vicente dominated the rank-and-file of the 
capital’s municipal police force.71 Other municipal police forces in cities 
won by the FMLN showed similar patterns. In 2009-2010, former rural 
guerrilla fighters continued to dominate the municipal police forces of 
most of El Salvador’s larger cities. This helps explain why several 
fighters in the sample ended up serving on municipal police forces. 

Municipal employment helped many former insurgents and 
longstanding FMLN supporters to improve their professional and 
economic situation. It also helped to strengthen the FMLN as a political 
party in several ways. Most employees whose job depended directly or 
indirectly on the elections were willing (or obliged to) to invest time to 
campaign on behalf of their party.72 Additionally, FMLN militants whose 
job was protected by the party would be able to also dedicate office 
hours to the party when required, for example around election time. The 
earlier example of San Salvador’s CAM illustrates the phenomenon: for 
each of the subsequent municipal elections after 1997, the majority of the 
municipal agents previously brought in through the FPL networks, 
participated actively in the FMLN campaign teams for San Salvador.73  
 
A political career within the FMLN 
A political career within the FMLN after the Peace Accords was, 
generally speaking, only an option for senior cadres. Especially the 
comandantes themselves and the segment of senior mid-level cadres 
operating directly under the comandantes were well positioned to 
pursue a political career.74 As Yanci Urbina González points out in her 

70 Municipal Police Force. 
71 Interviews with Carlos (17-12-2009), Hernán (11-03-2010) and Pedro (11-12-2008). 
72 This was as true for the FMLN supporters, as it was for ARENA supporters. The militancies of both 
parties were partially inserted into the state, with the FMLN holding a significant number of legislative 
seats and municipalities, whereas ARENA relied upon its control of the central government.  
73 Interview with Carlos (17-12-2009). 
74 With the exception of 6.5 and 6.9, the photographs of the guerrilla units do not show the 
comandantes themselves, but rather the military leadership functioning under their command.  



study of the FMLN bureaucracy, when the FMLN became a political 
party in order to participate in the 1994 elections, former PMO 
leadership and mid-level cadres monopolized all internal positions 
(2006). Over the years, the composition of the FMLN’s political 
commission and the national council, the organization’s governing 
bodies, changed frequently as a result of different internal conflicts and 
abscission. However, as several scholars have pointed out, the 
predominance of former comandantes in party affairs remained a 
constant (de Zeeuw 2010. Martín Alvarez 2006. Urbina González 2006. 
Wade 2008. Zamora 2003). Even when the FMLN occasionally aligned 
with political outsiders to compete for public office, the FMLN’s internal 
bureaucracy always remained in the hands of former PMO leadership. 

Today, the comandantes and many original senior PMO cadres 
continue to dominate the FMLN’s main governing bodies, in spite of the 
fact that, as occurred in the case of Gabino, a significant number of 
political careers have been aborted because of internal conflicts. The fact 
that former insurgents have played such a preponderant role in postwar 
Salvadoran politics has nurtured different interpretations, varying from 
praise for the steadfastness of the FMLN leadership (Regalado 2011) to 
censorship of the FMLN’s lack of aperture or limited capacity for 
renewal (Martín Alvarez 2006). In my view, the particular social 
dynamics of the PMO networks that the FMLN inherited from the war 
play a crucial role in the evolution of the FMLN as a political party, both 
as a bureaucracy as well as a body of militants. This is something I will 
further explore in the next two chapters.  
 
Security-provision for the FMLN 
In the first years after the Peace Accords, several incidents contributed to 
strengthen the perceived need for personal protection for FMLN 
leadership (Morales, Pohl and Racicot 1995). FMLN officials have made 
extensive use of security provision services in the two postwar decades. 
Important FMLN offices are also well protected by security personnel.  
FMLN officials who have full-time personal protection detachments 
include deputies (National Assembly and PARLACEN), a few of the 
mayors of large cities, and those holding key internal party positions. 
Each detachment consists of several individual members (3 to 6 is 



common).75 Furthermore, after the 2009 elections several FMLN leaders 
also obtained high government posts, which entitled them to personal 
protection. I have not quantified the amount of protection personnel that 
FMLN officials and infrastructure may require, but I suspect that it runs 
in the hundreds. 

The PNC has a specific department for security provision for 
public figures, called División de Protección a Personalidades 
Importantes (PPI).76 A significant percentage of the FMLN’s security staff 
is contracted through this department, while others are contracted 
directly by the party. In both cases, those protected are granted 
discretional powers to appoint personnel they trust. As made evident 
from this chapters’ sample, the FMLN leaders have frequently hired 
former guerrilla fighters for their personal protection, or as security 
guards for FMLN offices.  
 
NGO-employment 
The significance of NGO employment as a livelihood option for former 
guerrilla fighters should be understood within the context of the 
interconnection between the NGOs and the PMOs that were described 
and analyzed in previous chapters. Because of the particular political 
genesis of the NGOs, multiple interpersonal connections existed between 
NGO staff and PMO membership and constituency, on different levels. 
Thus, a former guerrilla fighter would not easily find a job in just any 
NGO, but only in one with historical ties to the PMO he formerly 
participated in. For example, after his years as a combatant in the FAL, 
Wilber found employment at a NGO with PCS affiliation. He started out 
working as a night watchman, while he also attended school. Some years 
later, while attending university, he was able to acquire a job as a project 
promoter in another NGO with PCS ties. 

In El Salvador’s postwar period, NGO’s functioned as a type of 
reservoir for former PMO militants, particularly relevant in a context in 
which FMLN access to public office was still limited. To work in an NGO 
was also a way to continue political activism linked to aspects of the 

75 Interview with Juan (12-12-2009). 
76 Division for the Protection of Important Persons. 



former insurgent project and to contribute in different ways to the 
transformations advocated by FMLN (Foley 2010). Former cadres with 
political experience could be seen as potential re-enforcements of the 
technical staff, because of their aptitudes in the work with local 
constituencies (Silber 2004b). NGO positions often served as a 
springboard for government employment at a later stage in the postwar 
careers of former insurgents. This occurred especially after Mauricio 
Funes won the presidential elections, and a significant number of former 
PMO cadres active in Salvadoran NGOs then accessed government 
functions (Moallic 2010).  

With former cadres in senior positions in NGOs, opportunities 
for rank-and-file to be considered for different lower ranking jobs within 
the NGO also multiplied. Rogelio and Wilber were not the only former 
guerrilla fighters who worked as night watchmen after the Peace 
Accords. The dozens of FMLN-affiliated NGOs would commonly hire 
former guerrilla fighters as night watchmen as well as for a range of 
other jobs. Another reason that the former PMO connections remained 
relevant was because the NGOs commonly located their activities and 
projects in the repopulations founded by their former PMOs.  
 
Migration 
The finding that 18% of the former guerrilla fighters migrated outside of 
El Salvador may seem remarkable in view of the effort and sacrifice 
previously invested in the revolutionary process. The strong anti-
imperialist stance of the insurgent campaign may invite some to also 
presuppose a limited appeal of the United States for the former 
insurgents. The contrary is true however. Although migration is not 
limited to this country, it emerges from this sample as by far the largest 
receptor of former insurgents who after the war opted for migration. As 
documented in the previous chapter, migration to the US became one of 
the most important postwar livelihood strategies in the insurgent 
communities. In this sense, the fact that labor migration became such a 
widespread phenomenon in post-insurgent circles reflects on the relative 
failure of the land transfers and the rural reinsertion programs to 
provide durable and sustainable family incomes for many of the 
beneficiaries, something also explored in the previous chapter. 



The migration numbers that emerge from the photographs resonate with 
those from interviews and other sources. A catholic priest based in 
Northern Morazán with close ties to the former ERP constituency there, 
estimated that among the former ERP combatants from this region, 
approximately 30% had left for the US in the two decades after the war.77 
‘Pedro,’ a former mid-level cadre who had been in charge of the 
demobilization process for the FPL in Los Ranchos, told me that he 
estimated that close to 70% of the troops that demobilized under his 
command had left to work in the “North.”78 The findings from the 
photographs suggest that Pedro’s estimate is likely to be too high. 
Nonetheless, his appreciation reflects the prominence that labor 
migration acquired in post insurgent Chalatenango. The information 
derived from the photographs certainly dovetails with the findings 
regarding the socio-economical relevance of migration in the post 
insurgent communities established in chapter 5 of this study. Based on 
the sample provided in this chapter, the participation of former guerrilla 
fighters in transnational labor migration surpasses most estimates of 
overall national migration rates.79  

The question of how relevant the networks built up by insurgents 
during the war were for migration is difficult to answer. I recall from my 
own participation in the 1990s that one of the best-known polleros active 
in FPL post-insurgent communities was a former mid-level cadre, a 
young urbanite who had fought side by side with the peasants. When I 
saw him again in San Salvador in 2009, he confirmed that he had 
channeled hundreds of compas to the US. In recent years he had left the 
pollero business to dedicate himself to several agri-business projects in 
El Salvador and Belize.80 Even if inherited ties from the insurgent period 
might have played a role in some early migration trajectories, extended 
family networks are no doubt the most relevant factor in the 
establishment of migration patterns. Existing research shows that, once 

77 Interview with Ignacio (06-07-2009). 
78 Interview (11-12-2008). 
79 Reliable figures on the number of Salvadorans living outside the country do not exist. The lowest 
existing figure suggests that at least 10% of the Salvadoran population was residing in the US in 2000. 
The highest available estimates establish the total migration rate on close to 20% of the population, with 
90% residing in the US. (Andrade-Eeckhoff 2003. Kandel 2002) 
80 Fieldnotes (29-05-2009). 



the first relatives migrate and establish themselves, they become the 
principle point of reference for those in El Salvador seeking to go north 
(Bibler Coutin 2007. Silber 2011). In all probability, the labor migration of 
the former guerrilla fighters was built more on family ties than on old 
insurgent contacts and networks. To gauge the possible relevance of 
insurgent networks in migration as a post-insurgent livelihood strategy 
would require further research.  
 
Rural livelihoods 
Though still considerable, the number of guerrilla fighters from our 
sample who chose agricultural livelihoods (19,6%) is remarkably low 
when the figure is compared with the data from the reinsertion 
programs, where 80% chose an agricultural track (see chapter 4). 
Findings suggest that many of those who demobilized into the 
repopulation communities and accessed the PTT and the reinsertion 
credits did not convert these resources into a principal livelihood option 
in the long run. Many former fighters eventually preferred other options, 
such as migration and FMLN-related employment.  

Interesting as well was the finding that very few of the former 
guerrilla fighters currently farmed outside of the area of the 
repopulations. One exception in the photographs was the case of El 
Zapotal (in photo 6.8). Fighters recruited from this town just before the 
1989 offensive mostly returned to their home town after the 
demobilization process, even though El Zapotal was not an FMLN 
affiliated community. However, the vast majority of the fighters who 
chose agricultural activities after the war, settled in the insurgent 
repopulations, rather than returning to their hometown. 

As we have seen in the previous chapter, the interpersonal ties 
established during the insurgency were certainly relevant for the 
posterior agricultural livelihoods of the former guerrilla fighters. This 
was especially true in the early stages, with the decision to settle in an 
insurgent repopulation and to apply for land in the PTT. The previous 
chapter explores how this resulted in the absorption of the former 
guerrilla fighters in rural communities in which insurgent politics 
continued to play a prominent role in everyday life. However, this does 
not mean that all former guerrilla fighters turned agriculturists have 



remained heavily involved in FMLN politics. This is predominantly the 
case for local leaders, often former cadres in the PMOs, or for some 
former guerrilla fighters who have become involved in the FMLN 
veterans’ movements that I will discuss in the next chapter.  
 
The transformation of PMO networks after the war 
 
As we worked together on the Laguna Seca photograph, I became aware 
of how David had been able to keep in touch with many of his former 
comrades in spite of his relative marginalization from the party. David 
said he liked to attend FMLN rallies not for the speeches offered but in 
order to meet old comrades. In spite of his reputation as resentido, David 
still had many friends among his former comrades. He liked to catch up 
and share anecdotes of the events they lived through together. The 
comradery he felt with many of his former peers contrasted with the 
distance he perceived from his former superiors. He claimed that the 
comandantes from the FPL leadership with whom he had worked with 
closely during the war now often did not greet him and sometimes did 
not even recognize him when standing face to face. According to David, 
on such occasions, the comandantes’ bodyguards observed him closely, 
eying whether he might carry a weapon and inquiring what he wanted. 
“These sons of bitches think they can behave this way just because they 
live off the party,” David said.81 

In spite of his difficulties with the party around the time of 
demobilization, and the distance he had maintained since, David had 
declined several opportunities over the years to work as a protection 
agent for FMLN leadership himself. He preferred the relative freedom he 
enjoyed as an independent welder, moving from one job to the other, 
and occasionally resting for some weeks if he felt like it. Nevertheless, at 
the time of interview, he had recently handed his CV to one of his former 
FPL superiors holding a political post in San Salvador. Welding had 
placed a high toll on his eyes, and he wanted something different. David 
hoped for a job that did not involve security work; he said he had done 
enough of that during the war. David saw little contradiction between 

81 Fieldnotes (02-06-2009). 



his critique of post-insurgent party privileges and his attempt to obtain a 
job through the intercession of his former comrade. It was not the ‘party’ 
that would help him, but rather a close friend who happened to still be 
involved with the party. David furthermore considered that his wartime 
contributions more than justified his access to a job and benefits.82  

David’s account suggests a process of ‘personalization’ of the 
former PMO relations. Party officials might now be more willing and 
able to favor their personal networks by means of their position of power 
than they would have been in earlier periods of the revolutionary 
process, when party control and discipline were more severe and the 
revolutionary ethos more restrictive of personal favoritism. What seems 
to matter more in the postwar years were personal contacts with former 
PMO cadre in high places. Such contacts are called conectes83 in El 
Salvador’s political slang and are characterized by their capacity for 
resolving different types of problems through personal influence. Party 
politics constitute a very important aspect of the availability of conectes, 
which allow for the mobilization of personal as well as political favors.  

Thus, being a former guerrilla fighter in and of itself might not be 
of much help when looking for a job. Such an affirmation may become 
more concrete when comparing the trajectories of the former combatants 
of different PMOs. Although its limited spread prevents reaching 
definite conclusions, the sample does suggest that the networks of 
former FPL and FAL fighters evolved somewhat differently from those 
of ERP and RN fighters. Most notably, while former FAL and FPL 
fighters were very likely to have found employment linked to the party, 
such as municipal employment, security jobs or a political career, the 
sample of former PRTC, RN and ERP fighters shows lower presence of 
this type of livelihoods. This finding, pending further corroboration, 
does resonate with what several of the former ERP and RN members 
expressed during interviews for this study. The ERP and the RN suffered 
much higher levels of internal disintegration after the Peace Accords 
than the FPL and the FAL, because of the former organizations’ 
abscissions from the FMLN (1994) and the electoral failure of the PD 

82 Based on an interview with David (20-12-2009) as well as several informal conversations. Fieldnotes 
(02-06-2009, 08-03-2010, 19-03-2010).  
83 The literal meaning is “plugs.” 



(1997). As a result, former ERP and RN cadres obtained less access to 
public office. Subsequently, the former combatants from these 
organizations had fewer opportunities to opt for public sector jobs.  

The inherited bonds of the PMOs may also be an asset that 
(aspiring) leaders want to exploit for a range of political purposes, from 
political campaigning to rolling out diverse projects and ventures. In 
David’s opinion, his former FPL comrades now FMLN leaders  
 

They use you to take one step after another [up the ladder]; … if you accept it, 
you keep covering [them] up in silence, for convenience, [or] for whatever 
reason it may be, they keep on using you. You, come here! Here we can have 
you doing such-and-such; we can project you this way. But if you … don’t 
share the same criteria, they cut you off … or they simply don’t involve you 
any more, you see … little by little. But it is all part of the utilization method. 
… So, it becomes just like hitting a button. They only select people and then 
when they need help for something, a signature or whatever it may be, they 
just look you up, you see, but not for other things, see … . If they think you 
can reach a point at which you could force out so and so… Not that! Oh no! If 
that is a risk then let’s push him out before hand, let’s cut his wings so that he 
doesn’t go any further. … It’s fucked, well, because that is the way it is. … 
This is why many people for convenience … don’t give their opinion, they 
bow their head, or they turn a deaf ear, … . So for convenience, I better stick to 
this and leave it be, you see…84 
  

David’s former comrades have asked him “you [David], why haven’t 
they given you a job somewhere, in some municipality?”85 They have 
also told David repeatedly to work on his temper and his pride.  
 

Many people … have said to me: look you bastard, the best thing [to do] is to 
act in such and such a way, because … your problem is that you have always 
been very off-the-cuff!  … There are things that one has to shut up about, that 
is the key piece. …  Why? To keep your little job … to maintain your status in 
the party. … All of this is what [everyone] is trying to preserve.  … Everyone’s 
inclination, of course, is to have a job and to survive. … If you don’t stick to 
your party … where they know you, … you are even more fucked, you see. 
You don’t have a lot of space, because [out there] they don’t know you and 

84 Interview with David (20-12-2009). 
85 Interview with David (20-12-2009). 



you end up bouncing around in life you see, any which way, trying to defend 
yourself and look out for yourself, you alone.86 

 
David’s empirical understanding of FMLN politics and its intimate 
connections to post-insurgent livelihoods reflect years of accumulated 
experience. Indeed, of the dozens of former insurgents that I interviewed 
or spoke with extensively for this study, I did not meet a single one who 
had not used his old PMO contacts at some point to help solve life’s 
significant problems in the years after the war. Most commonly, PMO 
contacts were used to obtain employment, but it could also include 
leverage to be used in interpersonal disputes or interaction with different 
institutions. David furthermore made explicit what I found to be a 
broadly shared sentiment among former rank-and-file and middle cadre 
guerrilla fighters. The insatisfaction with post insurgent politics stated 
time and again was not that privileges for former PMO members were 
incorrect or unethical in themselves. On the contrary, the issue for most 
was that they were insufficient and distributed unevenly. Ex-combatants 
almost invariably considered that they deserved more than what they 
had obtained; a better position than that of a municipal police officer 
with a lousy pay, or than having to take orders from people they did not 
recognize as their superiors. Former guerrilla fighters complained that 
they were barred from better-paid jobs because they lack the right 
diplomas. Some of the indictments of such supposed bureaucratic ‘rules’ 
that I overheard were “they didn’t ask for our papers in order to go to 
war,” “when I went to the mountains they didn’t ask for a diploma,” and 
“how is one supposed to have a diploma if, instead of going to school, 
we went to war?”87 Unfortunately, some considered, the leaders had 
only taken good care of their closest personal friends and allies. Often, 
the ex-combatants’ main chagrin seemed to be their relative position in 
comparison to that of those former comrades now holding well-paid 
jobs.  

The bottom-line argument I heard over and over was that the 
ascendency of these leaders had only been possible as a result of the 
contributions of ‘ordinary’ guerrilla fighters like them. What was often 

86 Interview with David (20-12-2009). 
87 Fieldnotes (02-06-2009. 17-12-2009. 30-11-2009).  



expressed as the typical rank-and-file sentiment could be resumed as 
follows: if we made the greatest sacrifices, if we contributed most of the 
dead and the bulk of the firepower, why don’t we get a larger share of 
the fruits of power that the FMLN has obtained? I found that this 
argument also played a pivotal role in the political organizing of the 
FMLN veterans’ movement, the subject of the next chapter. 
 
 
Conclusions: PMO networks and postwar livelihood strategies 
  
Most former combatants were not content with the way in which the 
internal relations within the revolutionary movement developed during 
the postwar years. Their retrospective analysis prompted by the 
photographs was heavily impinged with a sense of loss and  
disillusionment. At the same time, their reflections also clarified the 
extent to which the former insurgent relations continued to play an 
important role in their lives. In the postwar period the majority of former 
guerrilla fighters depended to a very significant extent on the socio-
economic opportunities contingent on insurgent affiliation. Most 
commonly, PMO contacts were used to obtain employment, but prior 
affiliation could also provide leverage to be used in interpersonal 
disputes or access to certain state-run services, like health care benefits. 
When a former guerrilla fighter became gravely ill, for example, his or 
her former comrades might well look to the party to intervene in getting 
proper medical care in El Salvador or even in Cuba. The former 
insurgents did not consider such actions to constitute a kind of 
favoritism, but instead viewed them as morally necessary and correct, as 
a sort of inherited debt of internal solidarity from the former PMOs.88  

Generally speaking, postwar ‘reintegration’ of guerrilla fighters 
depended upon the social networks generated by their former PMOs. 
The former insurgents did not only look to regain a position in postwar 
Salvadoran society, but sought to accommodate their accumulated 
insurgent capital and networks to fit the new circumstances. Most 
individual opportunities for former fighters emerged from collective 

88 Fieldnotes (11-08-2009). 



projects inherited from the insurgency: the PNC, the NGOs, the 
insurgent repopulations and, especially, employment related to the 
FMLN’s performance as a political party. For their reintegrating into 
Salvadoran society, former guerrilla fighters thus frequently relied upon 
the opportunities their former comrades generated through continued 
political activism and electoral success. 
The nature and character of these personal ties between the guerrilla 
fighters did change considerably as a result of the transition from war to 
peace. Pre-existing differences among the insurgents in background and 
education impacted significantly upon the availability of postwar 
opportunities. As the PMOs’ formal organizational structures and 
control mechanisms were dismantled, the weight of internal relations 
shifted from strict party structures and hierarchies to more personalized 
and less formal connections.  

Access to public office and NGOs, though often contingent on 
inherited PMO relations, also implied a certain bureaucratization of 
these relationships. Once appointed at a specific post, former cadres also 
became gatekeepers, dispensers of opportunities for his or her former 
comrades. However, the gatekeeping officials also had to respect 
minimal suitability criteria for specific posts. Furthermore, if being 
channeled into a particular job could be interpreted as a favor at first, the 
situation might change somewhat afterwards. Once an employee 
obtained a formal work contract, this might also grant some level of 
employment stability partially independent of previous personalized 
intervention or of broader party politics. But such formal protection was 
still mostly perceived as precarious, as illustrated by the stories of former 
insurgents who were forced out of their jobs because of internal political 
conflicts or changes in public administration. Even in a bureaucratic 
setting, interpersonal ties were key. 

The different life trajectories recorded and discussed in this 
chapter illustrate how the particularities of one’s personal history with 
the insurgency could still be of singular relevance in people’s life projects 
almost two decades later. An obvious distinction is how the conflicts 
between the PMOs and their diverse trajectories helped to differentiate 
socio-economic opportunities for participants of the different groups. 
Former fighters of the FAL and the FPL ended up being better positioned 



to take advantage of opportunities related to access to public office than 
those of the ERP and the RN. Also within PMO distinctions were found 
to be relevant. There are echoes of the marginalization David 
experienced within the FPL in Chalatenango in the final months of the 
war. It seems clear that it affected his postwar career to an important 
extent.  

The demobilization of the guerrilla forces and the formal 
dissolution of the PMOs precipitated drastic changes in the former 
guerrilla fighters’ immediate social context. Especially former ERP and 
RN combatants, but also members of the other PMOs, often interpreted 
these adjustments as a form of disintegration of their PMO ‘community.’ 
However, such interpretations should be understood at the light of what 
the PMOs meant to its constituents before 1992, when they served as an 
all-encompassing social environment. While the PMO networks suffered 
many ruptures and adjustments in the postwar period, the trajectories 
recorded and discussed in this chapter clearly demonstrate the continued 
importance of the interpersonal relationships forged during the 
insurgency. Its relevance is not limited to socio-political considerations, 
but strongly transcend into the economic aspects of life.  
 



 

Chapter 7. FMLN veterans’ politics 
 

Horacio Castellanos Moya1 

Introduction 
 
In the late 1990s former FMLN guerrilla fighters first started to organize 
around their identity as war veterans. These efforts occurred in connection to 
the FMLN as well as partially independent from it. Though friendship ties 
and nostalgia played important roles in the emerging movement, the FMLN 
war veterans also engaged in political activities, presenting claims such as 
the need for more and renewed benefits. From the perspective of the 
veterans, such claims were directed mostly towards the FMLN leadership, as 
they attempted to show the FMLN’s political elite that they were a force to be 
reckoned with. FMLN leaders at the same time worked with the organized 
veterans, both to try and strengthen the party apparatus, as well as a way for 
specific leaders to gain influence within the FMLN. Thus, the dynamics of 
veterans’ politics within the FMLN became heavily conditioned by the 
FMLN’s internal conflicts. With the Funes presidency, different FMLN 
veterans’ groups established a round-table dialogue with the government, 
which eventually resulted in a new package of benefits for FMLN veterans, 
announced in 2012.  

The political experience of the veterans’ groups documented in this 
chapter offers a view into what Veena Das calls “the underlife of political 
parties” (1990, 12). It touches upon several aspects of how the FMLN 
functions internally, for example subgroup formation, the relevance of PMO-
network remnants and the organization of leader-constituent relations. 
Moving beyond public discourse to illuminate the daily practices of party 
politics, the description of the veterans’ political engagement draws attention 
to several important aspects of the FMLN’s internal political culture. In this 
sense, the principal findings of this chapter directly pertain to the real life 
experience of participating in postwar FMLN politics, as perceived from the 
perspective of the veterans. 

1 “What tied them together was the sectarianism with which they fought each other.” From El sueño del 
retorno (2013, 110). 



 

For this part of my study, I engaged in ethnographic fieldwork with several 
groups of guerrilla veterans. I selected these groups to represent different 
ideological positions and PMO traditions, as well as distinct political 
positions vis-à-vis the FMLN. The first group was the official Sector de 
Veteranos del FMLN (SV-FMLN),2 which operated inside the party 
apparatus. After receiving clearance from FMLN leadership, I attended the 
weekly Monday-night meetings of this group between August 2009 and 
February 2010. During this period I also separately interviewed several of the 
regular participants in these meetings. The second group consisted of FPL 
veterans that gathered around a NGO called FUNDABRIL.3 This group 
included a few people that I knew from my previous participation in the 
FPL, as well as several that I had not met before. Between June 2009 and 
April 2010, I participated in different meetings, helped organize their archive, 
which contained remnants of the FPL’s historical archive, and interviewed 
several FUNDABRIL members. The third group was called Movimiento de 
Veteranos de Guerra del Ejército Nacional para la Democracia (MV-END),4 
and consisted of small numbers of ERP, RN and PRTC veterans, proclaimed 
Marxists Leninists. This collective presented itself as operating outside of and 
to the left of the FMLN and regularly published a critical bulletin. I attended 
7 group meetings as well as several informal gatherings, interviewed two 
participants separately and sustained regular conversations with ‘Demetrio’ 
and ‘Juan Carlos,’ the groups’ principal animators, between August 2009 and 
April 2010. 
 This chapter is structured as follows. First it provides an introduction 
to the FMLN veterans’ movement as it developed in and around the political 
party FMLN from the 1990s onwards. Then I present the results from my 
ethnographic fieldwork with the 3 veterans’ groups. I focus on such aspects 
as: how were the groups organized? How did they view and represent 
themselves? What were their stated and unstated goals? How did the 
different groups position themselves in relation to the FMLN, the Funes 
government and each other? What were characteristic elements and common 
practices associated with their engagement in politics? Together, the three 
organizations I studied provide a radiography of the field of FMLN veterans’ 
politics. Additionally, in the course of my fieldwork, the Funes government 
set up a special benefit program for FMLN veterans, which became an 

2 Veterans’ Sector of the FMLN. 
3 Fundación Primero de Abril (First of April Foundation). 
4 Movement of War Veterans from the National Army for Democracy. 



 

important arena of contention for the veterans’ groups I was studying. This 
emerging process provided additional insights on the practical logic of 
veterans’ politics, as veterans’ organizations attempted to renegotiate their 
relationships with the State and with the FMLN. The chapter concludes with 
a discussion of characteristic elements of FMLN veterans’ politics that I 
encountered in my research. 
 
The FMLN veterans’ movement before 2008 
 
Antecedents 
During the weekend of March 28-29, 1998, the first national meeting of 
former guerrillas took place in Chalatenango. The events’ location was the El 
Arrozal cooperative, a sugar cane plantation in the Chalatenango lowlands, 
acquired by the FPL for a select group of ex combatants and their families in 
1993, in the framework of the PTT. Hundreds of former guerrilla fighters 
attended the meeting. Several head of cattle were sacrificed for meat and 
soup. Apart from informal socializing, there was a stage, with music and a 
few speeches. Former FPL fighters provided the bulk of participants but 
smaller groups of former combatants from the other PMOs also attended. In 
retrospect, one of the events’ organizers claimed that it marked the 
emergence of the FMLN veterans as a political subject.5  

This is not to say that the FMLN was not filled with guerrilla veterans 
already, especially in its upper echelons. Former PMO cadres held virtually 
all of the major leadership positions. And most senior PMO cadre had also 
served the revolution in a military capacity at some point in their insurgent 
career. As we saw in chapter 4, PMO connections and guerrilla credentials 
had been an important element in the readjustment process that took place 
during the FMLN’s conversion into a political party. Former PMO cadres 
also dominated political posts in the insurgent repopulations and in left-wing 
NGOs. Furthermore, a significant segment of FMLN war veterans 
participated in FMLN war-wounded associations. Remember that 17% of 
demobilized FMLN members had been classified as war-wounded, and were 
thus eligible for special compensation programs (Luciak 2001, 49-55). An 
additional segment of the demobilized had later been recognized as war-
wounded in a verification procedure following the demobilization process. 

5 Based on interview with Luis, one of the organizers of the national meeting (04-06-2009). A copy of the 
invitation flyer containing basic information of the event is available in the FUNDABRIL archives.  



 

The FMLN war-wounded set up territorially organized membership 
structures, with directorates and representatives in the departments and 
municipalities of the former war-zones and embarked upon a lengthy 
struggle with the government over benefits.6  

During the 1990s, the FMLN war-wounded associations played an 
important role in organizing FMLN war veterans, maintaining interpersonal 
and organizational ties between individual ex-combatants. Many of the 
participants in the organization of FMLN war-wounded would later play an 
important role in the FMLN veterans’ movement that emerged only fully in 
the 2000s. The organizational efforts of the FMLN war-wounded began with 
one unitarian association called ASALDIG, founded in 1992.7 ASALDIG took 
on the task of organizing the war-wounded as a sector in representation of 
the five PMOs. It lobbied for the creation of a protection fund for the war-
wounded, with benefits that included health care provisions and disability 
pensions (Spencer 1997, 48-50). When the government finally installed such a 
fund in 1993, ASALDIG was granted a seat on the board.8  

As the official representative of the FMLN war-wounded, the board 
of ASALDIG ended up navigating an institutional minefield. While the 
FMLN war-wounded demanded immediate implementation of the benefits, 
most of ASALDIG’s leadership was poised on establishing a long-term 
institutional working relationship with the entire board of the Fund.9 At the 
same time, the overall political commitment of the ARENA government to 
the Fund was very limited, which translated into constant delays. 
Furthermore, the FMLN’s internal tensions during 1993-1995 also had 
repercussions inside ASALDIG, which suffered from the formation of 
internal subgroups along PMO-lines, and bickering between the two largest 
blocks, the FPL and the ERP. As a result of all these factors, ASALDIG 

6 Interview with Memo (26-01-2010). 
7 Asociación Salvadoreña de Lisiados y Discapacitados de Guerra (Salvadoran Association of War Wounded and 
Discapacitated Veterans). 
8 The installation of the Protection Fund occurred only after heavy pressure from the war-wounded, the FMLN 
and the United Nations. Apart from ASALDIG, the war-wounded from the Armed Forces organized in an 
organization called ALFAES also participated. In response to the slow progress on the part of the government 
in establishing the Fund, ASALDIG and ALFAES organized a joint march to the Presidential Palace on May 20, 
1993. There were disturbances and the National Police shot at the protestors, killing one war-wounded 
protestor. In the subsequent commotion, President Cristiani formally apologized, the police officers 
responsible were arrested and steps were taken to speed up the installation of the Fund, which occurred in 
June of 1993. Based on interview with Isabel, a former board member of ASALDIG (01-08-2009); and Estudios 
Centroamericanos (1993, 612) and Verhey (2000, 26). 
9 Interview with Isabel (01-08-2009), FPL war-wounded and ASALDIG board member in the period 1992-1993. 



 

leadership rarely agreed on a common strategy with regard to how to 
pressure the Fund and the government into enhanced compliance.10  

In 1996-7, ASALDIG’s internal crisis deepened, leading to an 
abscission and to the formation of a new group called ALGES, spearheaded 
by a group of former FPL members.11 FMLN leadership recognized ALGES 
as the FMLN’s war-wounded official representation in detriment of 
ASALDIG. ALGES obtained formal association status in 1997. However, the 
new group was unable to invalidate or substitute ASALDIG’s seat on the 
board of the Fund. Discredited and without FMLN support, ASALDIG 
continued to be divided and weak in subsequent years, which later led to 
new split-offs resulting in the creation of a group called FUNDELIDDI in 
2000 and a group called ADG in 2005.12 

Since its foundation ALGES grew quickly to become by far the largest 
group. Apart from drawing members away from ASALDIG, ALGES actively 
pursued the incorporation of new members who had not been registered in 
the 1993 census of the Fund’s beneficiaries. ALGES also allowed non-FMLN 
war-wounded, including people from the military and from the civilian 
population, to join the group.13 In 2001, ALGES and the Salvadoran 
government negotiated reforms that allowed them to take a seat on the 
council of the Fund and to register new beneficiaries.14 ALGES proved 
successful on other levels as well. It expanded its organizational structure to 
cover the different provinces. Its membership grew from 423 (1997) to 4,823 
(2002), 6,201 (2006) and 7,109 (2010).15 Besides access to government benefits, 
ALGES actively sought ‘reinsertion’ opportunities for their members, either 
by lobbying municipal councils or through internationally funded projects. 
In one of their most successful projects, ALGES convinced several large 
(FMLN) municipalities to grant them the contract for the management of 

10 Interviews with Isabel (01-08-2009) and Memo (26-01-2010). 
11 Asociación de Lisiados de Guerra de El Salvador Héroes de Noviembre del 89 (Association of War Wounded 
of El Salvador, Heroes of November ’89), founded July 12, 1997. See the ALGES bulletin ‘Al Tope’ 2004, 17, p. 
2.  
12 Fundación de Lisiados y Discapacitados para el Desarrollo Integral (Foundation of Wounded and Disabled for 
Integral Development) and Asociación de Discapacitados de Guerra (Association of War Disabled). Interview 
with Memo (26-01-2010). See also, Diario Oficial, San Salvador, October 29, 2007. 
13 These latter two groups were always minority sectors within ALGES with no political leverage. The two 
groups were estimated to make up 7% each of the total membership. Interview with Memo (26-01-2010). See 
also ‘Lisiados de Guerra. Saldando Viejas cuentas,’ Voces Semanario, February 5-11, 2010.  
14 ‘Acta de Acuerdos entre el Gobierno de El Salvador y las Asociaciones que representan a los lisiados,’ 
December 18, 2001. Available in ALGES’ institutional archive.  
15 ‘Al Tope’ 2006, 25, p. 7, p. 2; ‘Al Tope’ 2002, 11-12, p. 3, p. 5; interview with Memo (26-01-2010). 



 

public lavatories.16 During 2004 alone, ALGES was able to negotiate 
contractual employment for 115 of its members.17 ALGES also established an 
emergency fund, to be used to support the member families in the case of 
accidents, illness or death. This fund was financed in part through an 
agreement with the FMLN legislative fraction, which accorded the donation 
of 1% of the monthly salary of its senior staff to this fund.18  

When the FMLN veterans’ movement started to emerge in the late 
1990s and early 2000s, it did so partly based on the experience and 
connections of the FMLN war-wounded. Several of the veterans’ movement 
initial leaders had been involved with ALGES. The achievements of the war-
wounded associations constituted an important source of inspiration for 
organizing efforts and helped shape an emerging political agenda of the 
FMLN war veterans. 
 
Emergence of veterans as a sector within the FMLN 
When the idea of FMLN veterans as a potential ‘sector’ gained currency, the 
veterans’ political engagement soon also became intertwined with efforts to 
gain strength inside the FMLN. As we saw in chapter 4, in the late 1990s the 
FMLN’s internal politics were dominated by the tensions between reformists 
and CRS supporters. Internal strife continued in the 2000s, even after the 
expulsion of Guardado in 2001.19 Indeed, the ongoing dispute within the 
FMLN constituted a motivation for some veterans to find new ways to 
engage in FMLN politics, either because they wanted to support a particular 
faction or because they felt that the FMLN ‘politicians’ were making a mess 
of things.20 

In 2002, the FMLN leadership authorized a provisional veterans’ 
secretariat to take on the organization of veterans and supported it with a 
budget. Leadership at the time considered that successful veterans’ 
organizing might strengthen the party and help diminish internal conflicts by 
drawing the veterans closer to the official party structures. The provisional 
secretariat, headed by a former FPL cadre considered to be a CRS supporter, 
planned a nation-wide organizational process that was to culminate in a 

16 The ALGES bulletin ‘Al Tope’ reported regularly on the reinsertion activities for members. For example: ‘Al 
Tope’ 2003, 14, p. 1; ‘Al Tope’ 2004, 16, p. 6; ‘Al Tope’ 2004, 18, p. 6-7; ‘Al Tope’ 2004, 19, p. 15; ‘Al Tope’ 
2005, 21, p. 6. ‘Al Tope’ 2005, 23, p. 8; ‘Al Tope’ 2006, 25, p. 2. See also, interview with Luis (09-02-2010). 
17 ‘Al Tope’ 2004, 16, p.7. 
18 ‘Al Tope’ 2003, 15, p. 12. 
19 On these expulsions and the internal development of the FMLN as a political party until 2001, see chapter 4.  
20 Interviews with Demetrio (26-05-2009) and Félix (06-03-2010). 



 

national assembly meeting to formally constitute the FMLN veterans’ 
organization.21 These efforts ran parallel with another, more transcendental 
internal party process. In July 2003, the FMLN celebrated internal elections to 
confirm its candidate for the 2004 presidential elections. The reform-oriented 
sector within the FMLN profiled Oscar Ortíz as a possible opponent to 
Schafik Handal, the CRS candidate. Ortíz, a former FPL field comandante 
who had gained popularity as the mayor of the city of Santa Tecla, had 
launched an internal current within the FMLN called Fuerza Por El Cambio22 
in support of his reform aspirations. The internal elections resulted in a 
victory for Schafik, but also demonstrated that the reformists were still a 
force to be reckoned with inside the FMLN.23 

When everything was ready to launch the veterans as a formal FMLN 
sector, the leader of the veterans’ secretariat suddenly took ill and died, 
leaving the provisional veterans’ secretariat in the hands of his lieutenants. 
This group included some members considered to be CRS supporters, and 
others that were not. Indeed, significant political tensions between different 
subgroups of veterans had become evident in the organizing process 
promoted by the provisional secretariat. Thus, the FMLN leadership was 
concerned particularly with the potential impact of the formal constitution of 
the FMLN Veterans’ Sector on Schafik’s campaign. In view of the party’s 
ongoing disunity, it was perceived that organized veterans might become a 
strong factor in the internal power struggles.24 

What followed was a complex tug-of-war. The FMLN’s political 
commission first authorized preparations for a national assembly in Nejapa, 
but then withdrew its support after the provisional veterans’ secretariat had 
already fixed a date and sent out the invitations. Most of the veterans active 
in the provisional secretariat then refused to call the meeting off.25 It was 
subsequently boycotted by another group of veterans that obeyed the 
instructions from the CRS leadership to cancel the meeting. In a last minute 
move, when it became clear that the Nejapa Assembly would go forward, 
this last group then decided to celebrate a parallel ‘national assembly’ 

21 Interviews with Demetrio (26-05-2009), Félix (06-03-2010) and Luis (04-06-2009, 14-08-2009). 
22 Force for Change. 
23 ‘FMLN eligió a su formula presidencial,’ Diario Co Latino, July 28, 2003; ‘FMLN se decidió por Schafik,’ El 
Diario de Hoy, July 28, 2003. 
24 Interviews with Cándido (23-07-2009), Demetrio (26-05-2009), Luis (04-06-2009, 14-08-2009) and Tino (29-
05-2009). 
25 According to my sources, the CRS leadership blocked the meeting when it became clear that Schafik Handal 
would not be able to attend because of previous commitments. Interviews with Demetrio (26-05-2009) and 
Luis (04-06-2009, 14-08-2009).  



 

meeting to constitute their ‘own’ veterans’ sector, in one of the FMLN offices 
in San Salvador. Here, former RN field comandante ‘Dionisio Alemán,’ one 
the CRS sympathizers active in the provisional secretariat, was elected 
national coordinator. The other national assembly meeting, that same day in 
Nejapa, drew a much larger attendance (estimated in 1,500).26 In this 
meeting, former FPL field comandante ‘René Henríquez’ was elected as 
national coordinator.  

According to newspaper coverage of the Nejapa assembly, the 
veterans’ main grievance was that they had been ‘abandoned’ by the FMLN. 
In response to this public allegation, Salvador Sánchez Cerén, the FMLN’s 
coordinator at the time, publically rejected the idea that there had been any 
type of exclusion within the FMLN. The newspaper quoted Cerén as stating 
that “for other sectors to be represented, first they have to be organized.” The 
leadership of the Nejapa veterans’ movement manifested that “the majority 
[of veterans] are in a difficult situation and know very well that organizing is 
the only mechanism through which they can resolve their most felt needs.” 
They intended to “work for the just demands of the veterans’ sector,” and 
“support the FMLN from a qualitative and quantitative perspective,” under 
the premise that “as veterans we are the heart, mind and soul of the 
FMLN.”27   

During the following months, a struggle evolved around which of the 
two veterans’ groups would be accepted as the FMLN’s ‘official’ veterans’ 
sector. Favoring the Alemán group, the FMLN leadership had publically 
rejected Henríquez’ aspiration to be recognized as the only legitimate 
representative of the veterans on several occasions.28 However, the FMLN 
leadership did not refute Henríquez’ leadership completely, allowing him to 
represent part of the veterans and attempting to decrease animosities. Both 
veterans’ groups now aimed to expand, mainly by strengthening their 
territorial organization. The Henríquez group was by far the most successful 
in this effort, organizing a range of local assemblies, and installing 
departmental and municipal veterans’ directorates. Though dominated by 

26 Fieldnotes (20-06-2009). 
27 Fieldnotes (20-06-2009). Apart from interviews with several veterans involved in these efforts, the 
description of the events around the Nejapa assembly and the FMLN veteran movement that year is based on 
documents and newspaper clippings provided to me by veterans. The ‘Acta de Constitution del Sector 
Veteranos de Guerra del FMLN’ elaborated this day holds 1432 individual signatures. Document available in 
the FUNDABRIL archives. 
28 ‘Veteranos del FMLN piden participación,’ El Diario de Hoy, October 6, 2003; ‘Veteranos divididos en la 
campaña,’ El Diario de Hoy, November 17, 2003.  



 

the FPL veterans, those that participated in Henríquez sector represented 
several different currents, with local contacts all over the country. Their 
common agenda was determined by the goal of strengthening the FMLN 
veterans as a political subject and of achieving a greater correlation of power 
than the CRS. 

On November 11, 2003 Schafik Handal attended a rally of the 
Henríquez sector, in which he asked for the veterans’ support in the 
campaign and praised them for being “the moral reserve of the FMLN.”29 
Five days later he attended a similar event of the veterans’ sector led by 
Alemán and expressed himself in the same terms.30 In an attempt to boost 
their legitimacy, Alemán and his group worked hard to get a significant 
attendance for their own assembly with Schafik. Also in this meeting, the 
veterans demanded recognition from the FMLN leadership for their efforts. 
According to a report in Diario Co Latino, one of the ex combatants that 
attended this meeting expressed himself as follows 
 

[w]e are not going to deny our support to Schafik, we are going to struggle to vote 
and try to win but we want them the recognize our quota of power within the 
FMLN.31 

 
Evidently, the organization of the FMLN veterans had become a vehicle for 
organizers and organized to claim a share of the spoils of power, a claim 
ultimately propped up by their alleged ability to influence internal political 
correlations. With this genie out of the bottle, FMLN leadership was cautious 
to concede political room to the veterans within the FMLN, while at the same 
time trying to avoid public controversy in the run-up to the elections.32 The 
result was that the Dionisio Alemán group lowered its profile and 
participated in the elections mostly inserted in other party structures, 
rejecting further divisions and separations. The Henríquez group, on the 
other hand, continued to publically pressure for acceptance within the 
FMLN, while contributing to the presidential campaign as a separate 
structure under the banner of the FMLN. For example, they formed their 
‘own’ campaign committees in different localities that did rounds of house 

29 Interviews with Luis (09-02-2010) and Rubén (07-12-2009) and meeting with MV-END (16-03-2010). 
30 ‘Veteranos divididos en la campaña,’ El Diario de Hoy, November 17, 2003. 
31 ‘Se adhieren a la propuesta del gobierno del FMLN,’ Diario Co Latino, November 17, 2003.  
32 See declarations by Salvador Sánchez Cerén in ‘Veteranos divididos en la campaña,’ El Diario de Hoy, 17-11-
2003.  



 

visits on behalf of Handal and organized a large support caravan for the 
campaign.33 

Behind the scenes, René Henríquez and his aides looked beyond the 
elections. With Handal way behind in the polls, they anticipated that 
Handal’s failure in the elections would allow the reformists to pressure for 
leadership renovation.34 Such a scenario would place the veterans in a 
position to strengthen their internal position and to negotiate for the 
demands of their sector. The group’s avid participation in the campaign was 
motivated in part by the desire to divert potential accusations of disloyalty to 
the party that could undermine the veterans’ position at a later stage.35  
 Meanwhile, the 2004 electoral campaign unfolded with 
unprecedented levels of postwar tension and polarization between ARENA 
and FMLN. Both camps, but especially the Right, developed a dirty 
campaign filled with wartime rhetoric and personalized attacks on the 
opponent.36 Militants from both parties participated in several violent 
incidents. The worst of these incidents occurred during an ARENA campaign 
tour in northeastern Chalatenango on October 27, 2003, and resulted in 23 
people wounded.37 In March 2004, ARENA took the Presidency once more in 

33 On February 28, 2004 the veterans organized a ‘victory caravan’ in the capital in support of Schafik. 
According to the veterans, the caravan included more than 150 motor vehicles. See ‘Veteranos en Marcha’ 
2004 No. 4, p.2. ‘Veteranos en Marcha’ was presented as the Informative Bulletin of the ‘Veteranos de Guerra 
del Frente Farabundo Martí para la Liberación Nacional.’  
34 Note the parallel with Facundo Guardado’s downfall after his loss at the 1999 Presidential Elections. See 
chapter 4. 
35 Based on interviews with several participants in the veteran movement at the time: Cándido (23-07-2009), 
Demetrio (19-05-2009, 26-05-2009), Félix (06-03-2010), Luis (29-05-2009, 04-06-2009, 09-02-2010) and Tino 
(29-05-2009, 16-07-2009). 
36 See IDHUCA (2004). For an account of the 2004 campaign from the perspective of the CRS, see Bichkova de 
Handal (2009) and Regalado (2011). 
37 According to reports, local FMLN leaders and residents were angry that ARENA authorities had failed to 
properly coordinate the tour with the municipal councils and community leaders in the area. Allegedly, when 
locals asked the ARENA campaigners to abstain from behavior such as chanting their party hymn, which dates 
from the war and calls for the physical elimination of the ‘Reds,’ they sang the hymn anyway. Mutual insults 
accompanied the campaign tour during that day across several communities. Local youth hurled stones at the 
ARENA campaigners. Towards the end of the day, when returning to Guarjila from San José Las Flores, the 
caravan encountered a roadblock. The car with the candidate in it quickly turned around in search of another 
route out of the area. Local FMLN activists trapped several buses full of ARENA campaigners. They threw bee 
hives at the buses and forced them to take off their ARENA shirts, which they subsequently burnt, before the 
ARENA partisans were allowed to continue on their way. ARENA reported 23 activists were wounded that day. 
Based on: Fieldnotes (03-01-2009); interview with Alex (18-03-2010); ‘Enfrentamiento 23 heridos reportan 
ARENA y FMLN,’ La Prensa Gráfica, October 28, 2003; ‘ARENA y la violencia electoral en el nororiente de 
Chalatenango,’ Proceso #1076, December 3, 2003.  



 

the first round and with considerable margin. The FMLN leadership 
responded by ventilating accusations of ‘massive fraud.’38  
 
Veterans’ groups after Handal’s defeat 
With Handal’s electoral defeat, the internal standoff between the Fuerza Por 
El Cambio and the CRS entered a new phase. Handal interpreted the election 
results as yet another indication that ARENA and the oligarchy would 
ultimately resist the FMLN’s democratic ascendency to power, and that they 
were both willing and able to continue to manipulate the system in their 
favor (Handal 2004, 11). Additionally, Handal considered that the FMLN had 
been weakened through the growing influence of the Right over parts of the 
militancy. In order to avoid further debilitation of the party, Handal called to 
restrict internal elections, reduce the number of affiliates and to make the 
party less permeable to newcomers (2004, 17). Handal furthermore called to 
strengthen the FMLN’s ideological profile with the inspiration of Chávez´s 
revolution in Venezuela as well as the endurance of the Cuban revolution. In 
fact, the CRS had for some time already been actively involved in 
coordinating relevant political efforts with Cubans and Venezuelans.39  

On the other hand, the participants in the Fuerza Por El Cambio first 
responded to the electoral results by demanding that Handal and other key 
members of the leadership step down.  When this did not occur, they started 
to prepare for the next round of internal elections, scheduled for November 
2004. René Henríquez’ veteran group played an important role in this 
campaign. Their bulletin ‘Veteranos en Marcha’40 became an important 
instrument to ventilate the positions of the Fuerza Por El Cambio and to rally 
against the FMLN leadership, which they qualified as the “group controlling 
the party leadership [with] opportunistic conducts of the Right.”41 According 
to ‘Veteranos en Marcha,’ the CRS leadership constituted a “clique 
controlling the FMLN: what it does is promote political clientelism in order 
to strengthen the circle of power that they have constructed at the national 
level.”42 

38 See Garibay (2004, 33) and Handal (2007, 10-2). Also, ‘Handal aceptó la derrota, pero no felicitó a Saca,’ El 
Diario de Hoy, March 22, 2004; and ‘Ya vine de donde andaba,’ La Prensa Gráfica, March 27, 2004.  
39 Examples include an ongoing scholarship program, established in 1999, for Salvadorans selected by the 
FMLN to study a career at Cuba’s ‘Escuela Latinoamericana de Medicina’ (ELAM) and the agreement between 
FMLN municipalities and Venezuelan government that paved the way for the establishment of ‘Alba Petroleo’ 
in El Salvador in 2005.  
40 Veterans on the March. 
41 ‘Veteranos en Marcha’ 2004, No. 7, p. 1.  
42 ‘Veteranos en Marcha’ 2004, No. 9, p. 1.  



 

‘Veteranos en Marcha’ identified one particular CRS-affiliated group of 
former FAL cadres headed by José Luis Merino (‘Ramiro Vásquez’) that 
supposedly constituted a sort of shadow leadership inserted in the FMLN 
top echelons conspiring to gain control over strategic decisions and party 
finances.43 In October, the Henríquez group publically proclaimed their 
support for Ortíz as the new FMLN coordinator.44 In one of the last bulletins 
before the internal elections, ‘Veteranos en Marcha’ showed particular 
concern with the emergence of a third force, which consisted of a group of 
mostly former FPL cadres that had distanced themselves from both the CRS 
and the ‘Fuerza Por El Cambio,’ and had called for party unity. This force 
identified itself as ‘terceristas’ (a third way). ‘Veteranos en Marcha’ labeled 
this new force “the duro-blandito current,” in reference to a type of 
Salvadoran cheese enigmatically called hard-soft. According to the 
‘Veteranos en Marcha’ 
 

FMLN war veterans, … militants that are honest, consequential and independent 
thinkers, we must be attentive to the future maneuverings of the ‘third current, the 
hard-softs’ because while the apparent differences serve to fool and surprise 
militants disillusioned and upset by the conservative clique’s (Camarilla 
Conservadora) erratic and authoritarian party leadership … the FMLN war veterans 
hereby alert all militants to not be surprised by the maneuverings of the 
Conservative Clique and their hard-soft allies, who will present themselves as 
candidates [in the internal elections] individually, ‘separated’ in such a manner 
that the party members will think that there are two separate currents … both 
against the Fuerza del Cambio [sic], whose efforts they will attempt to defeat, 
accusing it of being ‘center-right’ and ‘social-democratic,’ just as they have already 
begun to do.45 

 
The internal elections took place on November 8, 2004. The terceristas, 
presenting themselves as a ‘pro-unity’ current and a reconciliatory 
alternative to the forces in dispute, successfully participated in the contest 
with candidates for National Council positions. However, they did not field a 
candidate for coordinator, and instead supported the CRS candidate to head 
the party. The election resulted in the CRS candidate Medardo González 
(‘Milton Méndez’) beating Oscar Ortíz for the position of coordinator by a 
narrow margin. Ortíz initially did not accept the results, but later decided to 

43 ‘Veteranos en Marcha’ 2004, No. 7, p.1.  
44 ‘Veteranos en Marcha’ 2004, No. 16, p. 4. 
45 ‘Veteranos en Marcha’ 2004, No. 16, p. 1. 



 

cease his opposition and remain inside the party.46 However, many of his 
supporters did not continue within the FMLN. Shortly after the 2004 internal 
elections, the veterans of the Henríquez group were expelled from the small 
office they held inside ‘1316,’ the FMLN’s national office in San Salvador, 
with their files and equipment thrown out on the street and some individual 
members banned from access to FMLN installations. The CRS leadership 
confirmed the Dionisio Alemán group as the only veterans’ sector recognized 
by the party.  

Between late 2004 and June 2005, some Fuerza Por El Cambio 
supporters left the party, or were expelled from it, while others decided to 
lay low.47 The FMLN’s political commission accused a group of FMLN 
deputies of having accepted money from ARENA to betray the people’s 
interests.48 Some of the dissidents tried to set up an alternative political 
project called Frente Democrático Revolucionario (FDR). Its fate would not 
be very different from previous FMLN split-offs. First, the FDR was unable to 
get timely TSE approval to participate in the upcoming 2006 legislative and 
municipal elections. FDR leadership resolved to temporarily integrate within 
Cambio Demócratico (CD),49 the new name of the previously suspended 
CDU.50 With only two deputies and less than a handful of municipal 
victories, the CD’s electoral performance was poor, and FDR access to public 
office extremely limited. However, since the FDR hadn’t participated 
formally as a party, it was able to avoid cancellation, and was thus allowed a 
new electoral bid in 2009, again without success.51  
 
Veterans’ groups after the defeat of Fuerza Por El Cambio 
 Following Ortíz’ loss in the 2004 internal elections the Henríquez group fell 

46 ‘Fuerza del Cambio insiste en el empate técnico,’ Diario Co Latino, November 9, 2004; ‘Ortíz no acepta los 
resultados,’ El Diario de Hoy, 09-11-2004. 
47 Deputies that abandoned the FMLN legislative fraction in this period included Ileana Rogel, Hector Córdova, 
Nicolás García and Miguel Navarrete. 
48 See the FMLN bulletin ‘Correo Semanal de la CP’ 2005, No. 106, p. 4. 
49 Democratic Change. 
50 Based on coverage of the events in Salvadoran newspapers. See e.g. ‘Nuevas deserciones farabundistas,’ El 
Diario de Hoy, June 8, 2005; ‘Los antihandalistas no acudirán a las urnas.’ El Diario de Hoy, July 17, 2005; 
‘Nepotismo en los cargos del FMLN,’ El Diario de Hoy, July 15, 2005; ‘Partido de izquierda satisfecho con 
resultados de elecciones internas,’ Diario Co Latino, July 18, 2005; ‘FDR… nueva izquierda… una luz al final del 
túnel’ Diario Co Latino, July 4, 2005; ‘FDR cuenta con 25 mil firmas,’ Diario Co Latino, September 1, 2005; ‘Los 
efemelenistas retan al gobierno,” El Diario de Hoy, April 13, 2004; ‘Ortíz no acepta resultados,’ El Diario de 
Hoy, November 9, 2004. 
51 In fact, in 2009 FDR did not win a single post, with the exception of the municipal council of Acajutla, which 
they won in coalition with the CD. Specific data on electoral results of the CD and the FDR in 2006 and 2009 
can be found in TSE (2006, 2009).  



 

apart. Several former FPL cadres that had been at the forefront of the 
movement abandoned the group. René Henríquez himself had been offered 
an attractive job as head of security with a large State institution, which led 
to his resignation from the veterans’ leadership.52 With the withdrawal of 
FPL ‘heavy weights,’ a small group of ERP veterans together with a few 
remaining FPL elements attempted to keep the group alive, with a different 
ideological profile.53 The Dionisio Alemán group also continued to function 
but benefitted only sparsely from the demise of its rival group. For one, the 
group had difficulties enlisting the remaining departmental structures of the 
veterans into its nation-wide efforts.   

Following Handal’s lead, the FMLN put a stop on primaries and 
internal elections after 2005, returning to a system based on nominations 
controlled by the party’s top leadership. This move also affected the FMLN 
veterans’ groups, both on a local and a national level, since it eliminated 
opportunities for gaining internal strength by means of organizing support 
groups for FMLN primaries under the veterans’ banner. On a general level, 
the suppression of internal elections discouraged veterans’ organizing. The 
public presence of the FMLN veterans’ movement became much less 
pronounced in this new phase after 2004.  

Nonetheless, a small group of veterans who had been involved in 
organizing between 2002 and 2004 continued to work as the ‘non-official’ 
veterans’ sector, building on the contacts and relationships that had been 
established in the movement’s effervescence in the previous period. They 
attempted to strengthen the ideological profile of the sector by calling 
themselves Marxist Leninists, and they critiqued the FMLN leadership for 
having sold out to the system and for having negotiated with the oligarchy 
under the table. Consisting mostly of ERP and FPL veterans, this group was 
loosely organized and operated rather invisibly. René Henríquez and his 
aides considered most of these veterans to be radicals.54 According to some 
veterans, the FMLN leadership internally accused the group of being 
infiltrated and manipulated by veterans secretly working on the government 
payroll, contracted by the OIE. The integrants of the group itself considered 

52 Interviews with Demetrio (26-05-2009), Félix (06-03-2010) and Luis (04-06-2009, 14-08-2009). 
53 ‘Veteranos en Marcha’ 2005, No. 18, p. 1-8.  
54 Interview with Félix (06-03-2010), Hernán (11-03-2010) and José (15-12-2009). 



 

these accusations as a scheme designed to discredit and marginalize them.55  
Within the FMLN another development was taking place at the time. 

After the failure of Handal’s bid for the presidency several leading FMLN 
members favored a switch to more confrontational opposition strategies, 
building on closer linkages between the party and ‘el pueblo,’ in particular 
left-wing social movements. At their core was the idea that increased social 
mobilization and protest would weaken and wear out the Saca government.56 
Handal died suddenly of a heart attack in January 2006 and was hence 
unable to witness the results of the new social movement strategies 
personally. The massive outpouring of mourning caused by his death 
confirmed Handal’s personal status within the FMLN as well as the 
continued dominance of the CRS (Bichkova de Handal 2009. González 2006). 
In March 2006, after a campaign again riddled with violent incidents, 
ARENA defeated the FMLN in the legislative elections by a narrow margin 
(34 vs. 32 seats). In the same elections, the FMLN managed to retain the 
capital city, albeit by a tiny margin, and after a tense post-election standoff 
around the hotel where the votes were counted.57  

The rise of a more radical militant atmosphere inside the FMLN had 
several effects on the remaining veterans’ groups. The ‘non-official’ veterans’ 
sector initially adopted the strategy, which synchronized well with its 
ideological profile. The veterans anticipated that an emphasis on social 
mobilization and protest would help radicalize the popular bases of the 
FMLN, something that might help strengthen the political influence of the 
Marxist Leninist sectors. Furthermore, they considered that the social 
mobilization process might benefit from their potential influence as 
experienced organizers and ideologues. Constrained by smaller numbers, the 
non-official veterans’ strategy normally consisted of inserting themselves 
into ongoing grassroots struggles in the hope of gaining influence within 
these efforts.58  

However, this social mobilization strategy backfired after the events 
of July 5, 2006, in which a FMLN militant identified as Mario Belloso shot 

55 Based on interviews with participants within these diverse currents. Demetrio (19-05-2009, 26-06-2009), 
Evaristo (15-12-2009), Jerónimo (27-12-2009), Luis (09-02-2010, 14-08-2009), Rafael (14-02-2010) and Tino 
(29-05-2009). 
56 Interviews with Demetrio (26-05-2009), Jerónimo (27-12-2009) and Magdalena (12-08-2009). 
57 For the electoral results, see TSE (2006). For reports on the tension during and after the elections, and 
particularly with regard to the municipal government of San Salvador, see Salvadoran newspaper coverage, 
e.g. ‘FMLN y ARENA se declaran ganadores de la alcaldía capitalina,’ Diario Co Latino, March 13, 2006; 
‘Indagan al FMLN,’ El Diario de Hoy, March 16, 2006.  
58 Interviews with Demetrio (26-05-2009, 29-06-2009), Luis (14-08-2009) and Tino (29-05-2009). 



 

and killed two police officers during a student protest. Inside the FMLN, the 
Belloso case triggered extensive talk about enemy infiltration. The 
controversy around Belloso did not benefit veterans’ organizing efforts. 
Those that had remained active in the ‘non-official’ veterans’ sector were 
wary that, because of these veterans’ radical stance, the FMLN leadership 
might intend to use them as scapegoats in the Belloso affair and its aftermath. 
As a result, this group of veterans lowered their profile and partially 
demobilized after July 2006, with a few members continuing to meet and 
work further underground.59  

The FMLN’s troubled internal political climate improved in 2007 as 
the combined result of two events. In July 2007, several social movement 
groups staged an anti-government protest in the town of Suchitoto, which 
was met with strong repression.60 The government then attempted to apply 
the new anti-terrorism legislation it had pushed through after the events of 
July 5, 2006 to obtain lengthy jail sentences for those arrested during the 
protests. This led to international commotion, with family members setting 
up a ‘political prisoners’ committee and the FMLN rallying behind the 
detainees, who were finally released and cleared of charges 8 months later.61 
The Suchitoto incidents united different groups of militants in and around 
the FMLN in favor of the detainees and in rejection of the criminalization of 
social protest (Ladutke 2008). 

Another event that helped calm the waters among militants was the 
selection of Mauricio Funes as the FMLN’s presidential candidate, 
announced formally on September 27, 2007.62 With the FMLN leadership 
opting for an independent and charismatic candidate, the unprecedented 
possibility of the left winning the elections created a new horizon for FMLN 
constituencies, including the veterans’ groups. It was understood that a 
possible Funes presidency would not only translate into FMLN ascendency 
to power, but would also broaden the possibilities for different left-wing 

59 Interviews with Demetrio (26-05-2009, 29-06-2009) and Luis (14-08-2009). See Moodie (2010, 212) for an 
account of the Belloso case. 
60 ‘Concentración “pacífica” se torna violenta en Suchitoto,’ Diario Co Latino, July 3, 2007; ‘Protestas terminan 
en disturbios en Suchitoto,’ La Prensa Gráfica, July 3, 2007; ‘Trece detenidos por desordenes,’ La Prensa 
Gráfica, July 3, 2007. 
61 Based on the author’s personal participation in an international campaign to free those accused of terrorism 
in Suchitoto. For newspaper coverage, see ‘Concentración “pacífica” se torna violenta en Suchitoto,’ Diario Co 
Latino, July 3, 2007. Organizaciones sociales piden liberar a capturados,’ Diario Co Latino, July 3, 2007, ‘Trece 
detenidos por desordenes,’ La Prensa Gráfica, July 3, 2007. ‘Colombianizan a El Salvador…persecución a 
simpatizantes del FMLN’ and ‘FMLN califica detenidos como presos políticos,’ Diario Co Latino, July 7, 2007. 
62 ‘Funes-Sánchez Cerén formula FMLN 2009,’ La Prensa Gráfica, September 28, 2007.  



 

sectors that had lost strength within the FMLN, but had historical 
connections to figures in the Funes entourage. The veterans anticipated new 
power-sharing arrangements within the Salvadoran Left, and new 
possibilities for historical militants to re-engage. In this context, activism 
around social mobilization lost its impetus, and the upcoming elections 
became the priority matter. Several figures who had played a leading role in 
the 2003-2004 veterans’ movement found ways to insert themselves into the 
Funes campaign.  

I started my fieldwork with FMLN veterans in May 2009, just prior to 
Funes formal installment as the new President.63 Because of this timing, my 
fieldwork period coincided with the start of a new era of intense informal 
networking as well as more formal organizational efforts among veterans. 
For one, many former PMO cadres soon entered in key government 
positions. This was true both for those who had been active inside the FMLN 
as well as for those former insurgents who had become relatively 
disconnected from the FMLN in the postwar period. These accommodations 
inside the government opened up a range of new channels for the veterans to 
interact directly with the government and to start shaping their demands. In 
this context, several FMLN veterans’ groups that had hardly been active 
since 2005 started to re-organize and profile themselves as possible 
beneficiaries of new social programs that the Funes government was 
preparing to implement in the rural areas. Not only the veterans, but also the 
war-wounded engaged in renewed organizational efforts and activism. In 
2009, they rallied for the payment of a debt that ARENA had accumulated 
with the beneficiaries of the Fund since the period 1993-1995, a debt that 
Funes agreed to disburse in February 2010.64  

In the course of my fieldwork with the veterans (May 2009 until April 
2010) and my subsequent follow-up visits (May-June 2011 and February 
2012), I witnessed the FMLN veterans’ movement take flight. These efforts 
began even before Funes entered office and built on the remnants on 
previous veteran organizing. When, in late 2009, it became clear that the 
Funes administration was considering establishing some kind of 
compensation and benefit program for FMLN veterans, organizing 
intensified. As we shall see in the next sections, a significant part of veterans’ 

63 For academic accounts of the Funes election and the subsequent transition of power, see Almeida (2010), 
Azpuru (2010), Cannon and Hume (2012), L.A. González (2011), Motta and Gutiérrez (2011), Torres-Rivas 
(2009) and Viterna (2012). 
64 ‘Gobierno se reivindica con lisiados de guerra,’ Diario Co Latino, February 3, 2010.  



 

organizing work revolved around making use of the new possibilities that 
opened up with the new government. The position vis-à-vis the political 
party FMLN continued to be a crucial component as well. For the veterans’ 
groups, the Funes presidency turned into a new period of intense re-
accommodation. The following sections provide an ethnographic account of 
the political activities of three different FMLN veterans’ groups in this new 
period, three groups that represent distinct and sometimes contradictory 
political positions within the FMLN veterans’ movement.  
 
SV-FMLN: the FMLN’s ‘official’ Veterans’ Sector 
 
Arranging the fieldwork 
A personal assistant of FMLN general coordinator Medardo González 
invited me to the 1316 office to discuss my formal petition to the FMLN to 
conduct research with the FMLN veterans’ movement. Having not been 
inside 1316 for some 10 years, I was impressed with the changes. The garage 
had been transformed in a waiting room. At the door, there was a 
receptionist, who registered all visitors, with a button to unlock the door to 
go inside, into the central hallway. Access to the stairway leading to the 
second floor was shielded off with metal bars and an electric lock. The 
assistant led me upstairs into the main meeting room, which had been 
transformed into a comfortable space. Its walls were decorated with posters 
and portraits of Latin American revolutionary heroes, from Farabundo Martí 
to Hugo Chávez. As we sat down, the assistant excused Medardo González’ 
absence, due to an unforeseen urgent engagement, and said that the FMLN 
leadership had discussed and accepted my petition. He forwarded that the 
FMLN was very interested in my research, since the veterans constituted one 
of the FMLN’s largest sectors, a sector furthermore renowned for their 
revolutionary stamina. The FMLN Veterans’ Sector, he claimed, included 
some 6,000 veterans. They had already informed Dionisio Alemán, the 
coordinator of the Sector de Veteranos del FMLN (SV-FMLN), of my research 
project, and had instructed him to collaborate with my effort. He suggested I 
arrange a meeting with him to discuss details.65  

Alemán worked mostly from ‘229,’ the smaller downtown San 

65 Fieldnotes (13-07-2009). 



 

Salvador office of the FMLN.66 When I explained in our initial meeting that 
my intention was to participate in different meetings of the veterans’ group, 
Alemán’s initial reaction was bereft of enthusiasm. Nonetheless, after some 
insistence on my part, he agreed that I would be allowed to attend the 
weekly Monday-night meetings with the veterans from the department of 
San Salvador. Furthermore, I would be able to meet with the SV-FMLN 
national directorate, but not sit in on these meetings, since he claimed these 
had a more internal character than the Monday-night sessions. Also, I would 
not be allowed to record the meetings I participated in, but instead I was 
confined to taking notes. Additionally, I might ask SV-FMLN participants to 
conduct personal interviews. Alemán himself agreed on one short interview, 
but did not want it recorded.  
 
A general description of the meetings 
The Monday-night meetings of the FMLN veterans from San Salvador were 
held in the partially roofed back patio of the ‘229’ office.67 The venue was 
spacious, able to hold up to one hundred people, although the available 
white plastic chairs were less abundant. One drawback was that, in the rainy 
season, the noise of the water drops hitting the tin-roof would drown out the 
speaker’s voice. The meetings’ attendance varied considerably from week to 
week, from some 20 participants on quiet evenings to close to 100 in the best 
attended meetings. All the participants were over 40 years old and at least 
80% were male. A considerable portion of the attendees did show more or 
less regularly, even though almost all except for Alemán would miss or skip 
meetings. Other attendees I only saw once or twice in the course of my 
fieldwork. Set to start at 6, the meetings normally began half an hour later, 
because Alemán was busy with attending short personal consultations while 
the arriving participants were greeting and chatting, drinking coffee and 
buying sweet bread from ‘Angela,’ a veteran who regularly attended the 
meetings along with her large round basket filled with bakery products. 

The meetings developed according to a set format. After the initial 
delay, Alemán walked to the front, welcomed the participants and proposed 
an agenda. Other members of the veterans’ directorate would take a seat 
either next to Alemán or in one of the front rows. Alemán’s two most 

66 The following paragraphs are based my attendance of dozens of meetings with the FMLN Veterans’ Sector 
and related fieldnotes.  
67 Some of the meetings I attended late 2009 and early 2010 were held in 1316, since the 229 office was under 
renovation at the time.  



 

prominent aides in the meetings were ‘Yolanda’ and ‘Gabriel.’ Yolanda 
functioned as the treasurer and was the only woman on the directorate of the 
SV-FMLN. I learned she also held an official post in the FMLN municipality 
of Mejicanos. Besides the veterans’ group, she was very active in municipal 
FMLN politics. Gabriel, an elderly doctor who spent the war in exile, 
participated actively in the Professionals Sector of the FMLN as well as in SV-
FMLN. I learned that, among the meetings’ regular attendees, many also 
participated in FMLN activities in different capacities and on different levels, 
in particular on the municipal or community level, or within the FMLN ‘base 
committees.’ ‘Rafael,’ also a member of the directorate and one of the most 
regular participants at the veterans’ meetings, always sat in the back. Apart 
from being a veteran, he was also one of the animators of the El Salvador-
Cuba Friendship Committee. At the end of almost every meeting, Rafael 
would try to enlist the veterans in different ongoing activities in support of 
the Cuban Revolution. 

Normally, the agenda Alemán proposed consisted of reports, 
activities and agreements. After Alemán had outlined the items for the 
meeting, someone in the audience might suggest a particular point of 
discussion, either as an additional issue on the agenda or to be included in 
one of the 3 categories laid out by Alemán. With the agenda fixed and 
accepted, Alemán then set out to render the reports. 

Since Alemán participated in different internal FMLN meetings on a 
senior level, his rendering of reports mostly consisted of a rather lengthy 
account of the relevant issues discussed there. This included the 
interpretation that the party held of current events and the ‘party-line’ with 
regard to these particular emerging issues. Occasionally, Alemán would also 
include some reflection or interpretation from the perspective of the veterans. 
In all, Alemán would speak for roughly one hour and interruptions were 
rare. Then other members of the San Salvador directorate of the Veterans’ 
Sector would relieve him, speaking mostly on what the veterans were 
expected to do with regard to upcoming events and trying to recruit 
volunteers from among the participants to take on concrete tasks. At this 
point, participants would also start to participate with questions and 
opinions on the matters at hand. Finally, to wrap up the meeting, in the 
agreements segment Alemán would confirm the distribution of tasks, and 
stress the importance of participating as veterans in the different upcoming 
events.  



 

 
As the meetings ran to their end, usually around 8 o’clock, most participants 
were in a hurry to leave, because they relied on public transportation to get 
home.68 Some stayed behind because they wanted to discuss something with 
Alemán privately, or because they needed to arrange practical matters with 
Alemán or other members of the directorate. The members of the directorate 
would usually stay later because they needed to coordinate their activities for 
the upcoming week. Since I was not especially pressed for time–having the 
luxury of my own means of transportation–I would usually stick around 
until Alemán was finished with his bilateral meetings, and offer him and 
others that might need it a ride home. While dropping off different veterans 
across San Salvador, they discussed their work in my car. In a smaller group, 
the comments that Alemán and other members of the directorate made on 
upcoming or recently concluded events, and on what participants had said 
during the meeting just finished were illustrating. These moments provided 
a space of reflection on the internal dynamics of the group, since the 
organizers of the veterans’ movement among themselves explicitly focused 
on the strategic aspects of their political efforts, like the inclusion and 
exclusion of particular members of the group in specific activities and the 
ways in which other groups within the party responded to the veterans’ 
efforts. From a fieldwork perspective, these were some of the most 
interesting moments of the night. 
 
This is solidarity! Distributing the opportunities of the new Funes administration 
In the series of meetings I attended, several important topics were treated. In 
political terms, the most important topic was what the veterans saw as the 
emerging tension between president Mauricio Funes and the party, spurred 
mainly by the Presidents’ nomination of a significant number of cabinet 
members who did not belong to the FMLN and his apparent lack of interest 
in FMLN party affairs. One important recurrent activity during my stretch of 
fieldwork was the veterans’ involvement in an ongoing effort to build a 
monument for the guerrilla fighters that had been killed during the 1989 
offensive in the city of Soyapango, close to the capital. Another recurrent 
item during the meetings was called gestiones, which referred to the efforts of 
Dionisio Alemán and other members of the directorate to procure job 

68 In and around San Salvador, public transportation becomes scarce, irregular and frequently also more 
expensive after 8:30 PM.  
 



 

opportunities for the veterans. 
Frequently, the political analysis and the issue of job opportunities 

mixed. For example in the August 24, 2009 meeting Alemán referred to an 
orientation given by President Funes to respect municipal and ministerial 
employees inherited from previous administrations. Only those occupying 
puestos de confianza69 were to be replaced by the incoming administration. 
This led a lively group discussion. At one point, Yolanda offered that the 
definition of puestos de confianza required reconsideration. She offered that 
she knew of several cases of municipal employees operating on different 
levels dedicated to try to sabotage FMLN administrations and actively 
campaigned with ARENA in election times. One of the veterans present 
recalled how a right-wing municipal administration had been able to get rid 
of a leftwing union organizer by isolating him in a bare room, without 
anything to do. “He lasted a month!” Another veteran considered that “right 
now we from the FMLN are a bit lukewarm. We have to face them square on 
and fire them, no special considerations.” A third veteran backed that 
position by stating “it is time to toughen up. If someone isn’t politically 
trustworthy, out in the street with them.” Most of the participants in the 
meeting seemed to be both pleased and amused with these statements. 

At this point, Gabriel intervened. He said that “if people had been 
fired, ARENA supporters would have been up in arms” and that the FMLN 
had to weigh different interests. Gabriel asserted that “one shouldn’t be 
afraid of them [ARENA supporters] but it is good to have tranquility in the 
country,” especially now that the FMLN held the government. After 
elaborating further on these issues, Gabriel concluded that “we throw stones 
at them because they never gave us opportunities, because they never gave 
us jobs. But we didn’t elect this government in order for it to give us jobs, or 
did we?” Gabriel’s intervention led to considerable murmuring among 
participants, but no one in the audience made a new intervention on the topic 
at this moment. Instead, the discussion shifted to focus on the tasks ahead in 
the ongoing political dispute with ARENA. Now that the government was 
starting up positive measures and developing new programs, Alemán said, 
the assignment for the militants would be to make these gains visible to the 
public, since the right-wing media would surely make them invisible. If the 
compañeros wanted a State like the one they had fought for, a lot of work 
remained to be done. 
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The meeting continued with a discussion on the issue of the distribution of 
agricultural packages, with several veterans complaining that farmers 
affiliated with ARENA or with the renovadores had been benefitted by the 
Ministry of Agriculture, while loyal FMLN supporters had missed out. 
Alemán and Gabriel insisted on the need to organize the veterans locally, in 
order to be able to lobby local political authorities. Several veterans then 
intervened to bring the discussion back to the issue job opportunities. 
Alemán explained that the party expected that coming January (2010) it 
would be possible to gain access to more jobs, because many employees 
worked on contracts that expired annually. He also spoke of a party plan to 
help set up a new security company which could provide jobs for veterans. 
The participants’ reactions to this second idea were mixed. One veteran said: 
“I don’t like security guard work, we survived the war but they could kill us 
on this job.” Another said he did not like “the idea that veterans are only 
good for that [security guard work].” He also said: “I’m not saying that we 
can’t do [that kind of work], we can do it, but if it is well paid.” A third 
veteran replied to these comments with “we need to put ourselves in the 
shoes of those who have nothing. Whatever kind of job helps. Trash collector, 
security guard, people ask me for this kind of work.” One of the last 
interventions in the meeting, before Rafael spoke to urge the veterans to 
participate in a campaign set up by Cuban solidarity committees in different 
countries against U.S. military bases in Latin America, involved a compañero 
who had remained quiet throughout the meeting. My notes on what he said 
read as follows:  
 

I’m going to talk about what the stomach feels. Not until next year will there be 
any opportunities for those of us who do not have work. You people can bring 
them [the leadership] a proposal. So conduct an economic study to determine 
which of us have the greatest need as veterans. We have to be in solidarity with 
those of us who have immediate needs.70 

 
If obtaining a proper job is not possible, another veteran suggested: “they are 
giving out food baskets at the MAG (Ministry of Agriculture), let’s see if they 
would give one to those of us who need one.” Someone else backed the 
previous proposals by stating: “asking for solidarity among ourselves is not a 
sin.”71 
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The next Monday-night meeting the discussion again soon turned to the 
subject of job opportunities. Alemán had spoken with FMLN leadership 
about the possibility of opening up positions for FMLN veterans in different 
ministries now headed by FMLN officials, a petition he said had been 
received well. He had already met with the new Minister of Public Safety, a 
FMLN member and a former comandante, and he had obtained a pledge 
from him for 10 jobs. According to Alemán, the Minister had also said that in 
January more job opportunities in the Ministry were certain to arise. Alemán 
also claimed that, initially, the Minister had agreed to accept 10 applicants 
from the veterans’ sector, but only to fill 5 job positions. Alemán said he had 
then insisted until the Minister had agreed to fill 10 positions with veterans. 
That same day, Alemán and Yolanda had started on the list of candidates 
who should present themselves at the Ministry for the application procedure. 
Two of those included, he announced, were present in the meeting.  

Alemán’s loyal aide Gabriel then intervened to point out that “it is 
not just a question of work, of ... resolving one’s family situation. We have to 
look at this as a party assignment.” He lamented that “many comrades who 
have gotten jobs, then forget about the party.” Yolanda stressed this point 
further by referring to a situation the FMLN was facing in Mejicanos. “There 
are 40 comrades working as members of the CAM in Mejicanos who don’t 
want to pay their party quota,” she said. Yolanda and others had spoken 
with them and explained that “there are thousands of veteran comrades who 
don’t have work and you don’t want to pay the five dollars to the party.” 
Gabriel backed this up: “Schafik used to say that the party quota needs to be 
institutionalized; anyone who fails to pay their quota for two months in a 
row should be thrown out of the party.” Alemán then intervened to 
emphasize the importance of his effort with the Ministry and said “be 
assured that we are going to continue placing comrades [in job positions]; we 
already managed to do so with one contingent, but there will be more!” This 
statement was met with a spontaneous and thundering applause.  

With the applause dying out, someone in the group stood up and said 
 

Those 10 comrades that already have work can offer their solidarity with those 
who have not been hired. The Veterans’ Sector is large. The [veterans] leadership 
should prepare a solidarity basket.72 
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This veteran proposed to set up a fund to which those members of the FMLN 
Veterans’ Sector that have obtained a job donate part of their income in order 
to provide assistance to those who have not yet found a job. His intervention 
was also met with strong and persistent applause. Gabriel then insisted that 
the objective of procuring jobs for veterans was not only economic, but also 
political. “The role that we are going to play is an important one,” as he 
pointed out that the ministries were filled with right-wingers and corrupt 
employees.  

A veteran from Guazapa whom I had not seen in the meetings before 
spoke to denounce the hoarding of the government agricultural packages in 
his municipality by the local leaders of ARENA and PCN. They sold these 
packages to individual farmers or handed them out in exchange for 
registering for party membership. In the same intervention, he also proposed 
himself for possible job opportunities, with the caveat that he was not fit for 
“a security job position, standing up all night long, I can’t take it anymore, I 
could drive a truck or piece of machinery, I need the work.” 

Gabriel, who appeared to be particularly inspired this evening, again 
emphasized the importance of strengthening the solidarity among the 
veterans. He said that “for those for whom we found work, ... we want to see 
you here in the Monday meetings in order to strengthen ourselves 
ideologically.” Such a task was apparently needed, because according to 
Gabriel,  
 

when one first begins to feel the change in one’s pocket then one forgets about 
others, who may be in rough shape. ‘Comrade: do you want to come with us to the 
march?’ ‘Well, you know, I can’t!’ ‘Why not?’ Because he already resolved his 
problem and has forgotten the others, this is how we are as Salvadorans.73 

 
One of the participants from Santa Marta who had attended the previous 
meeting again spoke to redirect the attention to the issue of the distribution 
of agricultural supplies. Gabriel confirmed that in a meeting he attended 
with veterans in Santa Marta “there were many accusations of corruption” 
with regard to the matter of agricultural inputs. Those who have the greatest 
need are left out and the spoils are shared among friends. Things arrive and 
the first thing they say is ‘this for my family.’” The veteran from Santa Marta 
explained that the problem is that the people from Santa Marta who were 
involved in negotiating the benefits “have a corrupt trajectory” linked to an 
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ONG active in the region. Alemán, who had also attended the meeting in 
Santa Marta, intervened to say: “they appear to be with the FMLN,” to which 
the speaker replied: “No, they are businesspeople!” 

Gabriel picked up on these comments by going off against NGOs. 
According to Gabriel many NGOs “who have gotten rich off the international 
cooperation in recent years, do not work at all with the party and even 
motivate people to not go to the marches.” Alemán backed him up by stating 
that “we don’t have any money, [and meanwhile] the NGOs are running 
around with shitloads of money, sucking it all down.” Gabriel continued on 
his tirade against NGOs and their leaders. Many social organizations, he 
claimed, were only empty shells that served to fill the leaders’ pockets and 
political aspirations. With the FMLN’s electoral triumph many social 
organizations were starting to re-organize themselves. He said this was a 
good thing, but warned that they should coordinate [with the party], “so 
those damned rightists don’t catch us with our pants or skirts down.” His 
proposal was to invite some leaders of social organizations to participate in 
SV-FMLN, “...but not too many leaders because if so they could slip in 
infiltrators.” Alemán also emphasized once more the importance of the 
sectors’ own organizational efforts in this meeting. If the new government 
provides incentives for cooperative organizing, the veterans should jump at 
the opportunity. “If we are not alert, others are going to eat the cake, and 
then we should not sit around complaining.”74 

A week later, the issue of job opportunities did not receive much 
attention during the meeting itself, which featured a lengthy rendering of 
Alemán’s reports and a discussion on the preparations for the upcoming 
celebration of the 20th anniversary of the FMLN’s 1989 November offensive. 
After the meeting, Alemán and Yolanda were busy with bilateral meetings, 
while I waited to give them a ride home. As we were getting into the car in 
front of 229, one of the participants in the meeting, a man I shall refer to as 
‘Zacarías’ approached me, and asked if I could take him along as well, to 
which I agreed.  

In the car, Alemán, Yolanda and Gabriel conversed about putting 
together a list for five new job openings that the veterans had been conceded 
though El Salvador’s postal service, a dependency of the Ministry of Interior. 
Zacarías then intervened to ask why they did not put him on that list. 
Yolanda replied that he was already on another list for jobs at a government 
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institution called Administración Nacional de Acueductos y Alcantillarados 
(ANDA).75 He stated that he had presented himself to the job interview but 
had not been called afterwards. Yolanda said that out of 11 compañeros that 
had presented themselves, ANDA had accepted 7. However, out of the 7 that 
had been accepted, one was not going to be able to take the job. Her contact 
at ANDA had assured her they would call one more, and possibly several, of 
those that had been interviewed. At this point we arrived at Alemán’s house, 
and I stopped to let him out. After the goodbyes, the journey continued and 
Zacarías insisted upon being included in the list for the postal service. 
Gabriel intervened with a favorable comment regarding Zacarías. Yolanda 
recited the list she had been working on to present to their contact at the 
postal service the next day. She said that Alemán had told her to consult with 
Gabriel before submitting the list. Gabriel suggested replacing one name on 
the list with Zacarías. Yolanda agreed. Zacarías, very content, then said: 
“Thank you! This is solidarity! It is not talking but rather a question of 
helping out the comrades in practice.”76 

Setting up employment opportunities for veterans continued to be 
one of the principal items of discussion during and after the meetings 
throughout my fieldwork period. During this time, I witnessed how the 
FMLN Veterans’ Sector was able to procure job openings for veterans in a 
range of different State dependencies. However, there were also frequent 
complaints from the veterans participating that they had not been included 
or that the jobs offered were not to their liking. Jobs such as security agents 
and prison guards were especially apt to be met with reluctance by some. 
The Veterans’ Sector leadership meanwhile complained that their contacts in 
different State dependencies sometimes failed to deliver on their promises, 
hiring fewer compañeros than agreed upon previously, for example. They 
furthermore complained about government functionaries whom they had 
approached and who had been putting off setting up a meeting with them or 
had not come through with concrete concessions. On the other hand, they 
also commented on different cases in which one of the veterans on the list 
had not made it to the job interview, or had abandoned their new post 
shortly after it had started, stating that such incidents reflected negatively on 
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the sector as a whole. “Don’t let us be seen as irresponsible,” Yolanda 
implored in this context.77   
 
The Soyapango monument  
Another major effort the FMLN Veterans’ Sector was involved in at the time 
of my fieldwork was a monument for the fallen guerrilla fighters of the 1989 
offensive. The monument was to be located in Soyapango, a city that had 
witnessed strenuous combat during the offensive, which had resulted in 
substantial casualties among the insurgents. The Soyapango municipal 
government, in the hands of the FMLN since 1997, had granted the veterans 
the use of a small plot at a traffic intersection near a commercial center where 
some of the heaviest fighting had taken place in 1989. At the start of my 
fieldwork, the veterans’ intention was to inaugurate the new monument in 
November 2009, in celebration of the 20th anniversary of the 1989 offensive.  

After a few meetings, the initial timeline was declared unrealistic, 
and a new goal established to place the first stone of the monument on 
November 11, 2009. The key difficulty the veterans were facing with the 
monument was the issue of fundraising. The project was co-sponsored by a 
reputable FMLN militant and senior State official, who had arranged the 
artistic design of the monument and also helped fundraising efforts by 
selling bonds to different FMLN officials. The veterans had calculated they 
needed around 10,000 dollars for the monument, and notwithstanding 
external collaboration, so far they had raised only a fraction of that amount. 
Alemán said that fundraising had to be done with ordinary militants and 
collaborators, but also and especially with “mayors, legislative assembly 
members and governors.”78 The veterans were handed small numbered 
paper bonds and lists to register the donations they received. The lists and 
the money raised were to be handed over to Alemán at the latest on October 
12, 2009.  

Simultaneously, the veterans began preparation of the upcoming 
celebration of the 20th anniversary of the FMLN’s 1989 November offensive. 
Two people working with the FMLN’s ‘cultural commission’ joined one of 
the meetings to discuss different ideas with the veterans. One problem was 
that the municipal administration of San Salvador had passed into ARENA 
hand in the elections earlier that year, and the new mayor would allegedly 
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not allow the veterans to hold a large public event in the capital’s central 
square. The veterans responded with indignation. A few offered to turn the 
celebration into a political offensive, to ‘take the streets,’ and stage re-
enactments of the offensive in several parts of the capital, whether mayor 
Norman Quijano likes it or not.79  

In subsequent meetings, the celebration plans became more modest. 
For one thing, monument preparations suffered some practical setbacks, 
making it impossible to place the first stone in November. Alemán 
furthermore lamented the meager results of the fundraising campaign, 
complaining both about the lack of disposition of some prominent FMLN 
figures to donate, as well as of the passivity of the veterans in their 
fundraising efforts.80 A few days before the celebration, Hurricane Ida caused 
floodings and widespread damages across the country. The government 
declared a national emergency. The FMLN immediately mobilized its 
militancy towards emergency relief activities. Given the circumstances, the 
FMLN’s political commission deemed it appropriate to further scale down 
the celebration of the offensive, which had already been planned at the 
modest venue of the La Bermeja Cemetery in San Salvador, the location of a 
commemorative monument for the FMLN’s ‘fallen heroes’ built some years 
before. The activity finally took place early in the morning of November 11, 
before an audience of some 150 party militants. Not Alemán, but the FMLN’s 
general coordinator Medardo González gave the keynote address. The 
veterans participated with a salute to their fallen comrades and by placing a 
floral arrangement at the foot of the monument.81 

The Monday-night meeting of November 23, 2009, served to evaluate 
the celebration of the 20th anniversary of the offensive as well as the 
veteran’s participation in the FMLN emergency relief efforts. With regard to 
the first item, I perceived considerable disappointment among the veterans 
on account of the fact that not even the first stone of the Soyapango’ 
monument had been laid, the modest celebration of the 1989 offensive, and 
the Veterans’ Sector small role at La Bermeja Cemetery. During the 
discussion, one of the regular participants of the meetings asked Alemán for 
permission to read something he had written about the difficulties with the 
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monument. He stood up, unfolded a sheet a paper and started reading out 
loud.  
 

HONOR TO THOSE DESERVING OF HONOR – (HEROES AND HEROINES) 
It is unconceivable that a Revolutionary Party...in order to honor the memory of 
the heroes and heroines of November 11, ‘89 through the erection of the monument 
to those who gave their lives for the cause, should have to beg and plead for the 
support of some legislators and high government functionaries when ... they have 
a moral obligation [to support the project] given that they have their positions and 
seats because of them.      
And if this is what is done to [those that have fallen] now we shall see what they 
do with [the survivors]; given that these attitudes towards the men and women 
comrades of the FMLN Veterans’ Sector viewed in many municipalities in a 
disparaging manner, as if they were members of the opposition or of contending 
parties, when it was they who sacrificed their youth, their social standing, their 
professions, their work, their intellectual formation, their families and even their 
lives to make a more just and dignified society for all a reality, one in which many 
others today enjoy a number of privileges. And it is precisely to them that these 
remarks are directed, given that, enjoying as they do these privileges, how is it 
possible that they do not recognize the reason for which they are enjoying their 
positions? … 82  
 

The veteran finished his intervention with a heartfelt cry for the party to take 
“action on the matter” and to “make [the party] comply fully with its 
statutes, principles and values.” Shaking with emotion, he then handed the 
piece of paper to Alemán, accompanied by the ovation of the participants. He 
also handed out a few extra copies.83 Alemán took advantage of the 
moment’s solemnity to emphasize the importance of raising awareness 
within the party of the veterans’ historical role and to revindicate the 
veterans as a sector. He also insisted on the need to resume and continue 
fundraising activities for the monument. At the end of the meeting a special 
commission was named from among the veterans to take charge of 
fundraising activities. 

A subsequent discussion on the veterans’ role during the FMLN 
emergency response campaign provided some interesting insights into the 
logic of militant mobilization in the Salvadoran political context. In the towns 
affected, different political parties played important roles in trying to get 
control over incoming emergency aid and its distribution. For example, as 
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became clear in the meeting, the FMLN had set up many brigades of 
militants that helped to clean up the mess from flooding and mudslides, and 
worked to distribute aid to affected communities. At the same time, ARENA 
had also mobilized its militancy to provide support to affected communities. 
In the course of the meeting, the FMLN veterans who participated in these 
brigades in different localities accused local ARENA politicians as well as 
ARENA emergency brigades of hoarding the aid, distributing it to their own 
constituencies or storing it to sell it later for profit. Rafael, who had 
participated extensively in these activities, exhorted that it was not enough 
for the militants to help clean up. “Along with carrying around a shovel, pick 
and wheelbarrow, you need to go talk to people. You need to explain to them 
the cost that this disaster signifies in the midst of the overall plundering that 
the Right has carried out [under the previous administrations].” 

Alemán explained that “emergency aid activities are highly 
humanitarian, but they are also propaganda and counter propaganda 
activities.” One of the veterans said that the key task was to “avoid letting the 
aid reach the people involved with the other political group, in other words, 
ARENA.” Rafael agreed that the veterans should not be naive: “the political 
enemy also takes advantage of emergencies.” Several veterans furthermore 
complained that not all the participants of the different brigades presented 
exemplary behavior. “Within our own ranks there are those who do a bad 
job.” For example, 
 

There were those who said: ‘we’re the only ones who came while the Legislative 
Assembly members are kicking back.’ ... They were saying inappropriate things to 
people.  

One group of compañeros began to change into clothing that had come in the 
donation bags; they were a bad example. That aid was for the people. 

People from the party who say ‘can I grab a pound of beans?’84 

 
At the following meeting, the placement of the first stone of the monument 
was fixed for the second week of December 2009. A brigade of volunteers 
from among the veterans had been working to clear the site and prepare it 
for construction. Fundraising efforts continued to lag behind.85 Come 
December the date was rescheduled once more, since the preparations for the 
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FMLN’s national convention and the end of the year celebrations had 
saturated the party’s agenda. The event was now planned on January 10, 
2010, the date of the anniversary of the first general insurgent offensive, in 
1981.  

Thus, the first Monday-night meeting of 2010 was dedicated entirely 
to preparing the upcoming event. Alemán reported that the total fundraising 
tally was now up to 3,000 dollars. The announcement was met with 
applause. This was still short of the needed amount, but a decent step in the 
right direction. Among the veterans, several had not yet presented their lists. 
Yolanda exhorted those present to bring in the money from the bonds sold 
and return those that had not been sold. Holding up a five-dollar banknote, 
Alemán announced that before the meeting he had received “a donation 
from a compañera for whom we had found a job, and [that] she had sent in a 
5 dollar donation because she had just received her first month pay.” Again, 
there was applause from the group.  

The monuments’ co-sponsor had sent a representative to the meeting, 
who offered advice on fundraising. Through his comments, we learned that 
Alemán’s group had actually not been responsible for bringing in most of the 
money, but apparently had only raised 300 dollars so far. The co-sponsor had 
brought in the remaining 2,700 dollars. The representatives’ advice was to 
canvass much more actively during large events attended by party militants. 
Last month, he said, together with some helpers, he had sold 160 bonds 
during the commemoration of the El Mozote massacre and 250 at the 
National Convention. Alemán once more proposed to the veterans to 
organize themselves to sell bonds. One of the veterans offered: “I know who 
is loaded...the legislators!” This comment was met with laughter from part of 
the group and with a somewhat sour face from Alemán. He proposed that 
after the January 10 event plans would be developed to undertake a new 
fundraising push. He conceded that also the FMLN leadership should 
contribute.  

For the January 10 event, Alemán’s immediate concern was to 
physically prepare the site and to obtain a strong attendance, both in terms of 
dignitaries as well as audience. According to the veterans at the meeting, the 
latter would not be difficult. 

 
In the mayors’ offices there are people who are there because the veterans 
recommended them. So, they can go. There are a ton of employees. In 



 

Cuscatancingo there are more than 300 employees, many of who are there because 
we recommended them; it is the same in San Marcos.86  

 
Another veteran agreed: “The problem is not for us to gather together 200 
militants. They’ll be there. The problem is raising the money.” With the topic 
once more on the table, another veteran suggested: “We need to ask the guys 
in the ties for money,” (los corbatudos) which again caused some hilarity.  

The meeting proceeded with setting up different commissions for the 
event: decoration, protocol and security. Alemán reported that FMLN 
collaborators had, in recent days, brought several truckloads of dirt to 
provide the required elevation for the monument and volunteers from the 
veterans’ sectors had worked intensively to compact the dirt. This week, two 
more truckloads would be deposited there. Alemán emphasized he needed a 
group of volunteers to work the remainder of the week to prepare the site for 
the event. The process of registering these volunteers for the different 
commission lasted for over half an hour, only occasionally interrupted by a 
veteran conceding to be included in one or the other commission. One 
veteran said that work prevented her from participation in the commissions, 
but that she would donate five dollars. Alemán responded enthusiastically: 
“The compañera has been employed for only two months but she is already 
paying her share!” The group gave her a solid applause. 87  

On January 10, the decoration commission had adorned the site with 
little red flags and a handmade banner in honor of the fallen combatants. The 
event featured short speeches by Alemán and others, as well as a very 
lengthy address by Soyapango’s FMLN mayor, who emphasized the 
historical continuity between yesterday’s combatants and today’s FMLN. The 
party’s general coordinator, Medardo González, participated by symbolically 
placing the monuments’ first stone, under the applause of onlookers, which 
numbered roughly one hundred people, mostly dressed with FMLN t-shirts, 
hats and other party identification items. The next day, a picture of Medardo 
González placing the first stone, with the veterans looking on, was featured 
in a national newspaper.88 

The event was evaluated in the Monday-night meeting two weeks 
later. Alemán seemed content. He honored a group of veterans from 
Soyapango who had worked the entire week before the event to compact the 
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88 Based on fieldnotes (10-01-2010).  



 

dirt for the plateau upon which to place the first stone. The meeting gave 
them a strong round of applause. The veterans agreed to set up two 
commissions: one integrated by Yolanda and 3 other veterans who would 
visit different senior officials and dignitaries to solicit more financial 
contributions. A second commission was charged with the organization of a 
popular festival with the aim of fundraising. With my fieldwork period 
coming to an end, I missed out on the next steps towards making the 
Soyapango monument a reality. It was concluded and inaugurated on 
November 14, 2010.89  
 
Photo 7.1. Monument to the Heroes of 1989. Soyapango (2011) 

 

 
SV-FMLN’s internal political environment (and my presence in it)  
Early on in my fieldwork, Alemán invited me to present myself to the SV-
FMLN national directorate. I was granted half an hour to discuss my 
research project with the group, which consisted of several of those who 
attended the Monday-night meetings, along with a few representatives from 

89 A report of the inauguration ceremony can be found in ‘“En los 14 departamentos debería haber un 
monumento a los caídos”: Sigfrido Reyes,’ Diario Co Latino, November 15, 2010. 



 

other departments. I explained that my research project was aimed at 
understanding the long-term dynamics of postwar reinsertion of former 
FMLN guerrilla fighters, as well as the political role of the veterans in the 
postwar period. My combined interest in reinsertion issues as well as the 
veterans as a political sector was well received during the meeting. Although 
the veterans’ stated primary concern was “to return the party to the true line 
of revolutionary mystique, which it has lost,” the directorate underlined that 
the sectors’ marginalization was not only political, but also economic.90  

Alemán went on to emphasize the socio-economic plight of the 
FMLN veterans, something he had also mentioned the first time we had met. 
He explained: “insertion in civilian life is easy. I just take off the uniform and 
I am a civilian. The tough part is insertion in economic life.”91 Alemán argued 
that they considered it part of their work as a sector to help the FMLN 
veterans improve their social-economic position, but that with ARENA in 
power such an effort was very difficult. With the new government, there was 
some talk about the possibility of opening up programs for FMLN veterans. 
They were in the process of performing a ‘census’ of veterans, which was to 
include basic socio-economic elements, to be distributed and filled out 
among veterans in the different departments. Some FMLN militants at the 
UES had collaborated with this effort. Alemán asked if I could help. I agreed 
to provide technical assistance with regard to the format of the census and 
data processing, but indicated that because of time constraints it would be 
difficult for me to help with the collection of data itself.  

I had hoped that such a contribution from my side would help to make 
my integration into the group smoother. As it turned out, for reasons 
unbeknownst to me, the collaboration with the compañero in charge of the 
project at the UES did not function properly.92 In general, my fieldwork with 
SV-FMLN transcurred with quite a bit of awkwardness, not in the least 
because I felt the Sectors’ leadership, and especially Alemán, to be somewhat 

90 Fieldnotes (18-08-2009). 
91 Fieldnotes (13-07-2009, 18-08-2009). 
92 When I started my fieldwork, the effort of building a veteran ‘census’ had already kicked-off some months 
before, with the help of some FMLN militants working at the UES School of Medicine. Alemán provided me 
with a copy of the census form that had been used, which was quite rudimentary. Based on this form, I 
prepared a few comments regarding the possibilities that the information recollection tool would offer in 
terms of socio-economic indicators for the veterans’ sector. This was discussed in my presence at the meeting 
of the veterans’ national directorate. It was agreed that I coordinate my technical assistance with the 
compañero from the UES in charge of the project, who was also present at this meeting. We agreed on a mid-
week work meeting at his office, but he stood me up. I made some new attempts at coordinating a meeting 
with him via telephone and e-mail, also without results. Fieldnotes (26-08-2009, 31-08-2009). 
 



 

uncomfortable with my presence. For example, it took weeks of persistent 
requests to get Alemán to pass me a copy of the SV-FMLN work plan. When 
he finally did, he indicated that I would be allowed to read it and take notes, 
but not to make a photocopy. I was to return the document to him after the 
meeting. Among other issues, as part of the political context in which the 
veterans had to operate, the document took on the matter of infiltration and 
betrayal within the FMLN. As I hand copied from the document into my 
notebook 
 

These leaders ... had already tasted the delights of exercising power for personal 
benefit through holding public offices and they were still within the party [FMLN], 
but they no longer had either principles, ethics nor revolutionary morals and they 
furthermore created divisions within the party, ... organizing groups ..., revolving 
around their personal interests, ... trying to move the party to the Right. ... In order 
to do this they took advantage of the party’s statutory democracy, which they 
themselves had drafted, as well as of flawed party conventions where, with 
favorable correlations of power, they blackmailed and tricked party members. It is 
important to point out that many of these leaders, over the years, became traitors 
who are now working with the Right, ... but whom have left, like it or not, a few 
remnants, within the party, who will only be eliminated over time.93 

 
The document indicated that “the Veterans’ Sector and FMLN war veterans 
are the historic-moral reserve of our party, those who can and ought to 
transmit our experience together with all our party members and the 
people,” by using its “principles, discipline, mysticism and solid 
revolutionary objectives” accumulated through years of struggle and 
sacrifice, and thus can function as a counterweight against negative 
influences within the party.94 But, I wondered, weren’t the dissidents also 
almost invariably seasoned war veterans, with years of struggle and many 
personal sacrifices on their slate? How to determine what qualified as ‘truly’ 
revolutionary, what constituted ‘treason’ and what was simply a 
disagreement on a political topic? What to think of the announced purging of 
emerging ‘traitors’ within the party?  

Different references to traitors and infiltrators were frequently made 
during the veterans’ meetings I attended. The veterans talked about the 
FMLN being infiltrated, as well as about the idea that their own sector could 
be prone to infiltration. Referring to supposed ideological disputes inside the 

93 Fieldnotes (31-08-2009).  
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FMLN, they made references to the “next traitors” that had already sold out 
and were to be purged from the FMLN somewhere in the near future.95 
When during the war many lives were lost because of such suspicions, these 
references now mainly served to justify or explain processes of political 
inclusion and exclusion. In the minds of the veterans, infiltration and the 
breeding of treason were tools that the Right used to influence the 
development of the FMLN with the ultimate aim of weakening and 
destroying the party. The SV-FMLN veterans saw the Right as a force that 
was permanently manipulating and conspiring against the FMLN. On 
occasions, elaborate conspiracy theories would be discussed and validated 
during the meetings. For example, after the devastating Haiti earthquake 
(January 12, 2010), different comrades argued at the meeting that the US had 
in fact secretly provoked the disaster in order to establish a stronger military 
presence in the Caribbean in order to close in on Venezuela. The US military 
used the technique of earthquake provocation allegedly as a pretext to 
invade Haiti, according to the veterans, repressing and killing people in the 
process. This theory was unanimously accepted in the group.96 I did not 
intervene in the discussion, but I think skepticism was written plainly on my 
face. 

Given that the FMLN, and the Veterans’ Sector in particular, were 
social environments rife with distrust, I imagine it must have been difficult 
for Alemán and his aides to have an outsider like me present at their 
meetings. They must have been aware that in my fieldwork I was bound to 
stumble across some of the weaknesses and contradictions of the veterans’ 
organizing efforts. Indeed, SV-FMLN’s relatively precarious level of 
organization became ever clearer to me as fieldwork progressed. SV-FMLN 
territorial structures outside of San Salvador were barely functional, and 
Alemán focused his work on the capital. To outsiders like myself, Alemán 
attempted to paint an image of SV-FMLN strength that was difficult to hold 
up over the course of numerous meetings. For example, in one of my earlier 
meetings with SV-FMLN directorate, Alemán sustained that there were as 
many as 60,000 or 70,000 veterans that they could organize into SV-FMLN, if 
only they managed to carry out the affiliation properly.97 In reality, however, 
as far as I witnessed, active participants constituted a few hundred veterans 
maximum. As it turned out, SV-FMLN did not have a registered membership 
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body. This was actually the main reason they wanted to have a ‘census’ of 
the veterans’ sector. One the one hand, they hoped that a registration 
procedure would help strengthen the veterans’ organization. On the other, 
they wanted to be able to present lists that might allow the veterans to be 
invited to participate in different programs and the SV-FMLN leadership to 
function as mediators in this process.  

The technical assistance I attempted to offer in support of the ‘census’ 
made it clear to me that what the Veterans’ Sector primarily aimed for was 
affiliation, and that socio-economic data were only of secondary interest. As 
Alemán expressed in one meeting: “we need to do a census in order to be 
able to say to the government: ‘we have 4,000 farmers, we need help for 
them.’”98 The lack of registration data of the veterans became more pressing 
with several opportunities for benefit programs that emerged during the last 
months of 2009, programs in which the veterans might be able to negotiate 
entrance. For example, Alemán explained that the Ministry of Agriculture 
was setting up programs with the European Union and Brazil that might 
offer opportunities to insert veterans as beneficiaries. There was a program 
being discussed with the Cuban government to extensively train a group of 
peasants to become licensed agronomists. And the Ministry of Health had 
requested from Alemán data concerning the veterans and their places of 
residence.99  

Meanwhile, Alemán became increasingly restless with the fact that 
the compañeros at the UES were not producing any results. Finally, towards 
the end of my fieldwork period, Alemán and Yolanda invited me to a 
meeting in 1316 to discuss the matter. Alemán stressed the importance of 
making headway with the registration of the veterans because of the urgency 
to “see how we can give our compas some benefit, today with the new 
government.”  He complained about the lack of support they had had so far, 
also from within the party, and said that the effort to organize veterans has 
been almost his alone (“un esfuerzo casi propio”). Nonetheless, Alemán 
claimed he so far had gathered some 3,000 veteran affiliation forms. What he 
needed was for these forms to be computerized in order to be able to work 
with the information. He furthermore wanted to organize some new rounds 
of affiliations in different localities of the country, and he needed people to 
help fill out the forms. Alemán also indicated that he preferred not to have 
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other sections of the party involved but that he wanted to be directly in 
control. He said that “the party in Chalate[nango] offered to affiliate people: 
give us the form, we’ll do it, but we [the veterans’ directorate] do not see it 
that way, because, well, it is data…”100 

Alemán’s comments regarding (control of) veteran affiliation made 
more sense to me in light of what I had learned previously from different 
participants in the Veterans’ Sector during bilateral interviews. Rafael for 
example had pointed out to me that the SV-FMLN participants were 
predominantly former RN militants. Outside of RN circles, Alemán’s 
influence and standing were limited. Those who attended meetings and 
other activities were, in their majority, people who had ties to the RN during 
the war, and knew Alemán from this period.101 In fact, while saying my 
formal goodbyes to the group, during the last meeting I attended one of the 
participants said: “it may appear that we are a RN group, but we represent 
all FMLN veterans.”102  
 
FUNDABRIL-ASALVEG 
 
The second group I worked with for the study on the FMLN veterans’ 
movement was a NGO called Fundación primero de abril (FUNDABRIL), 
closely connected to organizing efforts on behalf of FPL veterans. In June 
2009, René Henríquez, the man who had been Alemán’s competitor for the 
leadership of FMLN veterans in 2003-2004, now worked as managing 
director of FUNDABRIL. The NGO’s name referred to the founding date of 
the FPL (April 1, 1970). It was formally founded in 2004, as the continuation 
of an initiative called FPL Assets Committee, an entity set up at the FPL’s 
1995 final congress, in order to administer part of the FPL’s accumulated 
capital for the benefit of its militancy (Luciak 2001, 232). In 1995, this Assets 
Committee had taken charge of funds and properties amounting to well over 
one million dollars.103  

The Assets Committee was integrated by a group of seasoned FPL 
members, mostly mid-level cadres. For the first years, this Committee 
functioned as a small separate office inside the 1316 FMLN office (one of the 

100 Fieldnotes (28-01-2010). With regard to my own role: I told Alemán once again that I would be happy to 
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FPL properties that passed on to the FMLN in 1995). Based on the liquid 
assets available, it set up a credit line for former FPL militants. It also 
provided a legal support fund for a few FPL militants that continued to be 
incarcerated in third countries for activities connected to the FPL.104 As it 
turned out, the properties the FPL had accumulated during the war and that 
were inherited by the Assets Committee almost invariably presented 
complex legal ownership issues. These difficulties made it impossible for the 
Committee to cash in on the properties without first investing significant 
amounts of money, a risk the members were not willing to take, especially 
when it came to properties abroad. The Assets Committee furthermore also 
safeguarded an important part of the FPL’s historical archive.  

From 1995 to 2003, most of the Committee’s funds were invested in 
the credit program for militants. This money gradually evaporated because 
of poor administration and extremely low payback rates on outstanding 
loans. In the words of one of the Committee members: “every [party militant] 
asked for loans as if among friends, and it turned into a mess, a real 
disaster.”105 Another member indicated that: “The criteria were more 
political than economic ... in approving loans.”106 The Assets Committee 
money was furthermore used as a solidarity fund for former FPL militants 
facing an emergency or to support meetings and celebrations, like the yearly 
anniversary of the FPL.  

FUNDABIL was born as an attempt to re-order and formalize the 
functioning of the Assets Committee.107 Simultaneously, it was a way to 
protect this Committee from the pervasive internal FMLN disputes of 2003 
and 2004. At the time, it had been functioning in close coordination with 
Henríquez’ veteran group which, as we have seen, was expelled from the 
FMLN office in November of 2004. In fact, as I learned, most of the materials 
that had been thrown out on the street in front of the FMLN’s 1316 office 
after Ortíz 2004 defeat in the internal elections, were now stored in the 
FUNDABRIL’s office. Nonetheless, FUNDABRIL’s political profile was not 
that of clear-cut dissidence from the FMLN mainstream. Members held 
diverse opinions regarding FMLN politics, though most did favor some kind 
of reform.  

104 A few FPL militants continued to be incarcerated abroad after the war in El Salvador ended. As far as I 
know, there were prisoners in Nicaragua (connected to the 1993 explosion of secret storage in Santa Rosa) 
and in Brazil (connected to an attempted kidnapping of a business man).  
105 Fieldnotes (20-06-2009). 
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After working for a period without an office and with their papers spread 
out over the homes of several compañeros, the directorate rented a small 
office in 2007. FUNDABRIL had inherited a significant portfolio of 
outstanding loans to different FPL militants. They made several attempts to 
finally collect this money, albeit with very modest results. José, at the time of 
my fieldwork one of FUNDABRIL’s most active collaborators, said he was 
one of the few who had paid back his loan. The directorate had sent out a 
letter to the debtors, informing them that interest would be forgiven in the 
case of prompt repayment. It also considered hiring a debt recovery agency, 
but finally voted against it because of the possible political costs. According 
to José, the fundamental problem was that the former FPL militants “think 
the money belongs to them.”108  

In view of this situation, the FUNDABRIL directorate considered that 
obtaining funding for new projects constituted a more promising avenue. 
They invested some of the remaining Assets Committee funds in the 
appointment of a managing director. In addition to taking over former 
Committee activities like the solidarity fund, FUNDABRIL chose to center its 
activities on “contributing to the human development of veterans and war 
wounded and their families, through social, economic, cultural and other 
kinds of projects and programs.”109 FUNDABRIL had formulated half a 
dozen projects in this direction and was busy trying to get them funded.110 
The group also supported another area called “historical memory.” During 
my fieldwork period, the main activity for this area was to organize the FPL’s 
historic archive, stored in moldy boxes at the FUNDABRIL office. This was 
the activity I volunteered to support. 
 
Veterans’ organizing efforts 
Several members of the FUNDABRIL directorate had significant acquired 
experience in international cooperation and fundraising. To boost their 
efforts in favor of the veterans, they had commissioned a mapping exercise in 
order to “get to know the socio-economic situation of male and female FMLN 
war veterans with the goal of promoting development projects” 
(FUNDABRIL 2009, 3). The consultant they hired was herself also a former 
FPL militant with experience in international cooperation. The mapping 
exercise focused on 14 pre-selected repopulations to be considered for 
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109 See ‘Acta de Constitución de FUNDABRIL,’ Diario Oficial, February 2, 2006.  
110 Based on a meeting with several FUNDABRIL members. Fieldnotes (20-06-2009). 



 

development projects. The exercise found that veterans in these communities 
suffered widespread illiteracy, elevated indices of chronic health problems 
and generally precarious livelihoods. The consultant recommended a focus 
on educational as well as productive projects, and to develop activities 
directed at boosting veterans’ political participation (FUNDABRIL 2009). 
According to René Henríquez, who regularly visited the communities 
considered, the people there resumed their situation as follows: “here we are 
abandoned and in bad straights.” Though painful, he considered this 
predicament to be a logical consequence of circumstances. Since “veterans 
were reinserted within agriculture, which the government made unviable. 
How were they to ever get ahead?”111 

Internally, different visions cohabitated on what should be done to 
improve the veterans’ standard of living. Those that had more NGO 
experience tended to favor the possibility of promoting different projects. 
They argued that these projects would not only bring concrete benefits to the 
veterans, but would also allow FUNDABRIL to stop spending its Assets 
Committee money, and generate the income required to maintain office and 
staff. The other position, which was defended by Henríquez and several of 
those whom had participated with him in the veterans’ organizing 
experience of 2003-2004, favored veterans’ organizing more like a social 
movement effort. If fundraising efforts resulted in projects for veterans, these 
would be a welcome addition to such efforts, but this groups’ key interest 
was to provide the veterans with political leverage vis-à-vis the Funes 
administration. Like Alemán at SV-FMLN, this group of FUNDABRIL 
members viewed the advent of the Funes administration as the opening of a 
new political playing field in which veterans might finally be able to make a 
mark.  

Thus, Henríquez left fundraising efforts mainly to the ‘NGO people’ 
in FUNDABRIL and worked to prepare the re-emergence of a veterans’ 
movement. In order to distinguish this group of veterans from the Alemán 
group directly aligned with the FMLN, they identified themselves as 
veterans of the ‘historic’ FMLN. I learned that, in previous years, Henríquez 
had continued to be active in veterans’ organizing activities in a low profile 
manner. Together with other former FPL mid-level cadres, several of whom 
were active in FUNDABRIL, he had focused mainly on maintaining informal 
relationships among FPL veterans. Now, Henríquez and others were 
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continuously organizing meetings in and outside of the FUNDABRIL office 
with their different contacts across the country. As José indicated with an 
enigmatic smile: “they are engaged in conspiration.”112  

These activities led to some tensions within the FUNDABRIL 
directorate as some members were wary that involvement in the emerging 
new arena of veterans’ politics might jeopardize the organizations’ 
reputation and make it vulnerable to being targeted by the FMLN leadership 
as a dissident group. Since some FUNDABRIL members were still active 
inside the FMLN, they considered that the organization should not be openly 
involved in veterans’ organizing. It was agreed that the veterans’ organizing 
activities would be kept separated. Soon after, in July of 2009, Henríquez was 
offered a job in the Presidency. His task would be to help organize the 
governments’ social dialogue with veterans.  

FUNDABRIL appointed a new managing director, also a former FPL 
member, who had lost her job in the municipality of San Salvador two years 
earlier due to a conflict with a rival FMLN faction. She had some NGO 
experience dating back to the war and was expected to work mainly on 
obtaining funding for projects. José, Hernán and some of the other 
FUNDABRIL members now worked to set up an autonomous structure for 
the veterans’ organization. On August 9, 2009, José invited me to attend the 
first formal assembly of the Asociación Salvadoreña de Veteranos y 
Veteranas de Guerra del FMLN ‘Farabundo Martí’ (ASALVEG),113 which was 
held in the installations of one of the FPL’s former unions. The bulk of the 
meeting was dedicated to the 35 participants reading and discussing each of 
the 37 proposed articles of the new association. Then the group cast votes to 
elect the associations’ directorate. A notary public accompanied the event. He 
swore in the elected directorate members and notarized their signatures in 
order to be able to submit ASALVEG’s paperwork over the next weeks for 
legal foundation status.114 As I suspected during the meeting and as José 
confirmed to me some weeks later, one of the principal reasons to create the 
new veterans’ association was “to see how we can insert ourselves within the 
packets that the government is about to initiate.”115 
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FUNDABRIL-ASALVEG: insights and perspectives on post-insurgency  
Over the next months, FUNDABRIL and ASALVEG continued to work 
together, somewhat similar to the way that NGOs and social movement 
organizations had been connected in the late 1980s and early 1990s. While 
FUNDABRIL attempted to raise money for projects for veterans, ASALVEG 
tried to expand its membership and organizational structure in preparation 
of the upcoming round table with the government. The FUNDABRIL office 
served as a gravitational point for former FPL militants and their networks, 
in particular those that were not positioned as well within the FMLN. 
FUNDABRIL members had vast political experience, both from the war as 
well as from the postwar period. For my research, the group provided me 
with an environment that allowed me to (re)connect with former FPL cadres, 
who were now active in different professional environments, but who 
remained politically and socially connected to their former PMO comrades. 
My presence at FUNDABRIL, normally one or two days a week, and mainly 
to work on the archives, allowed me to get a feel for different issues and 
mindsets present in the circles of former FPL cadres. Both in informal 
conversations and during interviews, I discussed with them their personal 
experiences with post-insurgency and reflected on the postwar trajectory of 
the FMLN. The people at FUNDABRIL were, generally speaking, very 
supportive of my research efforts with the veterans’ movement, and 
applauded a critical stance. 

One of the first people I interviewed was Cándido, an elderly FPL 
veteran and a regular at the FUNDABRIL office, a father figure among the 
veterans. A FPL loyalist to the bone, he denied that the FPL had ceased to 
exist in 1995. When he took his revolutionary oath to become part of the FPL, 
it was for life, so he considered. A member of a family of wealthy 
landowners, Cándido sold his properties and invested his money in the 
revolution. His last remaining landholding, an extension of mountainous 
terrain he had bought in Chalatenango during the war as part of the FPL’s 
clandestine logistical support for the front, was lost to him during the 1990s 
when, in Cándido’s version, a former FPL comrade swindled him out of it. 
Cándido survived on a small monthly stipend from FUNDABRIL and 
informal handouts he received from his former comrades.116 

Cándido had been one of the animators of the FMLN veterans’ 
organizing process in 2003. In the ensuing conflict, FMLN leadership accused 
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him and several of his comrades of being OIE agents working for the Right. 
The party’s attitude with the veterans showed him that “the idea of solidarity 
has disappeared.” He considered several of the current FMLN leaders to be 
“perverse.” In his view, the FMLN had become “a commercial venture ... 
which moves ever further away ... from the real interests of our struggle.” Of 
poor physical and financial health, Cándido transpired deep sadness and 
regret for a revolution that never was.117 

Lilian, who headed the FUNDABRIL directorate, had a long track 
record with NGOs and as an advisor to different FMLN municipal 
governments. With Funes’ rise to power, she had recently obtained a good 
job in a government agency. Throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, she had 
been very active within the FMLN’s internal structures. She had decided to 
distance herself from the party, not as a direct result of infighting, but rather 
as a result of overall deception with the how the party evolved after the 
Peace Accords.  

 
I cannot stand to be in the party apparatus of the Frente (FMLN) right now, … it is 
pathetic the situations that occur there ... . I was in the municipal [directorate of the 
FMLN in a large city] but I didn’t know how to play the game on that level: … the 
intrigue, the manipulation of the people, the private interests of certain groups. ... 
It really is a waste of time! ... There is no analytic capability.  ... It is just activism, ... 
nothing else.118  
 

Related to the this lack of analytical capacity, one of Lilian’s frustrations with 
the FMLN’s formal apparatus was that “the only central issue were the 
elections.” Another element was what she saw as a distorted relationship 
between the militants, the party and the local government, as she witnessed 
when serving on a FMLN municipal directorate: 
 

it was the period in which the divisionism began and [a local FMLN leader] came 
[to the meetings] just to criticize people, one after another.  So anyway, ... no one 
questioned him ...people were more interested in supporting him because later, he 
could give them a job. ...And then there was the issue of corruption. To give an 
example, they named someone to collect the money [party dues] ... and when we 
asked him for a financial report, they were always delayed.  Finally, ... [the dues 
collector] said that since he was in charge of collecting the dues, that money was 
for him, and then along comes [the leader] who says that he was right because that 
was how he [the compañero] survived financially because he didn’t have a job.  ... 
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Imagine! And everyone accepted this type of thing! ... The message that he [the 
leader] was giving [all the employees] was that ‘you are all there representing [the 
party], so you all owe fidelity to the party, not to the municipal government.’  ... So 
what does this generate? They weren’t good employees! ... What did he say to 
them? ‘Look, we haven’t brought you here to be crabs in the ass. You all shouldn’t 
be criticizing anything ..., that is why we hired you.’ 
 
Within the mayor’s office, the people from the party didn’t want to punch the time 
clock, because they were from the party right? And what did they say to me? ... ‘I 
gave so many years [to the struggle] and now, I have to come and punch a time 
clock?’ This was the response. ... Then there was [one] who was a wounded 
veteran, ... he didn’t want to work … . He simply showed up to read the 
newspaper because he was a party militant and he was a wounded veteran. 
Imagine! What a deformed situation! … He only showed up to bother everyone 
else, really to cause problems. But these were the people who supported the 
directorate. At election time they raised their hands for so and so, for any number 
of people.  This was party life ... . This was in the 90s and it is still this way today. 
… And what makes me saddest is that people don’t say anything! They don’t even 
have the ability to give their opinion! They are completely shut down! Or [they are] 
afraid to give their opinion, right? Imagine, the type of party we have!119  

 
Although Lilian’s critique coincided partially with that of other FUNDABRIL 
members, she was milder in her opposition to the FMLN’s top leadership 
than those involved directly in the organization of the veterans’ movement. 
In part I suspected this was so because she had only limited faith in the 
capacity of the veterans to generate alternatives that would be able to break 
with the negative political practices she identified as widespread among 
former insurgents. In fact, she still sometimes collaborated with the FMLN 
informally, through her personal connections with a few leaders still active 
within the FMLN structure.120  

Felipe, also a FUNDABRIL board member, shared with Lilian a limited 
faith in the possibilities of generating change through veterans’ organizing 
efforts. His own career within the FMLN was truncated in the early 2000s, 
because he had refused to align either with the CRS or with the renovadores 
in the internal dispute. As a result, both groups denied backing for the 
renewal of his contract as a leading municipal bureaucrat and he lost his job. 
According to Felipe, the internal conflicts of the late 1990s and early 2000s led 
to a situation in which not only the renovadores were subject to being purged 
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from the FMLN, but also and especially many former PMO cadres who were 
unwilling to align themselves with any internal faction. This would make 
‘independent’ militants highly vulnerable. He said he had witnessed many 
comrades lose their jobs or their positions in the party because of political 
gossip. 
  

In order to destroy someone’s political career here it is enough to begin saying that 
‘so-and-so has gone over to the Right,’ and start to circulate that [rumor]. ‘So-and-
so has gone over to the Right, he became a Rightist’ ... and later, you arrive 
somewhere and this so-and-so, no one wants to speak to him because everyone 
thinks he has gone over to the Right. This is how people are politically destroyed. 
You just have to say that someone works for the CIA, that they are paid by the 
Right, you see? This has happened to many of us, male and female 
compañeros…121  

 
After losing his municipal job, Felipe found employment at an NGO with 
FPL roots and dedicated part of his free hours to FUNDABRIL. Something 
similar had occurred to José, another one of the regulars at the office. For 
several years, José had held a position at a State agency. He said that, in the 
context of the FMLN’s internal disputes in the 2004, a former FAL cadre 
conspired against him to have the party oust him from this position on 
account of his supposed lack of loyalty to Schafik Handal. José was replaced 
by a former FAL member. He then spent over two years unemployed before 
he was able to get hours teaching courses at different universities, picking up 
on the career he studied at the UES before the war broke out. Although not a 
founding member of FUNDABRIL, José was one of the most committed 
activists of the group, both in FUNDABRIL as well as in ASALVEG. In José’s 
vision, after the Peace Accords, the FMLN “turned into an electoral party 
with ... Leftist discourse but with Rightist practices.” José considered that 
“the FMLN institutionalized itself in order to play by democratic rules ..., but 
it also adapted to the corrupt nature of Salvadoran democracy.” According to 
José, one of the FMLN’s adaptations to the system was the embracing of 
clientelist practices.122  
 

The party cannot exist in the abstract, nor can its militants live in the abstract, they 
have to eat, but what the party does is to take … a little bit of the pie [the party’s 
investment] that it can use to guarantee [access to] the most important pie, which is 
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what we call the pot of tamales [the State’s resources], ... which they [the leaders] 
have tucked between their legs ... Be careful not to get close to the pot because they 
won’t let you. Only when they tell you: ‘come, take it.’ Right? That is the typical 
route to [political] advancement ... ‘Ah, they say, this guy isn’t coming to challenge 
me, he is going to help me become stronger.’ And they begin to insert you within 
the party’s leadership structures, at ever higher levels. Hence, it is no accident that 
from then on you will see the same faces [in different jobs]. The same faces, damn 
it, everyone knows who they are, right? The same as always… Ah, but now I see 
another phenomena: the son or daughter of the historic leader now also becomes 
part of the new elite, taking possession of the highest paid public positions, 
without having the ability to perform them … and without having really the 
[moral] authority to be able to say: ‘man, I struggled to get here!’123 

 
José considered that the PCS had been most successful at electoral politics on 
a FMLN platform, thus gaining more access to public resources than other 
factions. In part, he thought that this resulted from the PCS experience 
acquired in the 1970s, when several heavy weights from the FMLN’s current 
leadership had been active in electoral politics, while cadres of the other 
PMO factions had boycotted the elections that took place during this period, 
dedicating their energies to preparing the armed struggle. Additionally, José 
attributed postwar success to the PCS continued involvement with 
conspirative methods. José considered that “the PC is very skillful at 
conspiring but adapted to the framework of elections.”124  

Apparently one of ASALVEG’s strategists, Hernán was much more 
reserved than José. It took me quite a while to get him talking about internal 
politics. A member of the FUNDABRIL directorate and one of Henríquez’ 
intimates, Hernán was at the time still employed as an advisor in the San 
Salvador municipal government. Years before, he had obtained this position 
through his FPL contacts, after internal conflicts in another municipality had 
sidelined him there. Now, he anticipated losing his position very soon, 
because of the personnel changes implemented by Quijano’s ARENA 
administration. In his view, the PCS owed its postwar success within the 
FMLN to its ability to maintain an esprit de corps. In 1995, while  
 

the FPL naively dissolve themselves ... ,  on the other hand, ...the PC dissolve 
themselves, but don’t dissolve.  They continue to function ... around an economic 
project for their people, which is fundamentally … access to political positions and 
access as well to form a part of ... business ventures. For example [mentions a 
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leading former PCS member and one of the FMLN’s current top leadership] is 
stockholder in around 10 different companies, ... mainly companies that work with 
the municipal governments. 

 
According to Hernán, the PCS “functions like a Masonic lodge ..., this is why 
they are so cohesive.” Hernán’s secretive style was in part related to his 
profound distrust of the PCS. José and he both considered that, because of 
the way the PCS controlled the FMLN, the FPL veterans could only succeed 
in their current political efforts by recurring to conspirative methods 
themselves. Hernán believed they needed to be secretive regarding their 
work in order to avoid being targeted, not only politically, but even 
physically. He thought the PCS still managed clandestine structures. “They 
have their hitmen.” 125 

At the end of the evening, José and I frequently remained in the 
FUNDABRIL office after the rest had left, to continue our conversations.126 
José considered that the veterans, and in particular the FPL veterans had so 
much accumulated experience that they would not be easily sidelined or 
manipulated, if only they managed to organize themselves in a coherent 
movement. Once organized, José thought that politicians and officials would 
handle the FPL veterans with care, because they knew that “these guys can 
cause problems.”127 Paradoxically, the veterans’ accumulated experience also 
made organizing the veterans’ movement a difficult feat. Many inherited 
conflicts and resentments, both from the time of the war as well as from the 
postwar period, were still present among the veterans, hampering the 
movement’s development. In the case of ASALVEG, the development of the 
association went very well among the FPL veterans in San Vicente and 
Usulután, but they were unable to get much support in other FPL 
strongholds like Chalatenango and El Paísnal, where local veterans’ leaders 
had a strong political presence, and preferred to work with their own local 
groups, rather than integrating within ASALVEG. The people of ASALVEG 
on the other hand were wary to accept other veteran leaders with FPL roots 
whom they thought might subvert the groups’ internal discipline.128 

José explained that many veterans rejected being submitted to a 
larger hierarchical structure, which made it hard to build a unified and 
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strong leadership. Some veterans participated in different competing 
organizing efforts simultaneously, to see which one might render greater 
benefits. According to José, the veterans themselves might often overrate the 
importance of their experience and contribution, as in “I am right because I 
fought like hell.”129 Although these difficulties sometimes irritated José, he 
had no doubt that he would continue to be involved in this and other future 
efforts with the veterans. “I can’t stop doing this because it is part of my life,” 
he told me one evening with what I perceived as a peculiar mix of 
determination and resignation.130  
 
MV-END 
 
“Welcome to the club of the dissatisfied,” Juan Carlos joked when I arrived at 
the ALGES office to participate in one of the meetings of the Movimiento de 
Veteranos del Ejército Nacional para la Democracia (MV-END), the last of the 
three veterans’ groups with which I engaged for my fieldwork.131 Because 
one leading MV-END participant was also a war-wounded active in ALGES, 
this organization had agreed to allow MV-END to use their office for their 
meetings. On warm afternoons, we would usually sit out in the back patio, 
under the almond tree and by the side of the empty pool that reminded us 
that this house had once been an upper middle class residence, before being 
re-converted into office space. 

Juan Carlos’s joke was intended to mark the difference between their 
group and the other veterans’ groups I was working with for my study. They 
considered that, even though SV-FMLN and ASALVEG were to a certain 
extent opponents and competitors, both groups responded to leadership 
cliques within the FMLN and both embraced what they called “mercantilist” 
methods: the organizing of a more or less exclusive group in order to hoard 
benefits obtained through political participation. In turn, their group, they 
said, had no ambition to access any personal benefits for veterans. Instead, 
they struggled to unmask what they saw as the capture of the FMLN by a 
new bourgeoisie that had negotiated its private interests with the Salvadoran 
oligarchy. For the time being, they were aware that they could aspire to little 
more than being “a stone in the shoe” of the powerful; in the long run, 
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however, they hoped for a grand recovery of the utopians revolutionary 
horizon.  

Like ASALVEG, MV-END was integrated in part by those that had 
been marginalized from the FMLN after the failure of the veterans’ 
movement from the period 2003-2004. Though they identified themselves as 
a political collective and regularly published a political bulletin, from what I 
saw of MV-END activities, it functioned more like a tertulia. The MV-END 
weekly meetings provided a handful of participants the opportunity to 
converse, exchange information, gossip and analyze recent political 
developments. Only occasionally the meeting would conclude with a plan 
for further political action. Mostly MV-END members seemed content to 
simply meet and participate in their ongoing conversations, while sipping 
afternoon coffee we extracted, with ALGES’ generous permission, from the 
large percolator in the office waiting room.  

MV-END was not legally constituted nor did it possess written 
internal regulations of any kind. ‘Membership’ was an informal affair. In all, I 
met two dozen participants during fieldwork. Most of them had belonged to 
the ERP previous to and during the war. Additionally, a few former RN and 
PRTC militants were active in the movement. MV-END members also 
sometimes coordinated efforts with former FPL militants involved in 
veterans’ organizing efforts outside of San Salvador. The veterans who were 
part of the inner circle of MV-END all held extensive political contacts 
outside of the group, mostly with other former cadres of the PMO they had 
participated with during the war. Their most important action radius thus 
consisted of former ERP networks. At the same time, Demetrio and several 
other members expressed strong admiration for Cayetano Carpio, and the 
MV-END had also sought contacts with a group of former FPL members who 
identified themselves as Carpio loyalists.132 However, as far as I was able to 
establish, these contacts were relatively sporadic. 

Together with Juan Carlos, Demetrio functioned as the groups’ 
informal chair. They were both ERP militants from its origins, part of what 
they proclaimed as the ERP’s Marxist wing, a group of militants inserted 
within the ERP in the 1970s. Unlike top leaders Villalobos and Ana 
Guadalupe Martínez the militants from this wing did not come from social 
Christian youth organizing circles, but possessed a revolutionary Marxist 
background. Towards the end of the war and in the first years after the Peace 
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Accords, Demetrio had withdrawn from politics for a number of years, 
mainly out of discontent with the way the ERP had evolved. In the late 1990s, 
he decided to resume political militancy, motivated in part by the weight of 
the personal losses suffered during the revolutionary process. In his words, 
“I have to continue in the name of all those whom I convinced [to join the 
revolutionary struggle] and who are now dead.”133 Juan Carlos was a war-
wounded veteran, who had witnessed the ERP’s political demise up-close. 
Afterwards, he had participated extensively in initiatives on behalf of the 
war-wounded and continued to be actively involved in a wide range of 
political initiatives in the postwar period, both inside as well as outside the 
FMLN. 

The ERP’s postwar internal conflicts had caused great bewilderment 
and left deep wounds for the former ERP militants gathered in MV-END. For 
example, one MV-END participant, a physician who had worked with the 
ERP throughout the war, expressed he still could not get his head around 
what had gotten into Villalobos. Demetrio sought answers in the past: he 
recounted precise incidents of the historical trajectory of Villalobos and the 
people around him that served as a premonition for their precipitated 
abandonment of the revolutionary project after the Peace Accords. Most ERP 
militants, the MV-END veterans said, had not supported the leaderships’ 
postwar choices, but at the time had still very much looked up to the 
leadership which quickly fended off open rebellion. They lamented that the 
behavior of the ERP leadership had squandered the standing of ERP 
militants within El Salvador’s post-insurgency, and turned the ERP militants 
into the object of pity and mock on the part of militants of other PMOs.134  
 
‘This shitty peace’: MV-END perspectives on post-insurgency 
If in the meetings with the other veterans’ groups, I functioned mostly an 
observer, only intervening in the meeting proceedings on rare occasions, 
with MV-END the dynamic was different. In fact, the meetings I attended 
consisted of little more than extended informal conversations. During these 
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conversations, the members of the group addressed me directly, and 
encouraged me to ask questions and participate with my opinions. Thus, the 
MV-END meetings I participated in largely evolved as exploratory 
conversations on the nature of El Salvador’s post-insurgent transition. 

In the first group meeting I attended took place 3 days before the 
official installation of the Funes administration. The MV-END veterans 
commented news regarding the composition of the cabinet and exchanged 
political gossip concerning the different power struggles taking place behind 
the scenes in favor or detriment of certain candidates for high-ranking 
government positions. The first rumors regarding political differences 
between Funes and the FMLN leadership had emerged. One veteran 
quipped that what remained to be seen was “who are the donkeys? Funes or 
the FMLN?” This comment received strong approval from the rest of the 
group. When the MV-END veterans discussed my research interests, they 
thought I had chosen my timing well. According to MV-END veterans, the 
transition to the Funes government meant that “now is the real 
reinsertion.”135 They referred to how former members of the top echelons of 
the guerrilla were now starting to assume privileged positions within the 
government. However, as another veteran pointed out to me some days later, 
this asseveration might also partially be true for the rank-and-file: “after the 
victory [by Funes], 1316 [the FMLN national offices] filled up with ex-
guerrilleros looking for work.” 136 
  Even though the MV-END veterans considered that the FMLN as a 
political party was something very different from the guerrilla movement 
that had existed during the war, the political imaginaries they evoked during 
the meetings were filled with references and ideas inherited from the era of 
armed struggle. In their view, the only way to be able to understand the 
FMLN today was to recur to the history of the revolutionary struggle, of how 
differences between the different PMOs, as well as subgroups within these 
PMOs, originated and developed, and how certain transcendental events in 
the revolutionary process marked the militancies of these specific groups. 
Invariably, present-day phenomena or developments within the FMLN 
would be analyzed in the group by recurring to information from the 1970s 
and 1980s, in particular to discussion of the alleged previous roles and 
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positions of current protagonists. As Marxists befit, they cherished their 
historical perspective.  

The ERP and RN leaderships’ postwar shift toward social-democratic 
political positions should be interpreted, they argued, as the leaderships’ 
return to their political origin. During the 1970s, some Catholic youth sectors 
had radicalized and entered the emerging guerrilla forces. These sectors, they 
said, ended up hegemonizing leadership positions in the ERP and the RN. 
Whereas, in the case of the PCS, the 1970s witnessed the embrace of electoral 
politics and pro-bourgeois reformism, something they returned to 
successfully in the postwar period. They thought of the FPL as a special case, 
in which the internal conflict, culminating in the events of 1983 had caused 
deep trauma and confusion among the militancy that persisted until present 
days. They referred to this as a state of ideological orphanhood, which, in 
their view, contributed to the former FPL militants being prone to accept 
clientilist arrangements. According MV-END members, former FPL sectors 
hence were “those who negotiate first” in present day politics.137  

Though apparently not a well-organized action-group, by their own 
accounts MV-END participants were inserted in an impressive range of left-
wing political initiatives. They said they did this in order to have tentacles in 
different political spaces. Their strategy was to consolidate and extend a 
network of political contacts that could help them gain influence in different 
spheres of political action in order to be able capitalize on these contacts in 
the future, when more favorable scenarios for renewed revolutionary action 
were bound to emerge. In order to make viable a new revolutionary project, 
they needed to unmask what they saw as the current FMLN’s leadership 
betrayal of this project to the PMOs’ historical constituencies. This is why 
some of the individuals that participated in MV-END had participated 
actively in the Funes campaign, whose triumph they saw as an important 
step in this direction. “So long as the population believes in this instrument 
[electoral politics], our role, within … the frame of conspiracy, is to 
accompany the population, to be always on the inside.” 

According to MV-END veterans, the postwar conflicts within the 
FMLN were not truly about the ideological course of the party, but 
concerned factional power struggles between different groups that had 
already traded in revolutionary aspirations, if they ever had them, for 
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personal interests. In contrast, the MV-END veterans claimed that when they 
entered the revolution, “we weren’t even thinking about coming out alive, 
much less of snagging ourselves a job.”  MV-END considered that the FMLN 
leadership had been relative successful in keeping the veterans subjugated 
and divided, in part because of the use of a belligerent left-wing discourse 
and in part because the veterans’ feeling of belonging with regard to the 
FMLN was frequently and easily manipulated. In the view of MV-END 
veterans, the connectedness of the veterans to their former PMO identities, 
“their umbilical cord,” in Demetrio’s words, allowed the leadership to play 
on pre-existing loyalties and divisions, and to use the veterans together with 
the former PMO supporters as “cattle with which to win [a favorable] 
correlation [of power]” in the political playing field.138 Juan Carlos seconded 
this appreciation. 
 

Now-a-days being a Leftist is: ‘look, how many [supporters] do you have in your 
community?’ ‘I have twenty!’ ‘Okay, come here, we will sign you up. And you?’ 
‘Fifty!’ …It is only about seeing how many I have, how many you have; more than 
that, there is nothing. … What they want is a herd of people who will show up! 
Yes! …What it comes down to is … he who has more head of cattle is the best 
leader and the most Leftist in this country!139 

 
Like the people at FUNDABRIL, MV-END considered that the PCS had been 
more astute at playing the field of postwar electoral politics than the other 
PMOs. In their mind, the ideological problem of the PCS was that they 
confused being a communist with being a member of the Communist Party. 
Historically and presently, the PCS was at far distance from what MV-END 
considered to be consistent Marxist positions and practices. Borrowing parts 
of Trotsky’s indictment of Stalin, they considered that the PCS had 
denaturalized popular participation in the party, established a bureaucracy 
with totalitarian tendencies and nurtured manipulative electoralist practices. 
Among each other, the party bureaucrats engaged in what they called 
“political cannibalism,” a practice they defined as “the fight to the death for 
political decision making posts with the [FMLN] instrument.”140 

“This shitty peace: what has it been good for?” was one of Juan 
Carlos’ questions. In the MV-END veterans’ opinion, peace had really been 
more of an obstacle than a gain in terms of achieving the revolutionary 
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transformation they aspired for.141 They considered that “for Marxist sectors, 
[the revolution] is still an outstanding debt because their nature is anti-
system, anti-capitalist and by means of the armed struggle, to develop 
socialism.”142 The main logic within which the MV-END framed its own 
participation in post-insurgent politics was that of unmasking the FMLN’s 
transformation into a counterrevolutionary force as a pre-condition to 
building a popular revolutionary alternative to the FMLN.  

Even if they did see armed struggle as a phase that would probably 
be necessary once more in the future, as far as I was able to determine, the 
MV-END veterans were not actively preparing for this type of actions or 
confrontations. True, as experienced conspirers, they would have not let me 
in on such activities, should they have been involved. What they told me was 
that they considered that the political conditions that might make armed 
struggle viable were still relatively far away, and required a deepening of the 
crisis within the capitalist system as well as within the FMLN. Inserted in 
different political spaces and initiatives, MV-END participants saw their 
participation in numerous political organizations and initiatives as “a space 
in which to accumulate [support] and to conspire for the construction of 
popular power.”143 In this sense, their participation could sometimes be 
directed at helping a particular political initiative fail or succeed, or 
alternatively, help it radicalize. Simply gaining political contacts, knowledge 
and influence for future purposes could be a benefit.  

Their declared loyalty to the revolution did not stop several 
participants in the MV-END meetings from also pursuing and obtaining 
government jobs towards the end of 2009 and early 2010. This became 
possible mainly because a few former senior ERP cadres had obtained 
important positions in the Funes government. During a MV-END meeting, 
Demetrio rejected that this was selling-out but instead explained the move as 
an opportunity to broaden their conspirative networks. 
 

We are also interested in inserting ourselves within government structures 
[another participant interrupts: ‘yes, that’s it.’] We are trying to have influence, to 
place the greatest number of people possible [within government entities] and we 
are making progress. I am now a bureaucrat [he laughs] … . This is how it is, … 
you slowly go about inserting oneself within the structure and there one has to do 
organizing work because there are other conspirators, on both sides … .  So the 
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question is who wins hegemony and control? So this is a new challenge that we 
face as veterans.144 

 
Outside of the meeting, Demetrio smilingly informed me that his new job 
had also been a highly welcome relief given his personal financial situation.  
 
“We better be prepared”  
Evaristo was one of the political contacts that MV-END worked with or, 
perhaps more precisely, co-conspired with. Evaristo was a former FPL 
combatant from Chalatenango involved in several political initiatives in 
which MV-END veterans participated, including that of organizing 
disgruntled FMLN veterans. Although Demetrio told me that he did not trust 
him entirely, he said they coincided in terms of revolutionary disposition. At 
FUNDABRIL they had also mentioned Evaristo several times to me. The FPL 
veterans there considered him difficult to work with. Some had told me he 
was a “radical” or “un macho sin dueño.”145 Other veterans suspected him of 
being an infiltrator financed by the Right.146  

My first meeting with Evaristo doubled as a cheerful re-encounter. It 
turned out we knew each other from back when I lived in Chalatenango, and 
when he identified himself by a different name. We had common friends, 
and had met and conversed several times back then. Evaristo was somewhat 
of a legend among former rank-and-file FPL combatants in Chalatenango, 
because of his wartime achievements. He had become a combatant while still 
a child and, surpassing many of his elders in skill and valor, he had been 
selected for the FPL’s Special Forces. Evaristo’s body was riddled with scars, 
souvenirs of countless combat engagements. After the Peace Accords, 
Evaristo had become part of the PNC. Simultaneously, he had gone back to 
school and studied law. Even though he had not yet graduated, he now 
worked as a lawyer, in his words, as a way of helping compas with the 
different legal troubles they encountered.  

Evaristo was known to offer fierce criticism of the party, which 
curiously enough did not prevent him from working extensively inside and 
around the party, both in the veterans’ movement as well as in local electoral 
politics. Like the MV-END veterans, Evaristo participated in several different 
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political arenas, and in a range of different capacities. He said that the fact 
that the FMLN leadership had betrayed the revolution was not an 
impediment for him to work with the party, at different times, in order to 
obtain favorable political influence for the veterans, so he explained in our 
conversations.147 

In Evaristo’s view, the prominent role of the comandantes in the 
postwar FMLN trumped the political development of the revolutionary 
middle cadre and rank-and-file, and hampered the growth and innovation of 
revolutionary thought among these subordinated groups.  
 

Some party functionaries have been so cruel as to say: …‘the only thing you [ex-
combatants] know how to do is to fire bullets!’ … If you say this to someone you 
are killing him … ideologically. ... [A combatant] is not just someone who fires 
bullets. This was a particular form of struggle, valuable in the given moment … in 
fact, without this form of struggle we would not be in this new moment [today]. 
…When you treat a combatant, who has analytic capability, this way, he says [to 
himself]: ‘these bastards used me …, and now I am no one in this revolutionary 
process.’148 

 
Evaristo, on the contrary, looked at the former combatants as the country’s 
true revolutionary vanguard in need of recovering its historical role. While 
the exercise of power and the accumulation of privilege had corrupted many 
of the former comandantes, Evaristo considered that many former 
combatants still possessed revolutionary clarity, expressed in their loyalty to 
the doctrines they were educated with, like that of ‘revolution or death.’ He 
considered that both the CRS current in the party as well as the reformist had 
demonstrated that they had little to contribute in terms of fulfilling the 
people’s revolutionary aspirations. What Evaristo claimed to be working on 
was the formation of new revolutionary leadership drawing upon veterans, 
which was to be attained by the return of ideological training and debate 
among the veterans in combination with increased access to party positions 
and public office for the previously marginalized, ‘ideologically pure’ 
veterans. Evaristo and his supporters tried to achieve this by competing 
locally with the official party candidates, knowing that many of the local 
party affiliates were ex-combatants (potentially) sympathetic to his cause.149 
From what I was able to gather, most of the prominent members of the party 

147 Fieldnotes (20-02-2012).  
148 Interview with Evaristo (15-12-2009). 
149 Based on interview with Evaristo (15-12-2009) and fieldnotes (15-12-2009, 28-03-2010, 20-02-2012). 



 

in Chalatenango despised Evaristo, but his figure had significant appeal 
among the former FPL rank-and-file, who saw him as one of their own, as a 
new leader who had emerged from their ranks.  

It seemed to me that Evaristo activism was as much social as political. 
In his free hours, Evaristo was always looking up former comrades. His 
friends, the people he was close to, the people he felt at home with, were his 
former FPL comrades, the family that had been formed during the war, at the 
front in Chalatenango. At the end of my fieldwork period, Evaristo invited 
me to join him on a family outing to the Sumpul River before saying our 
goodbyes. As I had been working elsewhere in Chalatenango the previous 
day, we met at the river around noon. Evaristo had bought fried chicken in 
Chalatenango City, and had picked up half a dozen relatives in his car on the 
way to the river, who had brought baskets with tortillas and hard-boiled 
eggs. Several FPL veterans from Chalatenango befriended by Evaristo also 
joined us that day. After we all ate together, the children went swimming, 
and I sat down with Evaristo and the other veterans in a shady spot by the 
side of the river.  

One of Evaristo’s friends was visiting from Sweden, where he had 
lived in exile with his family since he had deserted the front, after one of the 
FPL comandantes had threatened to kill him. Another one had been working 
for many years as a personal bodyguard for a top FPL leader, but had 
become fed-up, and was now trying to set up a business, apparently with 
little success. The main topic that afternoon was talk about which FPL 
leaders had screwed them over, and which ones had stood up for them. Then 
the conversation turned to radical politics. If the leadership continued to 
squander the gains of the armed struggle, Evaristo suggested it was only a 
matter of time before war would return. “We better be prepared,” he said, 
with what seemed to me a mix of bitterness and temerity. His friends smiled 
and said nothing.150  
  
Epilogue: the FMLN veterans obtain a benefit program 
 
When I finished my year of fieldwork and returned to the Netherlands in 
April of 2010, the FMLN veterans were only beginning to become the subject 
of new government policies directed at them. In subsequent months, 
veterans’ organizing intensified further as the opportunities to become 

150 Fieldnotes (28-03-2010). 



 

involved in a government benefit program became more concrete. I 
documented this process in two follow-up visits (May-June 2011 and 
February 2012), complemented with newspaper coverage and electronic 
communication with several veterans, I present these findings here because 
they offer additional and complementary findings that help comprehend 
FMLN veterans’ politics in its broader context.  
 
A government roundtable for FMLN veterans 
On August 16, 2010, Alex Segovia, one of the President’s closest personal 
advisors and head of the Secretaría Técnica de la Presidencia (STP),151 
inaugurated a roundtable with different FMLN veterans’ groups to discuss 
the outline of specific socio-economic program directed at FMLN veterans.152 
Between August 2010 and June 2011, the round table formally incorporated 
14 different associations of FMLN veterans.153 As we saw previously in this 
chapter, of the groups that I had included in my fieldwork, ASALVEG was 
particularly active in this initiative from its early stages on. Like ASALVEG, 
several other veterans’ groups had been set up, re-organized or re-energized 
in anticipation of this platform for dialogue with the government. Some 
groups were organized territorially, others by PMO affiliation, or a 
combination of these. They all claimed to represent significant numbers, but 
in most cases, government officials had no idea of how many veterans 
belonged to each group.154   

With the roundtable installed, the veterans’ associations clustered in 
two blocks (CONAVERS and Concertación Nacional).155 Former FPL middle 
cadres headed both clusters, and both also included smaller veterans’ groups 
with different PMO roots. While ASALVEG was the leading organization for 
the Concertación, the most important base for CONAVERS were the FPL 
veterans’ associations from El Paísnal and Chalatenango. The STP granted 
the different participating veterans’ groups a small budget to help cover part 
of the organizing and transportation costs incurred by the representatives.156 
According to a government document, the development of the roundtable 

151 Technical Secretariat of the Presidency. 
152 Interview with a STP government official (01-06-2011); see also STP (2012, 3-4). 
153 Interview with a STP government official (01-06-2011). 
154 Interview with a STP government official (01-06-2011). 
155 CONAVERS stands for ‘Coordinadora Nacional de Asociaciones de Veteranos y Veteranas Revolucionarios 
Salvadoreños del FMLN’ (National Coordinator of Associations of Salvadoran Revolutionary FMLN Veterans). 
Concertación Nacional loosely translates as National Coalition. 
156 Interview with José (26-05-2011). Fieldnotes (01-06-2011, 20-02-2012). 



 

process then proceeded as follows. 
 

Both entities [CONAVERS and Concertación Nacional] agreed with the Technical 
Secretariat of the Presidency’s proposal to orient the round table dialogue towards 
the creation of an integrated program for men and women veterans in order to 
attend to the sector’s basic needs and to work for their dignified insertion within 
national life. It is within this context that an agreement was reached to carry out a 
nation-wide registration process of Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front 
(FMLN) Veterans. This way they could identify their current conditions and needs 
as input for the definition of an integral program. (STP 2012, 4)  

 
The government’s registration process was directed at “those who formed 
part of one of the historic organizations which constituted the FMLN during 
the armed conflict and who were called [to register] by one of the different 
organizations participating in the veterans’ round table dialogue” (STP 2012, 
5). In coordination with the veterans’ groups, Segovia’s team set up 78 
registration “events” across the country, in which STP personnel registered 
the veteran’s personal data and filled out a brief socio-economic 
questionnaire for each veteran. The STP registered 25,401 veterans over a 
period of 3 months (February-May 2011). The collected socio-economic data 
indicated that these veterans mostly subsisted by means of agricultural 
activities (55.6%) and suffered widespread poverty: “as a group they have an 
overall poverty rate of 86.9%, significantly above the national average of 
36.5%” (STP 2012, 15).157  

Interestingly, 70% of those registered had not participated in the UN 
demobilization process (STP 2012, 23). Throughout the process, the different 
veterans’ groups privately accused each other of trying to include people that 
were not truly veterans. At the roundtable, the veterans agreed to include a 
screening mechanism by which all those who registered had to “identify the 
historic organization in which they were active, identify the type of unit or 
structure to which they belonged, indicate their pseudonym, the name or 
pseudonym of their two last leaders and provide the name or pseudonym of 
three living veterans who knew them [during the war]” (STP 2012, 5). In 
practice, these dispositions would still allow the veterans’ groups to include 

157 The difference between the census and the sample I presented in the previous chapter with regard to the 
number of veterans who depend on agricultural activities for survival is quite remarkable: 55.6% in the 
government survey and 20% in my own survey. I suspect this is mainly due to the survey method employed. In 
the STP survey, the data were based on voluntary inscription into a census and with the perceived purpose of 
serving as vehicle for a government support program for the (proclaimed) veterans inscribed. By design, the 
government sample also disregarded the veterans not present in El Salvador at the time of the survey. 



 

some non-veterans in the process, but only with coaching. However, it would 
be impossible to include non-veterans indiscriminately.158 

The three veterans’ organizations that I followed during my 
fieldwork period responded to the roundtable initiative in different ways. 
While ASALVEG was at the forefront, MV-END did not participate directly 
in the roundtable, but made sure they had a foot in the door with several of 
the participating veterans’ groups. On the other hand, Alemán doubted 
whether SV-FMLN should participate in the process or not. He rejected the 
idea of joining the roundtable as yet another veterans’ association, since he 
wanted to emphasize the different nature of his group, which expressed itself 
not as a separate association but as veterans integrated organically into the 
party. Initially, Alemán’s orientation for the FMLN veterans was to not 
participate in the registration. At the last minute, in a move apparently to 
avoid being left out of the registration process completely, Alemán did urge 
the veterans in his group to register, and organized buses to bring them to 
San Salvador.159 However, SV-FMLN continued to abstain from institutional 
participation in the roundtable process. 

The STP initiative had a large impact on the FMLN veterans’ 
movement, triggering the reorganization and mobilization of different 
networks mostly based on the remnants of the 2003-2004 veterans’ 
organizing efforts. Many new groups were launched, and groups only 
existing informally adopted a name to guarantee representation, and 
sometimes, but not always, also backed up the name with a formal 
organizational structure and statutes.160 The FMLN veterans’ movement in 
2011 could be divided in 4 segments, which apart from Concertación and 
CONAVERS included SV-FMLN and MV-END.161 As evident below, many 
of the organizations were set up in the course of the roundtable process itself, 
as a way for networks of veterans to obtain a formal status.  

158 Interview with José (26-05-2011). 
159 Personal correspondence (27-04-2011). Interview with José (26-05-2011). 
160 I thank Liliana Trejo for her assistance in consulting with the different veterans’ movement participants on 
the full names and dates of establishment of the different organizations involved in Concertación Nacional and 
CONAVERS. Additional information was collected in an interview with Memo (26-01-2010) and with a STP 
government official (01-06-2011). After June 2011, a few additional veterans’ groups emerged and applied to 
be accepted on the round table. These are not included in the present overview.  
161 This summary shows that, apart from ALGES, the other war-wounded organizations established over the 
years now also participated in the veteran movement’s coordination efforts. During the remainder of 2011 
and in 2012, several other organizations appeared that also attempted to come on board on the roundtable. 
Furthermore, different veterans’ groups would sometimes change their political allegiances on the roundtable 
in the course of time. A volatile political movement, even the coordinators of the Concertación and CONAVERS 
had difficulties keeping track of exactly which groups were on board.  



 

Table 7.1 FMLN veterans’ movement overview (June 2011 situation) 
SV-FMLN (2003) 
 

Sector de Veteranos del FMLN 
 

Strategy: gain political 
influenceby participation 
inside the FMLN party 
apparatus. Not a 
roundtable member. 

Concertación Nacional (2010) 

ASALVEG (2009) 
Asociación Salvadoreña de Veteranos y Veteranas de Guerra 
‘Farabundo Martí’ 
ASALDIG (1992) 
Asociación Salvadoreña de Lisiados y Discapacitados de Guerra 
AVDIES (2006) 
Asociación de Veteranos para el Desarrollo Integral 
COMANDANTE GONZALO (2010) 
Asociación Comandante Gonzalo 
AVERSAL (?) 
Asociación de Veteranos Revolucionarios Salvadoreños 
AVERD (2008) 
Asociación de Veteranos Roque Dalton 
FUNDALIDDI (2000) 
Fundación de Lisiados y Discapacitados para el Desarrollo 
Integral 
 

Strategy: gain political 
influence through the STP 
roundtable platform.  

CONAVERS (2010) 

AVEELSALCOMAR (2010) 
Asociación de Veteranos de Guerra Comandante Marcial 
AVRAZ (2005) 
Asociación de Veteranos Rafael Arce Zablah 
ASVERS (2010) 
Asociación de Veteranos Revolucionarios Salvadoreños 
AVERCH (2010) 
Asociación de Veteranos Revolucionarios de Chalatenango 
ADG EL SALVADOR (2005) 
Asociación de Discapacitados de Guerra de El Salvador 
AVEGUEFOFA (2010) 
Asociación de Veteranos de Guerra Frente Occidental Feliciano 
Ama 
ASOVET (2010) 
Asociación de Veteranos y Veteranas del FMLN histórico 12 de 
abril 
 

 
Strategy: gain political 
influence through the STP 
roundtable platform. 

MV-END (2005) 
Movimiento de Veteranos del Ejército Nacional para la 
Democracia 
 

Unaligned, while trying to 
build hidden network in 
different groups. Not a 
roundtable member.  



 

The launch of the program 
With the census concluded and the basic organizational framework of the 
new roundtable veterans’ movement in place, the STP subsequently 
projected the veterans as a subject of public political interest. In January of 
2012, in the framework of the 20th anniversary celebrations of the Peace 
Accords, President Funes formally launched the new government program 
for FMLN veterans before an audience mobilized by the different groups of 
the STP roundtable. Digital newspaper El Faro pointed out that Funes 
“argued that the preceding governments prioritized the care for ex 
combatants from the armed forces, and that now, as an act of justice, he 
would develop this program to aid the ex guerrillas.”162 

 
The great historic shortcoming of the Salvadoran government is, precisely, that of 
not having recognized the rights of the veterans, the true democracy for which you 
fought,” stated Funes. …The initiative included, among other measures, the 
National Health Care Program, the immediate inclusion of 3,400 mothers and 
fathers of combatants who died in the conflict, within the Pension Fund (3 million 
will be earmarked per year); and the payment of a pension to veterans over 70 
years old.  The government will invest 7 million dollars in the implementation of 
the program and another 16 million through 2014.163 

 
Curiously, two days before Funes announced the new benefit program, a 
small group of FMLN veterans and war-wounded occupied the San Salvador 
cathedral to launch several new demands. Concertación Nacional members 
AVERSAL and FUNDELIDDI were involved in this protest. The MV-END 
veterans said they supported the occupation, since in their mind it helped 
disclose the limited disposition and tolerance the Funes government actually 
had for veterans and war-wounded.164 ASALVEG veterans on the other hand 
considered the occupation an act of desperation by a few veteran leaders 
with tiny constituencies who had little influence with other members of the 
roundtable, and had little to show for their presence there.165 The Catholic 
Church hierarchy complained repeatedly and bitterly about the occupation, 
which interfered with religious activities at the nations’ most important 

162 ‘Funes anuncia plan de atención a miles de exguerrilleros,’ El Faro, January 18, 2012. Available at 
http://www.elfaro.net/es/201201/noticias/7169/; accessed: May 5, 2012. 
163 ‘Presentan Programa de Atención a Veteranos del FMLN,’ El Diario de Hoy, January 13, 2012; See also, 
‘Presidente Funes anuncia programa de beneficios para veteranos y veteranas del FMLN,’ Diario Co Latino, 
January 14, 2012; and ‘Funes anuncia beneficios para los veteranos de guerra FMLN,’ La Prensa Gráfica, 
January 14, 20112. 
164 Fieldnotes (20-02-2012). 
165 Fieldnotes (20-02-2012). 



 

temple. They considered that the veterans were disrespecting the church and 
needed to find other ways to express their demands. The Human Rights 
Ombudsman Office tried to negotiate with the veterans to convince them to 
abandon the cathedral. The veterans finally left the building on April 16, 2012 
after 96 days of occupation. It was announced to the press that they had 
negotiated, with the mediation of prominent church members and human 
rights defenders, a personal meeting with the head of the STP to discuss their 
demands.166 

On May 26, 2012, Funes attended a massive event in which social 
movement organizations rallied in his support on the third anniversary of his 
government. The event took place in the largest convention center of the 
country, with an estimated attendance of 50,000 to 60,000 people. The 
veterans of CONAVERS and Concertación figured among the organizers of 
the event, which took on the character of a political rally.167 Funes called on 
the crowd to build a “national alliance to deepen the changes” and to 
“overcome the systematic, iron opposition of these groups which lost their 
privileges and want to recover them in 2014 [year of the next presidential 
elections].”168 During the event, the veterans present petitioned the President 
to promote a new law that would benefit the veterans and their families in a 
permanent manner.169 With the achievement of a socio-economic package, 
the next big step on the agenda of the veterans’ associations was to win the 
passage of legislation that would guarantee future benefits and protection.170 

Leaders of the veterans’ associations like ASALVEG considered that 
the organizing and mobilization efforts in the period 2009-2012 had 
demonstrated that these groups were a political force to be reckoned with. 
One of them told me that the main political wager behind the scenes 
revolved around using the veterans’ movement as a stepping-stone in the 
construction of a ‘third path,’ a social-democratic popular force that might 
occupy the void in the political middle left by ARENA and FMLN. Some of 
the people around Funes were interested in building such a movement in 

166 See coverage in local newspapers: ‘Sindicatos piden solución a demandas de ex combatientes,’ Diario Co 
Latino, February 23, 2012; ‘Arzobispo exige le devuelvan catedral,’ El Diario de Hoy, March 19, 2012; ‘Conflicto 
por toma de catedral sigue sin resolverse,’ Diario Co Latino, March 19, 2012; ‘Tras 96 días, abren puertas de 
Catedral,’ El Mundo, April 16, 2012; ‘Arzobispo dice que ocupación de catedral es sacrilegio,’ El Mundo, April 8, 
2012. 
167 ‘Presidente Funes recibe apoyo de organizaciones sociales,’ Diario Co Latino, May 28, 2012; and ‘Presidente 
Funes se compromete a dejar un país con cambios irreversibles,’ Diario Co Latino, May 28, 2012. 
168 ‘Funes le hace guiño al pueblo antes de 1 junio,’ El Diario de Hoy, May 27, 2012. 
169 ‘Funes llama a formación de la unidad por el cambio,’ La Prensa Gráfica, May 27, 2012.  
170 Fieldnotes (20-02-2012). See also ‘Boletín Informativo FUNDABRIL,’ Year 1, No. 5 (August 2012).  



 

order to try to extend their political influence beyond the 2009-2014 
Presidency. The veterans were interested in gaining political influence in this 
emerging scenario, but they were wary of being forced to take a public stand 
in opposition to the FMLN. ASALVEG, I was told, was more interested in the 
possibility of the FMLN’s having to compromise and negotiate with sectors 
like themselves in order to be able to win the 2014 elections. Several 
prominent ASALVEG members opposed moving too far from the FMLN. 
The association was trying to build alliances, looking for leverage to get the 
FMLN to be interested in negotiating and making concessions to the 
veterans.171 “I can tell you that the veterans are now in effervescence,” an 
ASALVEG activist emailed me in an August 2012 update of the movement’s 
political situation.172 
 
Conclusions: the making of the FMLN veterans’ movement 
 
FMLN veterans emerged as a political category in the early 2000s, and have 
since played an important role in and around the FMLN. Their ascendency 
constitutes a powerful reminder of the wartime roots of present-day 
Salvadoran political relationships. At the heart of veterans’ politics lies the 
argument that the FMLN accumulated substantial interpersonal debts in the 
process of the revolutionary war, debts that require retribution. Beyond 
proclaimed ideological differences; the different veterans’ organizations 
share the same central issue of contention: the struggle over the distribution 
of the resources the FMLN has been able to obtain as a result of its 
performance as a political party. The initial choice to do fieldwork with three 
different groups representing different political positions among the FMLN 
veterans allowed me to get a better understanding of the movement’s 
complex internal politics. At their core, the different veterans’ organizations 
respond to remnants of PMO networks adjusting to and seeking to insert 
themselves in the post-insurgent political field. Veterans’ politics serves as a 
springboard for the participation in post-insurgent politics. 

In these efforts, the veterans make use of (and are sometimes 
burdened by) the revolution’s accumulated political history. The veterans 
from the different groups I worked with explained their ideological stances 
in veterans’ organizing with frequent references to historical PMO relations 

171 Based on conversations and personal correspondence with members of ASALVEG and MV-END. Fieldnotes 
(20-02-2012).   
172 Personal correspondence (17-08-2012). 



 

and the FMLN’s postwar internal conflicts. The distinct trajectory of the 
veterans’ movement itself also provided the participants experiences that 
explained and justified their actions. Therefore, I considered it essential to 
start the chapter with an overview of FMLN veterans’ organizing in the last 
decade. This longitudinal perspective was necessary to provide the context in 
which their ongoing political efforts in 2009-2012 acquired their meaning for 
the participants. The affiliations, conflicts and ruptures that occurred during 
the first wave of veterans’ organizing in 2003-2004 continued to play an 
important role in shaping the field of veterans’ organizing what could be 
seen as a ‘second wave,’ set in motion with the Funes presidency. 

Of the different groups I studied, SV-FMLN provided most insights 
into the internal dynamics of the FMLN as a political party. It showed how 
internal FMLN veterans’ organizing functioned as a distinctive component of 
party militancy, as an element of distinction that allowed the veterans, and 
their leadership, to claim status within the party as well as access to 
resources related to party politics, such as government jobs. The proceedings 
during the veterans’ meetings spoke of the ongoing internal political struggle 
regarding the relative importance of veteran status within the FMLN, under 
the umbrella of party loyalty. The sector tried to strengthen their status by 
emphasizing their historical contribution, by framing themselves as a moral 
reserve and by contributing to a range of party activities with their 
participation. Reasoning that without the contribution of those who fought 
the revolutionary war, the FMLN leaders would have never gotten as far as 
they had, the veterans repeatedly manifested that party leadership 
demonstrated too little sympathy for their plight and too little appreciation 
for their political efforts, which sometimes led to outbursts of frustration.  

The experience of FUNDABRIL evidenced the political relevance of 
historical PMO networks even in times when their political position might 
not be very favorable. FUNDABRIL functioned as a sort of reservoir of 
former PMO relations. As the context shifted with the Funes presidency, the 
connections that converged at FUNDABRIL became important to help build 
a new FMLN veterans’ association. The fieldwork findings indicated that the 
emergence of ASALVEG responded not so much to the rise of a new political 
actor, but could be more aptly characterized as a reconversion of part of the 
historical FPL networks into an organizational form befitting the emerging 
circumstances of the Funes presidency. In fact, a close look at the process of 
the round table demonstrated that it was not so much the political pressure 



 

of groups like ASALVEG that prompted the government to establish a 
program for veterans, but rather the promise of a possible program that 
prompted veterans’ groups to (re)organize and manifest themselves. Beyond 
the pursuit of sectorial benefits, ASALVEG and the roundtable installed by 
the STP allowed a group of FPL veterans to re-insert themselves within El 
Salvador’s political arena, through the effort of building and negotiating 
political alliances, preparing for the 2014 elections, and positioning 
themselves advantageously as per the allocations of power and resources 
that would follow. 

MV-END attempted to adhere to its revolutionary past to an even 
greater extent than the other two veterans’ organizations I studied. They 
qualified themselves as “veterans who are not yet ideologically 
reinserted.”173 In that line of thinking, MV-END embraced the second 
meaning of veteran: that of ‘experienced’ rather than that of ‘former.’ Being a 
revolutionary was a lifelong commitment, to renounce revolutionary ideals a 
form of treason, they considered. The group attempted to re-enact the 
conspirative methods of the 1970s, expanding clandestine networks 
integrated in different movements and institutions, in order to accumulate 
influence that might enable them to rekindle the revolutionary fire should 
the economic and political crisis deepen, as they were convinced would 
occur. At the same time, the concrete results of MV-END’s work remained 
unclear to me throughout the fieldwork period, which led me to suspect that 
MV-END’s actual capacities were far-removed from the ambitions they 
expressed.  

My fieldwork clearly points at clientelism as the key political practice 
driving the FMLN veterans’ movement. SV-FMLN, ASALVEG and MV-END 
were all involved in clientelist practices, albeit to different degrees and with 
different particular emphasis. SV-FMLN was particularly interested in and 
relatively successful at getting FMLN officials to earmark job positions for 
veterans in government institutions. They also attempted to influence the 
territorial distribution of state benefits, for example through the Ministry of 
Agriculture, but apparently only with limited success. Members from 
ASALVEG and MV-END also profited from access to government jobs, 
through new government officials with roots in PMO networks, but less 
systematically then SV-FMLN, and with fewer possibilities to include the 
rank-and-file. ASALVEG’s main pursuit was to get its people on board in the 

173 MV-END participation in a public event (27-05-2011). 



 

government program that resulted from the roundtable, which they hoped 
would translate into benefits for their affiliates as well as in political and 
organizational consolidation for ASALVEG as a key mediator between 
veteran constituencies, the government and other political actors. MV-END 
justified their access to government jobs as a way to expand their 
conspirative networks. In fact, members of different groups would often 
speak critically of the clientelism that the other groups engaged in, but rarely 
reflected on their own clientelist practices, whose successes they often 
presented to me as a source of their organization’s legitimacy. The ability to 
negotiate access to state jobs and benefits constituted concrete and 
unquestionable proof of political leverage, both within and outside of the 
FMLN. It was expected that veterans’ activism might open up professional 
opportunities of various sizes. As a rule, such opportunities tended to be 
more modest for the rank-and-file, and more sizeable for members of the 
leadership.  

The other phenomenon I came across frequently during fieldwork 
was the pervasiveness of conspirational thinking within the veterans’ 
movement. More than a phantom of the past, conspirational practices were 
seen as necessary to protect group interests from political contenders and 
enemies. For the participants in MV-END and FUNDABRIL-ASALVEG, it 
was their initial lack of conspirative elaboration that had made them lose 
influence within the FMLN after the war. The lesson they had extracted was 
that their own postwar naïveté had contributed to their loss of political 
ground compared to those who they considered had learned to conspire in 
an electoral context. For SV-FMLN, infiltrators and potential traitors were the 
enemy within the FMLN. Their task, as they saw it, was to protect 
themselves and the party from such enemies. Incidents that indicated 
conspirational activities, like the alleged fraud in the internal elections of 
2003 or the case of Mario Belloso in 2006, served to multiply speculations 
regarding conspiracies past and present. The mutual suspicions contributed 
to a climate of strong distrust among the different organizations within the 
veterans’ movement. As a researcher, I found I was not necessary trusted 
because of my previous insurgent affiliation. Instead, I found myself partially 
absorbed into the particular dynamics of distrust that prevailed among the 
veterans and between the distinct factions.  

Under Funes, new political territories opened up for the FMLN 
veterans. On the one hand, the veterans saw the FMLN presidency as an 



 

opportunity to cash in on their historical contribution to the FMLN’s political 
ascendency. In this way, the veterans entered into the logic of the FMLN’s 
lower echelons lobbying and pressuring the higher echelons entering senior 
government positions to provide opportunities for them. On the other hand, 
some new government officials who were not FMLN militants were looking 
for ways to create social bases with territorial political structures, as a way to 
organize government programs. Indeed, the figures the government 
presented in 2012 on the supposed universe of FMLN veterans in the country 
said more about the particular logic with which they pursued registration of 
potential beneficiaries for the program, than it did the actual population 
numbers or status of FMLN veterans in the country. According to the 
veterans involved, the government officials’ underlying objective was to 
create popular constituencies that were not (fully) controlled by the FMLN. 
Although I was unable to obtain formal confirmation of this information 
from the side of the government, I suspected the veterans were right, since 
such a move would help reduce Funes’ dependency on the FMLN. Its 
practical use was demonstrated in May 2012, when Funes filled the National 
Convention Center without the FMLN summoning its militants to attend. 

More than the other two case studies, my fieldwork with the FMLN 
veterans’ movement provided deep immersion into the political practices of 
Salvadoran post-insurgency. It was through ethnographic observation that I 
became aware of the extent to which the FMLN veterans have developed 
their own distinct ‘style’ of politics, a style that combines practices acquired 
during the era of armed struggle with those of political patronage. 
Navigating the historical intricacies of FMLN politics, the veterans sought to 
build and sustain constituencies in order to gain privileged access to State 
resources disputed by electoral contenders. The next and final chapter of this 
study places the experience of the FMLN veterans’ movement within a 
broader concluding reflection on the social genealogy of post-insurgency in 
El Salvador.  
 

 



Chapter 8. Conclusions 
 

Hannah Arendt1 
 
Introduction 
 
The central research question presented in the introduction for this study 
was: what postwar accommodations took place in the relations that 
previously sustained the Salvadoran insurgent movement? In this 
concluding chapter I briefly review my main empirical findings and offer 
some concluding reflections on the nature and character of El Salvador’s 
post-insurgent accommodations. Furthermore, I examine the implications of 
my findings for post-insurgency as a theoretical concept. Finally, I outline 
this study’s contribution to scholarship on postwar transition in El Salvador 
and elsewhere. My central argument is that the contentious accommodation 
of internal relationships played a central role in the postwar development of 
El Salvador’s former insurgent movement. 
 
The multifaceted process of post-insurgent accommodation 
 
In the introductory chapter, I explored how the experience of insurgency, 
and in particular, its accumulated interpersonal relations, still echo through 
in the life of El Salvador’s former insurgents, two decades after the end of the 
war. In particular, I called attention to the entanglements of former 
insurgents’ personal life trajectories with the postwar itineraries of the 
political-military organizations they had previously integrated. In chapter 2 I 
argued that it would be unreasonable to presume that the accumulated 
relationships of insurgency would simply ‘dissolve’ after the Peace Accords, 
considering that revolutionary struggle and insurgency hinged on the 
building of tightly-knit political-military organizations, involving a large 
hierarchical web of relationships among participants. Much more than 
simple demobilization, the circumstances of peace instead would propel 
multiple adjustments and adaptations in participant relations, as former 
insurgents sought to position themselves personally and collectively in an 
emerging postwar context. I defined the concept of post-insurgency as a 

1 From Crisis of the Republic (1972, 78). 



historically constructed space of relationships between multiple social agents 
who were previously connected through participation in the insurgency. I 
argued that we should think of this space as a particular social field. I also 
pointed out that within post-insurgency as a social field, different sub-groups 
and individuals might hold different cards and might seek to position 
themselves or to benefit from the emerging circumstances in different ways. 

In chapter 3 I provided a relational account of the development of El 
Salvador’s insurgent movement. I showed how, based primarily on the 
Marxist-Leninist PMO model, El Salvador’s insurgents built a strong and 
variegated web of relations and organizations that allowed them to 
accumulate resources and exercise effective political power among 
significant constituencies. Even if the insurgents were unable to defeat the 
government army and take over central state power, they were not so far 
removed from reaching that goal on a few occasions during the armed 
conflict.  

The relationships forged within the framework of the revolutionary 
movement before and during the war impacted very significantly on 
Salvadoran society. For those individuals and groups that incorporated into 
the insurgency in one way or the other, revolutionary participation translated 
into a drastic reshaping of social relations. The different relationships that 
were established and infused with meaning during the process of insurgency 
far surpassed the strictly political. They encompassed, for those involved, 
many different economic and social aspects of life.  

By clarifying clandestine connections and delving into how the PMOs 
functioned at different times, chapter 3 provided a map of the social 
development of El Salvador’s revolutionary movement. I demonstrated the 
extent to which this process was dominated by and segmented through the 
five PMOs, all with their different fronts, internal relations, and support 
structures. This approach revealed the connections, but also the underlying 
tensions and fissures among and within the Salvadoran insurgent groups. As 
becomes clear in subsequent chapters, such apprehensions would attain 
considerable relevance in the experience of post-insurgency.  

The Peace Accords endowed insurgent participants with new social, 
economic and political resources with which to participate in Salvadoran 
society. Chapter 4 offered an initial outline of the post-insurgent 
accommodations that resulted, looking at military, political and socio-
economic dimensions, and exploring the interrelations between the different 



adjustments and transformations. It showed that, even though the former 
insurgents were relatively successful in reconverting their organizational 
infrastructure to fit the new circumstances, this put enormous pressure on 
the internal cohesion of the PMOs. 

The intricacies of postwar accommodations contributed to a sense of 
defeat and disillusionment among many former insurgents. Differences 
between subgroups of participants in the insurgency, partially subsumed 
during the war, re-emerged with some force. Furthermore, the revolutionary 
process had also placed participants in differentiated positions, in terms of 
cadre status attained, work-experience throughout the war, and personal 
networks acquired. Hence, during the postwar accommodation period, these 
differences provided participants with different opportunities and 
possibilities, and contributed to growing socio-economic stratification among 
former insurgents. While the PMOs dissolved as organic entities, they 
partially remained in place as interpersonal networks as well as 
organizational infrastructures for communities, associations, and NGOs 
inherited from insurgency. Former cadres and supporters of the PCS and the 
FPL stand out in their ability to prevent their networks from disintegrating, 
and subsequently to draw upon the growing success of the FMLN as an 
electoral political party to rearticulate internal relations. 

The three case studies that I presented each featured different, 
complementary takes on the experience of post-insurgency as a field of social 
relations. The retrospective on the experience of the repopulated community 
of Ellacuría–presented in chapter 5–demonstrated the extent to which PMO 
affiliation lay at the heart of the repopulation project during the war. By 
incorporating previously censored stories into my research, it becomes clear 
how the repopulation of Ellacuría responded to a range of military and 
political objectives, and how the repopulation movement connected to 
broader insurgent objectives. Towards the end of the war, the repopulated 
communities played an important role translating insurgent participation 
into land benefits. In the postwar period, Ellacuría’s former peasant 
insurgents witnessed extensive labor migration to the United States and 
growing socio-economic inequality among the families settled in the village.  

Local insurgent leaders–the former cadres of the PMOs–became, or 
continued to be, local community leaders after the Peace Accords. They did 
so making extensive use of the political relationships, identities, skills and 
revolutionary discourses built up during the war. Nonetheless, community 



organization, former revolutionary leadership and FMLN party politics all 
contributed to hollowing out former egalitarian promises, and helped 
prompt a conservative turn, as symbolized by the re-surfacing of 
compadrazgo politics in the repopulations. These political realities did not 
mean that insurgent political heritage had become irrelevant. Quite the 
contrary, it continued to weigh heavily on community politics. I found that 
post-insurgent life in Ellacuría unfolded in a peculiar political limbo between 
revolution, neo-liberalism and patronage. 

Guerrilla fighters’ postwar life trajectories–as discussed in chapter 6–
echoed the findings from Ellacuría and complemented them in several ways. 
The chapter demonstrated that many former guerrilla fighters still depend to 
a significant extent on the socio-economic opportunities contingent on 
previous insurgent affiliation. Most individual opportunities for former 
fighters emerged from collective projects inherited from the insurgency: the 
PNC, the NGOs, the insurgent repopulations and, especially, employment 
opportunities related to the FMLN’s performance as a political party. In the 
postwar decades, PMO contacts were used extensively to obtain 
employment, or as a social safety net. Those involved considered this kind of 
solidarity as a sort of inherited debt of internal solidarity from the former 
PMOs. 

At the same time, the nature of interpersonal relationships between 
former insurgents did change considerably. Within the post-insurgent field, 
differences between higher educated urbanites and lower-educated peasants 
became much more accentuated than they had previously been during the 
war, generating pronounced and evident inequalities in socio-economic 
status. As the PMOs’ formal organizational structures and control 
mechanisms were dismantled, the weight of internal relations shifted from 
strict party structures and hierarchies, to constitute a range of different 
interpersonal and institutional connections, generally more personalized and 
less formal in nature.  

The socio-economic importance of former PMO networks does not 
mean that the former insurgents were content with their standing within the 
social field of post-insurgency. One widespread sentiment among former 
guerrilla fighters I encountered was the sense that they made the greatest 
sacrifices during the war, but nonetheless received only a small share of the 
fruits of power obtained by the FMLN. This sentiment has played an 



important part in the emergence and boom of the FMLN veterans’ 
movement–described and analyzed in chapter 7.  

The FMLN veterans’ movement constituted the clearest example of 
mobilization of insurgent relations in El Salvador’s postwar political arena. 
Though activities of the veterans’ groups tended to be permeated with 
remnants of revolutionary discourse, in practice most veterans involved 
focused on the pursuit of benefits related to access to State resources. My 
fieldwork charted the extent to which clientelist practices had permeated 
post-insurgent political relations. It also drew out the arena of post-insurgent 
FMLN politics as historically shaped sets of relations in which former 
insurgents continued to play important roles on many different levels.  
 As was showcased in the three case studies, the FMLN’s 2009 
electoral triumph presented new opportunities to harness insurgent 
identities. For the community of Ellacuría, it resulted in an attempt to gain 
political influence by officially changing the community’s formal legal name 
of Guancora to its insurgent name of Ellacuría. For some of the former 
fighters who appeared in the photographs with their guerrilla units, the 
Funes presidency represented new possibilities for employment, as former 
comrades gained access to important government positions. For those 
involved in organizing FMLN veterans, it translated into a new era of intense 
political organizing around insurgent identities. The concrete immediate 
objective of these efforts was for guerrilla veterans to gain privileged access 
to government resources.  

In general terms, post-insurgent accommodations did not lead to the 
disbandment of the relations that the insurgents had built up over the years, 
but rather to significant and contentious changes in how these were 
structured. Power differentials now also often translated into socio-economic 
stratification. In spite of a significant erosion of the revolutionary 
movement’s internal solidarity, the political imaginaries that accompanied 
insurgency persisted among former insurgents, albeit dented and contested. 
Indeed, rather than erasing the historical political imaginaries of the 
revolutionary movement, the experiences of post-insurgency complemented 
and complicated them with the paradoxes of increasingly pronounced 
inequality and disillusionment. Post-insurgency implied extensive 
adjustments in the character and meaning of accumulated relationships, but 
never wholly disconnected these from the historical experience of 
insurgency. In its lived experience, post-insurgency carried the double 



weight of the movement’s insurgent history and the–for some no less 
painful–history of its postwar accommodations. Tensions between the 
revolutionary continuity and postwar adjustments appeared with particular 
saliency in political practices of clientelism and faction building, and in the 
different political imaginaries that accompanied such practices. This is the 
central issue I want to explore in this concluding chapter.  
 
The politics of post-insurgent accommodations 
 
The co-existence of multiple political imaginaries 
In her detailed ethnography of political youth activism in Brazil, Ann Mische 
found that activists recur to multiple identities and ‘modes of 
communication’ in their daily strategizing efforts aimed at forging political 
power (2008, 339-40). Such modes of communication might best be 
understood as different historically-shaped political imaginaries that 
participants recur to in order to cast and interpret political efforts and 
developments.2 As Aretxaga argues, “[p]ower relations … are not 
disentangled from specific political imaginaries; they are an integral part of 
them” (2000, 53). In other words, political imaginaries speak to history and 
ideology as well as to relations between individuals and groups. Several 
imaginaries might co-exist in a given political arena, offering different ways 
of framing that may be used to interpret political events and produce 
political effects. The different political imaginaries used, though effective as 
modes of communication with particular audiences, can, as analytical 
interpretations of political processes, elicit contradictory interpretations and 
generate multiple questions regarding the actual experience of politics. 

A common tension I encountered in this research project was that of 
the perceived difference between political discourse and political practice, 
frequently referred to by the former insurgents whose voices I presented in 
this study. I found that this tension, rather than simply pointing out the 
existence of contradictions between political discourse and political practices, 
in fact suggested the co-existence of different imaginaries in Salvadoran post-
insurgent politics. In their efforts to interpret political events and to 
strengthen their political positions, participants switched from one imaginary 
to the other, from one situation to the next, and sometimes from one moment 

2 Drawing on the work of Cornelius Castoriadis and Claude Lefort, Adams, Smit and Straume (2012) conceive of 
such imaginaries as connected to cultural projects of power. 



in the conversation to the next. Thus, even though the former insurgents 
frequently referred to tensions or incompatibility between these different 
imaginaries, they also mixed them semantically.  

In the case of post-insurgent politics in El Salvador, I identified four 
political imaginaries with significant currency. The first was that of 
revolution, centered on class and social transformation. Another was that of 
democracy, with its underpinnings of pluralism and legitimate 
representation. A third political imaginary I found to be common was that of 
clientelism, with its logic of power as (unequal) exchange. And a final 
imaginary I was confronted with quite frequently was that of politics as 
conspiracy.  

Post-insurgent conversation on politics thus alternately took place in 
very different spheres of explanation and interpretation. The four political 
imaginaries I identified offer competing claims and interpretations regarding 
post-insurgent politics. The different imaginaries also paired up with 
different political identities. While the imaginary of revolution called for the 
harnessing of insurgent identities; that of democracy hinged on citizenship as 
the central identity. The imaginary of clientelism emphasized the pragmatic 
trade-offs and negotiations that helped to tie together different actors within 
the field of post-insurgency, harnessing identities such as ‘friends, factions 
and followers,’3 but also appealing to in-groups solidarity with roots in 
insurgent identities.  Finally, the imaginary of conspiracy placed us squarely 
in a mode of politics in which political identities and events are material for 
strategic deceit and manipulation. I hold that these different understandings 
of post-insurgent politics are not separate universes, but instead interact in 
myriad ways to produce the lived experience of post-insurgent politics. Even 
a loyal and committed FMLN militant like Rafael (chapter 7), who spoke 
extensively with me regarding his revolutionary convictions, complained on 
numerous occasions about the political maneuvering taking place inside his 
party, which he called “Machiavellian.”4  

I found that most former insurgents borrow from all four political 
imaginaries in their daily participation in post-insurgent politics. Like 
Mische’s youth activists, they switched from one political imaginary to the 
other according to the setting, the audience and the objectives associated 
with the occasion or the specific point they seek to make. But some dominant 

3 The phrase ‘friends, factions and followers’ refers to the title of a classic volume on political clientelism 
edited by Schmidt et al (1977).  
4 Interview (16-12-2009).



tendencies may be identified. For one, in public discourse directed at large 
audiences susceptible to media coverage; emphasis tended to be on the 
imaginaries and identities associated with democracy and revolution, often 
seeking to connect and fuse the two imaginaries, playing down 
contradictions between them. On the other hand, in private meetings and 
gatherings, former insurgents tended to emphasize political trade-offs and 
negotiations taking place, and comment or speculate on the strategies 
different political actors employ to forward their cause.5 Political opponents 
and competitors were analyzed and, no less frequently, disqualified, often by 
means of “authentic ‘inside information,’ indiscreetly revealed” (Ashfort 
2005, 66). On such occasions, conspirational politics were given significant 
and explicit attention. I found participants in post-insurgency Salvadoran 
politics keenly aware of the link between political power and strategic action 
and of the need to conduct different types of politics in different settings 
(Jasper 2006, 9). 
 
The experience of growing in-group differentiation  
During the war, the PMOs formed an internal environment in which 
underlying tensions between individuals and subgroups while certainly not 
absent, were generally subsumed in and subordinate to the shared 
experience of militancy and dedication to the revolutionary cause. Though 
leadership was generally better off than rank-and-file, during the war, with 
few exceptions, all PMO militants, including leadership, lived in austerity.6 
In spite of internal strains, most participants perceived the PMO sphere as 
one of significant internal solidarity. The revolutionary movement granted 
participants status and prestige, as they were part of a vanguard 
organization, with the peasant constituency seen as a sort of ‘chosen people.’ 
In a more mundane sense, for the peasant families that participated in the 
insurgency, victory would translate into access to land and other material 

5 This interference partially echoes with Timur Kuran’s analysis of the differences between public and private 
speech on politics (1997). However, it should be noted that the division I observed within post-insurgent 
politics between public and private speech is far from absolute, and that, contrary to what Kuran suggests in 
his work, both dimensions conflate elements of truth and falsity. References to the political imaginaries of 
clientelism and conspiracy may also be detectible in public speech, especially by insiders, and those of 
democracy and revolution also invade private conversation. But the division is certainly significant enough to 
create a semantic breach between the experience of post-insurgent politics as documented in fieldwork, from 
the image of post-insurgent politics that may emerge from reviewing the FMLN party program or listening to 
the leaderships’ public discourse.  
6 Interview with Martín (20-02-2012).



benefits, so they were promised. Revolutionary triumph, it was said, would 
mean justice for all. And after the revolution, everyone would be equal. 
 With the Peace Accords, former insurgents sought different ways to 
harness the different types of capital accumulated during the struggle in 
order to position themselves as favorably as possible in the emerging context. 
They did so collectively, but also on the levels of subgroups and individuals. 
On the one hand, this lead to the insurgent participants gaining assets that 
facilitated the movement’s reconversion to postwar politics, such as land and 
reintegration programs for constituents and leadership. However, the 
availability of benefits also generated numerous internal tensions within the 
movement, as many considered benefits were not dosed out even-handedly. 
In fact, different subgroups and individuals were unevenly equipped to take 
advantage of the opportunities of peace. In part this was related to pre-war 
differences among participants in the revolutionary movement, which 
included, among others, urban middle-class university-educated members as 
well as peasants with little formal schooling. In part, this was also related to 
the wartime hierarchies established through PMO participation, which had 
allowed those who performed well within the movement to gain cadre status 
and leadership responsibilities.  
 As we have seen in chapter 4 and 5, the land transfer program (PTT) 
installed after the Peace Accords was of crucial importance, for the 
insurgents’ rural reconversion, not only in material terms, but also in 
symbolic terms. Though not sufficient to fulfill the aspirations of most 
peasant insurgents, it allowed the PMOs to claim having partially fulfilled a 
historical promise to its constituents. As discussed in chapters 3 and 4, the 
different PMOs were able to each service their historical peasant constituency 
through the program. Other stipulations of the Peace Accords also translated 
insurgent participation into concrete benefits, such as the FMLN quota for 
the new police force, which allowed a segment of ex-combatants to obtain 
permanent employment, or the different reinsertion packages and housing 
programs to which the former insurgents obtained access.  
 Nonetheless, the fact that these benefits did not live up to the 
expectations of many former insurgents did put significant stress on the 
movement and raised questions about the future of its internal solidarity. 
Leadership attempted to explain the limitations by pointing out that the 
circumstances of negotiated peace were not those of a revolutionary triumph, 
and that further benefits would be contingent on the success of the 



movement in the postwar period. As Villalobos pointed out in 1993, the gains 
of the Peace Accords, and specifically of the land transfers, would have to 
serve as a foundation for the future development of the movement to be able 
to forward further claims.7 The FMLN affiliated NGOs attempted to provide 
additional benefits for historical insurgent constituencies, while at the same 
time trying to push them towards continued political activism geared both at 
obtaining further community benefits as well as integrating a left-wing 
grassroots movement fighting for deeper political transformations, in 
partnership with the FMLN as a political party (Silber 2011). 
 At the same time, however, many grassroots participants within the 
revolutionary movement perceived that the benefits of the struggle had 
become subject to uneven distribution in the postwar period. On the one 
hand, they saw a large part of the leadership rapidly taking on (or resuming) 
an urban middle-class life-style, financed with income obtained through 
public office or senior positions in NGOs and the like. Though some 
privileges for leadership had always existed, large differences in income 
were new to the revolutionary movement. On the other hand, they also 
witnessed significant local differences in access to benefits and projects. 
Former insurgent cadres on the local level frequently profited the most, and 
the overarching party leadership either facilitated such privilege or did little 
to avoid it. The grassroots experience of post-insurgency entailed the rise of 
what could be seen as a sort of ‘double inequality’: a growing socio-economic 
breach between national leadership and the grass roots base of the 
movement, as well as a similar process of differentiation taking place on the 
local level. 
 
Power and internal solidarity 
Among former participants within the revolutionary movement, a critique of 
internal differentiation, referring to differences in power as well as wealth, 
seen as derived or correlated with political participation, is so common and 
widespread that it should be seen as one of the defining features of post-
insurgency. Think of the FMLN veterans in the group loyal to the party 
continually joking about asking the guys in the ties (los corbatudos) for 
money (chapter 7). Or recall the outburst of former FPL cadre Rogelio when 
denied financial compensation for his party work by a FMLN deputy 
receiving a generous salary for her services (chapter 6). Imagine the 

7 Report of a Joaquín Villalobos’ speech during an ERP meeting, rendered by Wood (2003,175-6). 



frustration and humiliation felt when former guerrilla fighters find 
themselves begging former comrades for a job opportunity or another kind 
of favor (chapters 6 and 7). 

Though certainly some former insurgents argued that their 
revolutionary aspirations remained intact, I consider that, by and large, the 
postwar unfolding of the internal accommodations was accompanied by the 
implosion of the moral universe of the PMOs. The ideological tenets of 
revolutionary struggle proved ill-equipped to deal with the emerging 
circumstances of neoliberal peace. To argue that revolutionary ideological 
baggage should be put overboard, as some former insurgent leaders did, was 
difficult to accept for many revolutionaries, given that in previous years so 
many had sacrificed their lives in explicit dedication to these ideals. Indeed, 
part of the FMLN leadership successfully proceeded to marginalize the most 
enthusiastic reformers among them by accusing them of opportunism and 
lack of ideological backbone. These accusations made sense to many rank-
and-file insurgents since these same reformist leaders contradicted 
justifications or retracted on promises they themselves had made in an earlier 
stage of the revolutionary process. Many former insurgents were 
furthermore bewildered by the intensity of the public power struggles taking 
place among the leadership, and interpreted these as further indication of the 
moral decay of their movement. Some chose sides in these struggles, 
deciding to defend the moral superiority of the ideological position of one of 
the contending groups. A few did so with an ideological zeal reminiscent of 
the PMO experience. However, the dominant sentiment I encountered 
among former insurgents was that of profound disappointment. 
 Though former insurgents often complained that solidarity 
disappeared from their movement, I think it is more accurate to say post-
insurgent solidarity differed with respect to previous conceptions. As 
becomes clear in chapter 6 and especially 7, former insurgents in fact still laid 
extensive claims on the internal solidarity of the movement. However, if 
previously revolutionary solidarity implied a shared egalitarian 
understanding of internal reciprocity in the service of a higher purpose, 
during the postwar years, the understanding of solidarity shifted towards a 
perception of historical debt. Notions of post-insurgent solidarity mostly 
connected to retributive claims on successful former insurgents to help 
former comrades with practical problems concerning everyday survival, 
fundamentally by mobilizing (public) resources made available through the 



FMLN’s political success. In this sense, solidarity seemed to have largely lost 
its ideological luster.  
 With this, post-insurgent solidarity acquired a different political 
rationale. Its reciprocity had become manifestly unequal, and now implied 
the unequal distribution of benefits obtained through stratified political 
participation among militants and constituents. Veterans forwarded that, 
during the insurgent past, they contributed significantly to the creation of the 
power now wielded by the FMLN. They also claimed that they might still 
contribute to harness political power, through their organizing capacity and 
political experience. As one ASALVEG organizer reported, this included 
their capacity to cause problems and kick up a racket.8 Aspiring leaders 
leaned on historical constituents to mobilize as a support base, and to make 
their aspirations viable within the framework of FMLN politics. 
 
Post-insurgent clientelism 
It must be said that, in the study of modern Salvadoran politics, clientelism 
has received remarkably little attention.9 Most scholars focused first on 
revolution and civil war, and later on democratic transition. In a rare article 
taking on the issue and published during the 1980s, David Mason argued 
that the weakening of the oligarchy and the Salvadoran Civil War both 
contributed to a breakdown of clientelist relationships, but he did not 
examine how the war itself might also be reconfiguring such relationships 
(1986). Only a handful of studies even mention the existence of clientelism in 
postwar Salvadoran politics and then summarily refer to the phenomenon as 
either an undesirable practice that needs be eliminated10 or an obstacle to 
local development.11 

The scarce attention to political clientelism in the Salvadoran context 
stands in contrast to the renewed scholarly attention for this phenomenon 
elsewhere. As it became increasingly clear that the successive waves of 
decolonization, developmentalism, revolutions and what Huntington (1991) 
called ‘third wave’ democratizations have all been unsuccessful in rooting 

8 Compare with Javier Auyero’s account of the connections between clientelism and political riots in Argentina 
(2007, 151. 2010, 130).  
9 Montes (1978) authored the only study that is concerned specifically with clientelism in El Salvador, using the 
social figure of compadrazgo. Some recent publications on Salvadoran history pay some attention to 
clientelism and patronage as historical phenomena: see Ching (2004), Gould and Lauria-Santiago (2008) and 
Lindo-Fuentes, Ching and Lara Martínez (2007). 
10 See Artiga-González (2007, 34), Cruz (2001, 24) and Dodson, Jackson and O’Shaughnessy (2001, 55). 
11 See Bland (2011), Cosgrove (2002) and McElhinny (2004).



out patron-client networks, the topic has started to regain some prominence 
in academic scholarship (Chabal and Daloz 1999. Helmke and Levitsky 2004. 
van de Walle 2001. Vu 2010). The United Nation Development Program’s 
influential report on democracy in Latin America acknowledges the 
multilevel impact of “clientelism - networks … [that] generate privileges and 
exclusions, and usually implicate discretionary use of public resources” on 
the region’s governments (UNDP 2004, 183-184). Mushtaq Khan goes as far 
to assert that “political contestation in developing countries is organized 
through the mobilization of patron-client factions, rather than through 
mobilization of class or economic interest groups” (2005, 705).  
 As van der Walle points out “[c]lientelism exists in all polities. The 
forms it takes, its extent, and its political functions vary enormously, 
however, across time and place” (2007, 50). In this sense, a fresh wave of 
ethnography has recently zoomed in on the resilience and adaptability of 
patron-client networks as a central feature in modern social and political life 
in Latin America.12 In this growing body of work, clientelism appears as 
particular salient in relationships between the large poor sectors of society 
and political elites with privileged access to economic resources and other 
benefits. Nancy Scheper-Hughes for example uses the concept to disentangle 
the uneasy interaction between the well-off and the poor in a small city in 
northern Brazil. She describes a strongly stratified but wholly interdependent 
society in which “[e]ach class behaves, in its own realm, as a group to whom 
things are entitled: service, homage, loyalty, on the one hand, and the basic 
necessities of life, on the other” (1992, 117). For Latin Americans facing 
precarious livelihoods, clientelist relationships provide them with potential 
access to resources needed to solve essential problems in life. Often 
oversimplified as the exchange of votes for favors, political clientelism refers 
to the personalized reciprocal ties in relation to State resources, what Javier 
Auyero calls “the world of problem solving through political mediation” 
(2001, 181).  

If clientelism is indeed a pervasive historical feature of the Latin 
American political system, it is quite plausible that a ‘new’ political collective 
inserted within the system might become compelled to engage in such 
practices. Thus, one way of looking at clientelist practices within and around 

12 Examples of in-depth consideration of contemporary patron-clients relations in different Latin American 
settings include Arias (2006), Auyero (1997, 2000, 2001, 2007), Eaton (2006), Escobar (2000), Gay (1994, 
2006), Gootenberg and Reygadas (2010), Hilgers (2008), Pansters (2012), Perlman (2009) and Scheper-Hughes 
(1992).



the FMLN is to frame it as a product of the adaptation of the former 
insurgent movement to democracy in its Salvadoran manifestations and 
practices, “with its corrupt character,” as one of the veterans put it.13 In this 
view, clientelism appears as part of the adjustments that the former 
insurgents made responding to democratic transition. Nonetheless, my 
research demonstrated how clientelist relationships evolved from the 
connections inherited from the insurgency, while at the same time, 
representing the continuation of a phenomenon with even deeper historical 
roots stretching into the colonial and post-colonial periods. In the perception 
of those directly involved, clientelism was certainly not seen as a form of 
corruption, but rather as something morally justified and desirable: it was 
framed as a form of solidarity. And it was morally linked to the interpersonal 
relationships that were forged during the war. In the eyes of many former 
insurgents, participation in the revolutionary movement should translate 
into lasting bonds of reciprocity.  

As Auyero points out, clientelism is best understood when zooming 
in on “the everyday dealings of political brokers, the practices and 
perspectives of so-called clients and the problem-solving networks that link 
‘clients,’ brokers, and political patrons” (2000, 58). In such everyday political 
practices, “clientelism does not sustain itself by material exchange alone. A 
network of affective relations embeds clientelism in power relations of aid 
and loyalty that masks the bare exchange of goods for electoral support” 
(Shefner 2012, 42).  

More precisely, clientelist transactions take place within a symbolic 
universe of political imaginaries, what Andrés Guerrero calls the ‘semantic 
field of reciprocity’ which generates “a certain moral code that frames the 
individual strategies of the patron and the [clients] concerning distribution” 
(1991, 179). To produce and sustain their relations, patrons and clients make 
use of a range of (informal) sanctioning mechanisms, “often subtle, hidden 
and even illegal” (Helmke and Levistky 2004, 733). Clients, far from being 
passive subjects, engage in a continuous negotiation and certification of the 
relationship that ties them to the patron, laying moral claim on the patrons’ 
obligation for retribution. On the other hand, patrons typically complain 
about the laziness or the lack of reliability of whom they see as their clients. 
In fact, neither patrons nor clients fully fulfill the other’s expectations. As 
they may or may not materialize into the desired benefits, patron-client 

13 Interview with José (15-12-2009).  



relations are often “tinged with resentment, disappointment, disillusionment 
and bitterness” (Scheper-Hughes 1992, 117).  

The fact that the former insurgents saw rival political forces as 
actively working to sustain their own clientelist support structures with their 
own connections to State resources is crucial to understanding the political 
dynamics of post-insurgent clientelism in El Salvador. For example, they 
perceived that, throughout ARENA’s 20 years in office (1989 until 2009), 
ARENA constituents were able to benefit extensively from their party’s 
access to government. Those integrating the FMLN party structures and local 
networks saw themselves as engaged in a competition over State resources 
first and foremost with their historical political opponents. Therefore, when 
the FMLN won the Presidency in 2009, a common expression among the 
FMLN veterans was that now it was ‘our turn.’ What it meant was that if 
previously other political groups had profited most from their ties to power 
holders, now it was the turn of the former insurgents to access the resources 
of the State. Thus, in this new context, when ARENA-affiliated peasants were 
benefitted with agricultural supplies, local FMLN supporters went to the 
national FMLN office to ‘denounce’ this, because such resources, they 
argued, should now be ‘theirs.’14 

The experience of post-insurgent clientelism entailed much more than 
a simple trade-off of votes for favors, but should be understood in the context 
of a complex, historically shaped social field. As part of postwar 
reconversion, the relations between PMO leadership, cadres and constituents 
built up during the insurgent period became re-stratified and reconfigured to 
vie for different resources through engagement in postwar politics, mainly 
through the FMLN as a political party, but also, to a smaller extent, through 
NGOs or other institutions. Post-insurgent clientelist relations entailed 
significant internal competition for scarce resources as well as ongoing 
electoral confrontations with ‘enemy’ political forces such as ARENA. 
Furthermore, as a social process, post-insurgent clientelism was shaped and 
partially evaluated in the mirror of the revolutionary movement and its 
grand promises. Unmet expectations imbued the experience of post-
insurgency clientelism with a strong emotional undercurrent of 
disillusionment, and sometimes cynicism.  
 
 

14 Fieldnotes (31-08-2009). For further description of this episode, see chapter 7. 



Faction building within post-insurgency 
Clientelism is a two-way street: former insurgents did not only rely on the 
leaders they supported to provide them with retribution if they attained 
power, aspiring leaders also relied on former comrades to back their claims 
to power. As became clear in chapter 7, post-insurgent clientelism was 
intimately tied to disputes among (aspiring) leaders for (paid) positions and 
other resources made available through political engagement. Leaders 
aspiring to political ascendency within or around the FMLN needed to be 
able to either mobilize constituents or convince leadership that they could do 
so. They needed to gather support from above (from other leaders) and from 
below (from those operating closer to the grassroots) in order to launch any 
type of candidacy or claim any type of power.  

Such exchanges took place on various interconnected levels, from the 
community up to the party’s upper echelons. A local leader might function as 
a patron towards his or her constituents, while operating more like a client in 
relation to more senior leadership on a regional or national level. In this 
sense, post-insurgent clientelism provided much subtler and more stratified 
hierarchies than evoked by the simple counter position of the patron client 
relationship. In fact, within the field of post-insurgency, it might have been 
difficult to find a client or a patron in an absolute sense, as participants took 
on different roles and positions at different times in order to produce the 
desired trade-offs. Clientelism provided space to accommodate and reward 
different participants in different ways. When an aspiring political candidate 
organized supporters to mobilize in his or her support, such support would 
be partially fuelled by the expectations of future rewards. For example, a 
successful candidate would eventually be able to reward the most loyal and 
effective collaborators with a government job, might back the community 
leader that offered support for a local political position, and might win 
projects or aid for a community that provided support.  

However, the ability to dispense rewards indicated above should not 
be exaggerated. El Salvador’s post-insurgent clientelism I found to be, in 
general terms, both precarious and conflictive: it was largely unsatisfying in 
terms of its redistributive capacities for most participants, and characterized 
by many and recurrent internal factional conflicts. Plausibly, the 
precariousness fed conflict, since the rewards that could be distributed 
compared unfavorably to the personal (economic) needs of the former 
insurgents involved. Internal competition also implied a certain 



personalization of political relations, since a constituents’ enthusiastic 
collaboration with one faction might weaken his or her position with other 
factions. In my view, the factionalism that characterized post-insurgency as a 
social field should be understood both as a legacy of the revolutionary 
movement as well as a product of clientelism. Revolutionary history helped 
fuel clientelism through the existence of reciprocal and personalized 
relationships and expectations between former PMO members. At the same 
time–as the case studies have demonstrated–this revolutionary history serves 
as a device for exclusion, supporting divisionary claims regarding which 
former insurgents are worthy of power and benefits, and which are not.  

The unfolding dynamics of post-insurgent factional clientelism became 
particularly clear in the study of the FMLN veterans’ movement (chapter 7). 
Although ideological debates also sometimes took place, most participants 
seemed particularly interested in the practical political trade-offs involved. A 
common metaphor the veterans used was that of the ‘ladder,’ in which those 
who were not leaders felt they were used, “serving as a ladder for others to 
climb.” Thus, according to one former insurgent, the organizers of the 
veterans’ movement  

 
seek a ladder in order to say, whether it be to the political commission [of the 
FMLN] or to the Friends of Mauricio15: ‘Look, we are strong’…16  

 
Similarly, another veteran who participated extensively in the movement 
reached the following conclusion about its political agenda. 
 

You see, when the FMLN veterans’ movement is formed it is because the 
leadership of the movement wants … to show up with 10,000 affiliates and ask for 
positions within the party and within the municipal and legislative governments. 
Not to defend the needs of the ex-combatants and their families for health, work, 
housing… No! This is secondary.17 

 
Regardless of individual perceptions as to which agenda carries priority (the 
‘hidden’ agenda of the leaders or the ‘public’ agenda of the constituent 
benefits), the fact is veteran politics hinges on the expectation that the two are 
connected. The better positioned the leaders, the better they may facilitate 
future benefits for constituents. Different leaders woo possible constituents 

15 This organization was formed to support Mauricio Funes’ candidacy for president. 
16 Interview with Luis (14-08-2009). 
17 Interview with Tino (16-07-2009). 



among the former insurgents, often people they had been connected with 
since the war. As I noticed during fieldwork, some former insurgents 
participated with several, potentially competing, political factions 
simultaneously. And then sometimes the conflict between different leaders 
and factions grew to the extent that participation in rival groups became 
untenable, forcing constituents to make a choice between groups or to tone 
down political participation, as occurred for example within the veterans’ 
movement in 2003-2004. 
 
Understanding the saliency of conspiracy 
Initially, I viewed with skepticism the opinion of a significant number of 
former insurgents, who conceived of postwar politics as pervaded by 
conspiracy. The most common expression of this belief in conspiracy was the 
accusation that competing political groups used conspiratorial methods to 
forward their cause. In such a context, I inferred, the phenomenon mainly 
pointed at the existence of deep political distrust. But gradually I came to 
understand that a number of former insurgents also conceived of conspiracy 
as a (legitimate) method of building political power. I eventually asked 
different informers I worked with in the field whether they really thought 
that conspiracy was still a relevant part of the experience of post-insurgency. 
Invariably, the response was affirmative. “Conspiracy is part of the ABCs of 
Salvadoran politics,” I was told.18  
 As we have seen in chapter 3, conspiracy played a crucial role before 
and during the war, as a characteristic feature of the insurgent’s political-
military efforts as well as those of their enemies.19 Tom Gibb, who covered 
the war in El Salvador for the BBC, wrote that “conspiracies … were the stuff 
of war in El Salvador” (2000, 223). Indeed, during the 1970s and 1980s, both 
Salvadoran revolutionaries as well as anti-communists received extensive 
training in conspiratorial methods in order to develop an apparatus suited 

18 Group interview with veterans of MV-END (24-05-2011). 
19 In the context of the Cold War, clandestine plotting became a common political practice in the continent, 
both on the Left and the Right side of the political spectrum. Think of the clandestine networks of the political-
military organizations active in most countries of the continent, whose raison d’être was to be involved in 
secret plotting for the violent overthrow of the military and right-wing governments (Castañeda 1993). Or the 
right-wing terrorists who cooked up numerous anticommunist counterinsurgency plots, executed by 
paramilitary groups, right-wing politicians and army officers, often supported by the CIA, and exemplified by 
such infamous names as Plan Condor and the Iran-Contra scandal. The U.S. allocated enormous resources to 
secret operations fighting communism in Latin America and all over the world (Jackson 1990). In the 80s, CIA 
director William Casey would be quoted as saying that “covert action [was] the ‘keystone’ of U.S. policy in the 
Third World” (Agee 1992, 2). 



for clandestine warfare.20 But if warfare and conspiracy are a familiar mix, 
democratic transition and conspiracy are certainly not. The question here is: 
why would (the imaginary of) conspiracy have endured after the Peace 
Accords? 
 According to a former FAL cadre I interviewed extensively, PMO 
cadres with significant conspiratorial experience from the war subsequently 
applied this knowledge to their favor in the new political context.  

 
The work method they [the leaders] used was a conspiratorial one, founded upon 
personal intrigues; it is what gave the best results. ... [What] they sought to control 
was, in the first place, the internal power apparatus of the FMLN ... within the 
municipality or the department. ... Following the elections [of 1994] ... an internal 
struggle ensued for political offices... It was already apparent that being in office 
made it easy to get to where the money was ... . It was not everyone [all the 
leadership], but the huge majority in this period was in it for this reason... They 
were fighting over the bones ... using biting, kicking and below the belt methods. 
Then they realized that ... they could hold power and for them, power equalled 
money. And they used it ... to set up their small promotional businesses as 
deputies, to promote themselves. They began to manipulate groups, in the 
communities, ... There was another structure, another step above, which controlled 
these [local] control groups. ... They carried out their intrigues, their businesses and 
above them there were four or five people who were the ones who pulled everyone 
else’s strings, you see.21  

 
In this narrative of post-insurgent politics, conspiracy is seen as a tool that 
militants use to forward personal and factional interests in (local) electoral 
politics. When asked what type of manipulation was used, the FMLN 
militant cited above mainly referred to seeking strategic advantage through 
the manipulation of the personal flaws or weaknesses of (local) leaders, 
provoking attitudes or behavior that would make them prone to blackmail or 
public humiliation. He also claimed that, if this was not successful, some 
used intimidation, threats and violence.22 A strategy former insurgents 
commonly referred to was that of ‘la camita,’23 which implied seeking the 
confidence of someone in order to have him or her do or say something that 

20 The former received senior training mostly in Cuba, while the latter attended courses in places like the 
School of the Americas and Taiwan.  
21 Interview with Rafael (11-12-2009). 
22 Interview with Rafael (11-12-2009). 
23 Literally ‘the small bed,’ a popular expression that refers to a plot to frame someone.



then could be used to marginalize them.24 Several informers also emphasized 
the importance of slander in the micro-dynamics of post-insurgent politics.  
 

If they want to marginalize someone from the party structures, the first thing they 
do is to call the person an infiltrator. This is the first rumor [spread], the classic 
one; ... or that the person is an enemy agent, you see? Or an ARENA member. 
Another type of rumor is that of a sexual nature ... . For example, this is how they 
can shake someone off: ‘Have you heard? So-and-so is harassing so-and-so.’ You 
see? But first they get the woman’s okay to do so, see? And maybe the gal is 
provoking him and he just goes along with it, you see? ‘He is harassing me.’ You 
see? They now made it true that he is harassing her. But the underlying intent is to 
marginalize him ... The other: economic corruption. The rumor: ‘he has stolen so 
much [money].’ ... Since the norm is business beneath fine tablecloths and behind 
the curtains ... . When they can’t accuse someone of anything else, ... ‘he is gay.’ 
This is a rumor that has a lot of weight here. So when they can’t accuse someone of 
anything else ..., they accuse him of this. And people, well, what they do is, 
everyone begins to spread the rumor around.25 

 
In the passage above, slander is seen as an instrument for conspirational 
manipulation, something that participants in post-insurgency recur to with 
the purpose of undermining the adversary’s position, and to strengthen their 
own. Several examples of conspiratorial thinking also appear in the case 
studies presented in the previous chapters. Consider the underground 
campaigning in Ellacuría to vote for a non-FMLN candidate (chapter 5) or 
the frequent references that veterans make to conspirational methods, such 
as infiltration, in their political work (chapter 7). Save a few exceptions, these 
are not ‘spectacular’ forms of conspiracy. Instead, most examples point to the 
use of conspiratorial methods as tools employed to advance the aims of 
factionalist interests within the framework of electoral politics. 
 However, post-insurgency in El Salvador has also witnessed more 
elaborated cases of conspiracy, leaving darker threads to unwind. For 
example, in 1997, the PCS fraction of the FMLN was implicated in a scandal 
around the abduction of several wealthy Salvadorans. These kidnappings for 
ransom began to take place at the end of the war, and continued well after 
the Peace Accords.26 The PCS tie was eventually deemed proven by a 

24 Interviews with Isabel (01-08-2009), Justo (20-08-2009) and Tino (26-05-2009). 
25 Interview with Fabio (28-08-2009).
26 The best-known victim of these kidnappings was adolescent Andrés Suster, member of an affluent family, in 
September of 1995. During the adolescent’s 354 days of captivity, the case aroused massive media attention 
and nurtured all kinds of speculation. In 1997, when it became clear that clandestine structures of the PCS had 
been involved, the right-wing press focused its attacks on PCS leader Schafik Handal. In the courts, the case 



Salvadoran court, but the extent to which leadership was involved remained 
unclear. It was furthermore rumored, but never substantiated, that the PCS 
used money obtained through the kidnappings to finance its ascendency 
within the FMLN in the postwar years. Nonetheless, the most resounding 
case of postwar conspiracy involving the FMLN was the July 5, 2006 
shootings involving FMLN militant Mario Belloso. The Belloso case and its 
aftermath painfully demonstrated that conspiracy continued to be a valuable 
currency in postwar Salvadoran politics, for both the Left and Right.27 
 In academic terms, the discussion of political conspiracy is a delicate 
terrain. Scholarly attempts to uncover the ‘true’ nature of events manipulated 
by conspirators may easily sink into the murky waters of speculation. 
Deniability and manipulation of meaning or perception are elements 
integrated within its design. This makes it understandable that, as Jeffrey 
Bale has pointed out, “[v]ery few notions nowadays generate as much 
intellectual resistance, hostility and derision within academic circles as a 
belief in the historical importance or efficacy of political conspiracies” (2007, 
47).28 Political conspiracy refers to “[s]ecret but often mundane political 
planning” (Bale 2007, 53) for the covert manipulation of political 
relationships. And while “dirty tricks” (Marx 1974, 438) may be effective 
political tools used in many different settings, political scientists often ignore 
the existence of a conspiratorial dimension of politics altogether, reducing 
accounts of it to anecdote or paranoia (Bradley 2005. Keeley 1999). True, 
academic consideration of political conspiracies is a complicated task, not in 
the least because the manipulation and secrecy endemic to conspiracies 
thoroughly complicate empirical data gathering. In effect, conspiracies are 
designed to be untraceable. Furthermore, speculation regarding false or non-
existent conspiracies can also be used for political manipulation. For the 
researcher taking on the challenge of studying conspiracy, there is also the 
risk of being drawn in, something most academics rightfully see as a threat to 
their work.  

In the framework of the present research project it was impossible to 

dragged on for several years, and Handal managed to stay clear of penal prosecution. ‘Comandante Marcelo,’ 
one of Handal’s close collaborators and the former second in command of PCS-FAL, was condemned together 
with other former PCS cadres. ‘Marcelo’ disappeared and remains a fugitive to this day. (Sprenkels 2011, 20) 
27 See PDDH (2006) and Moodie (2010, 212).  
28 Karl Popper dismissively claimed that “[t]hey [conspiracies] do not change the character of social life.” Thus, 
should conspiracies cease to exist, “we would still be faced with fundamentally the same problems which have 
always faced us” (cited in Pigden 1995, 9). Popper’s claim, originally forwarded in the 1940s, drew its weight. 
According to Jeffrey Bale, the subject of conspiracy remains a virtual taboo in political science (2007). 



qualify the extension and impact of post-insurgent conspiratorial activities. 
What my fieldwork findings did clearly indicate however, was that the belief 
in the political relevance of conspiracy was widespread among former 
insurgents. Furthermore, several postwar political scandals strongly suggest 
the use of conspiracy, both among former insurgents as well as among right-
wing political adversaries. In the light of these scandals it is hard to avoid 
recalling the wartime training many insurgents received in conspiratorial 
techniques through participation in the PMOs. However, the fact that the 
insurgents brought a reservoir of conspiratorial skills with them into postwar 
democratic transition does not automatically mean they also put them to 
work. In the revolutionary mindset, the use of a range of manipulative and 
violent political tools was justified as a legitimate and necessary means to an 
end when fighting a war against a formidable and morally corrupt enemy. 
One might suppose that with the Peace Accords the moral justification for 
revolutionary conspiracy disappeared or became much less evident.  

Nonetheless, my research findings suggest that after the Peace 
Accords, some insurgents sought and found ways to adjust their experience 
with conspiratorial politics to fit the new circumstances of electoral politics 
and postwar factional clientelism. Within the social field of post-insurgency, 
those who recurred to postwar conspiracy were seen as frequently able to 
position themselves better than those who did not. As we saw in chapter 7, 
for some veterans’ groups, this perception in turn constituted a justification 
to dust off and use conspiratorial methods themselves as well. While some 
former insurgents lament the moral reprehensibility of postwar conspiracy, 
others mostly consider it to be an inescapable feature of politics.  

The interplay between conspiracy and clientelism deserves further 
consideration. As part of the experience of post-insurgent politics, both 
phenomena imply the reconversion of resources–be they interpersonal 
relations, acquired skills and/or knowledge–accumulated during the 
insurgency to fit the emerging circumstances of peace. The fact that post-
insurgent clientelist arrangements are subject to heavy competition and 
contention challenges participants to seek ‘creative’ ways of gaining 
correlation, and it is plausible–as fieldwork findings suggest–that 
conspiratorial methods, if well-applied, may help to get the upper hand. 
Javier Auyero also points in this direction when considering the harnessing 
of political influence through “the power of disruption held by the [political] 
actors capable of tapping into clandestine connections” (2010, 130). Such 



connections speak to a hidden capacity for different kinds of mobilization–
including violence, fraud and deceit–as a ‘non-public’ feature embedded in 
clientelism.29  

An analytical consideration of the phenomenon of conspiracy calls 
attention to the fact that political identities and relationships are prone to 
manipulation and falsification. And even if this does not really occur, it may 
not be hard to convince a militant that action needs to be undertaken because 
it might occur, as becomes evident when zooming in on the micro-politics of 
the FMLN veterans’ movement. Within the social field of post-insurgency, 
conspiracy was more than a phantom of the past. It should be thought of as 
both a hidden practice and as a suggestive imaginary, one that produces real 
and concrete political effects. 
 
Towards a theory of post-insurgency 
 
In the case of El Salvador, a common conclusion among analysts is that the 
FMLN revolutionaries demobilized their military structures and transitioned 
from an insurgent movement to a relatively successful political party. In 
scholarly terms, these transformations are interpreted mainly as a two-fold 
process of insurgent reintegration and democratic institutionalization. 
Throughout this study I have made clear in several ways how such a 
perspective falls short, oversimplifying the complex and contingent process 
of accommodation taking place within the former insurgent movement and 
its participation in postwar politics. Insurgent reintegration fails to capture 
the extent to which the formally demobilized insurgents’ historically shaped 
networks of interpersonal relationships–even though subject to many 
changes–continue to play crucial roles in group life long afterwards. A focus 
on institutionalization overemphasis formal arrangements in detriment of 
other adjustments and adaptations that take place, missing the complexities 
of insurgency’s organizational legacies on different levels and pays little 
attention to the historical evolution of the political baggage the former 
insurgents bring with them into the transition period.  

29 This view echoes with an interpretation of Latin American politics based on the mobilization of power 
capacities, as proposed by Charles Anderson. This scholar conceives of Latin American politics as a “process 
consist[ing] of manipulation and negotiation among power contenders” (1967, 97). Power contenders 
substantiate their claims through the presumption or mobilization of different ‘power capacities’–including 
(the threat of) violence–(1967, 91). For a recent application of this analytical framework, see Bataillon (2008).  



In this sense, it is important to acknowledge that “the study of politics has 
too long reified the boundary between official, prescribed politics and 
politics by other means. As an unfortunate consequence, analysts have 
neglected or misunderstood both the parallels and the interactions between 
the two” (McAdam, Tarrow and Tilly 2001, 6). El Salvador’s postwar 
experience of formal electoral democracy, though significant, captures only 
part of the experience of politics in this country. Post-insurgent political 
accommodation moves beyond the confines of the FMLN as a political party. 
The complexity and relevance of post-insurgency as a broader social field 
becomes particularly clear when considering the myriad organizational 
legacies traceable to former PMO networks. For many former participants, 
these historical insurgent networks continued to be highly relevant for 
different aspects of their lives–the social, the economic, and the political–
often mixing aspects that political theory tends to assume as separate. 
Previous contribution to the collective project of insurgency prompts former 
participants to lay different claims on its imputed legacies. Such claims may 
be directed at those who did not participate, or who contributed less, as well 
as towards former participants who are perceived to be profiting in ways 
incommensurate to their wartime contribution or suffering. The negotiations 
around these contrasting claims go beyond political debates regarding the 
‘correct’ ideological interpretation of the legacy of insurgency. What they 
really are dealing with is the issue of the structuring of access to the different 
kinds of resources that circulate within the field of post-insurgency. 

The study of post-insurgency needs to concern itself with more than 
just the most obvious institutional heritage of an insurgent movement (in this 
case: a political party). It needs to take into account the postwar development 
of the different formal and informal relations that originally sustained the 
insurgent polity, as well as the political imaginaries that circulate making 
these relations and their transactions viable, effective or consequential. A 
relational understanding of post-insurgency requires a recognition and 
valuation of the strategic and tactical manoeuvrings taking place in the social 
field of post-insurgency on its different levels. It compels us to understand 
the discursive dimension of post-insurgent politics as embedded in relations.  
 
 
 
 
Post-insurgency versus ‘reintegration’ 



In chapter 2 I explored the analytical and theoretical limitations of the 
concept of ‘reintegration’ as commonly applied in peace building literature. 
Most importantly, research based on this concept reifies the identities and 
relationships that converge together in the process of insurgency, and that 
subsequently require being demobilized and ‘reintegrated.’ Rather than 
contributing analytical depth to the understanding the accommodations and 
adjustments that take place among insurgent participants at war’s end, it 
assumes that former insurgents substitute previous relationships for a set of 
new ones, such as that of citizens responsive to the State. Such a perspective 
does little justice to the social, political and economic accommodations that 
actually take place on the ground, as an in-depth consideration of post 
insurgency El Salvador makes evident. 

The assumptions underpinning reintegration literature lead to denial 
and contradiction of some of the most important recent advances in the study 
of revolution and insurgency, namely that these are historically and 
politically constituted processes involving extensive relational work, of 
which violence is but one relevant component.30 As a result, reintegration 
literature fails to acknowledge the existence of insurgency as a social field 
that tends to extend its historically constructed relationships into the postwar 
period, where such relations then become subject to a series of 
accommodations.  

This has several consequences. For one, it invites a misreading of the 
political dimensions of postwar adjustment for former insurgents. Thus, for 
example, the topic of veterans’ politics is largely absent from academic 
debates on reintegration. As Norma Kriger points out, the reintegration 
literature has largely missed the fact that, in the course of postwar transition, 
war veterans frequently channel wartime leadership into postwar political 
participation on different levels (2003). Indeed, the political reconfiguration 
of former PMOs into different war veterans’ associations, pressure groups or 
political factions is not exclusively a Salvadoran phenomenon, but seems to 
constitute a common feature of post-insurgency elsewhere as well.  

The proliferation of veterans’ organizations participating in politics is 
most common following successful ‘national liberation’ wars, as studies on 
Namibia (Metsola 2006, 2010), South-Africa (Adonis 2008, Hart 2007, Southall 
2007) and Kosovo (Ströhle 2010) indicate. In the case of reintegration 

30 Some of the publications that inform this remark are Kalyvas (2004, 2006), Selbin (2010), Tilly (2003, 2008b), 
Tilly and Tarrow (2008) and Wood (2008). 



programs attempted during ongoing conflicts which have not reached a 
political settlement, demobilized combatants may very well help reproduce 
armed conflict in new settings and configurations, as documented for 
example in Afghanistan (Zyck 2009) and Colombia (Rozema 2008). 
Alternatively, former insurgents of different political inclinations may 
reconfigure their alliances and affiliations, forming new political pressure 
groups, of the type that do not shy away from occasional military shows of 
strength, as documented for example by Rueda Estrada in the case of 
Nicaragua (2009). Participation in insurgency may generate strong 
expectations, putting very significant political strains on the ensuing 
transition process. This has been documented beyond the case of El Salvador, 
most rigorously by Kriger, in her work on guerrilla veterans in Zimbabwe 
(2003), and most eloquently by Nadine Gordimer, in her novel on former 
ANC militants in post-insurgent South Africa (2012).  

On a local level, the failure to understand how communities may be 
connected to the insurgency leads to a range of incorrect assumptions 
regarding the return and status of ex-combatants within these communities. 
Such a disregard for historical and political connections may well result in 
presuming or misreading contradictions between communities and ex-
combatants, and in producing ill-conceived interventions addressing such 
alleged contradictions (McMullin 2013). As becomes clear in the Ellacuría 
case study, inherited insurgent relations may be instrumental in building 
postwar local power in various, sometimes unexpected ways. The postwar 
accommodation of former rank-and-file insurgents within local communities 
furthermore connects to and interacts with that of insurgent elites. Unlike the 
concept of reintegration, the notion of post-insurgency entails an invitation to 
consider all these different arenas as well as the connections between them. It 
also acknowledges that inherited insurgent relations may well remain 
partially hidden from sight, and that their disentanglement constitutes a 
complex empiric endeavor. 
 
Post-insurgency and social movement theory  
If the literature on reintegration offered little enrichment to the present 
inquiry, social movement theory on the other hand contributed substantially, 
particularly also the more recent work in this field which seeks to extend 
towards the broader phenomenon of contentious politics. To conceive of El 
Salvador’s postwar revolutionary movement as operating under the stress of 



a drastically changed external context helped to visualize the different 
responses within the movement and by participants to this new situation. 
Group cohesion and solidarity suffered significant blows with the dissolution 
of the five PMOs, and the changes in the internal relationships between 
different organizational expressions of these PMOs, such as communities, 
NGOs, unions etc. While some participants interpreted the re-arrangements 
as the unraveling of the revolutionary movement, others framed it as a 
necessary reconversion of this movement. As Hirschman would predict, 
internal power struggles intensified, with participants alternatively adapting 
stances of exit, voice and loyalty to the emerging new political organization. 
Different claims with regard to the imputed character of post-insurgent 
transition contributed to the escalation of internal tensions, translating into 
several ruptures and much bitterness.  

Former insurgents chose different paths to adapt to the new situation 
after the Peace Accords. Many of them also alternated between different 
stances at different times. With post-insurgency being a lengthy and drawn 
out process, many of those who opted for exit early on ended up 
reconnecting in subsequent years.31 The internal power struggles that took 
place over the years implied that many participants had to align and re-align 
themselves several times. Voicing criticism made some vulnerable to 
marginalization, especially among certain groups or sectors of the party. But 
even critics were sometimes able to reconnect with former comrades 
elsewhere. In alignment with Hirschman’s framework, the extensive use of 
terms and categories such as infiltrator, opportunist and traitor could be 
interpreted as a recourse, resorted to by those with power, to strengthen the 
post-insurgent divide between exit and loyalty, and to limit the saliency of 
voice.  

Social movement theory conceives of movement institutionalization 
as only one of the possible adjustments that participants recur to under 
changing external circumstances. Thus, it invites us to consider postwar 
development of an insurgent movement beyond the framework of 
institutionalization, and requires us to pay attention to the multifaceted and 
dynamic character of accommodation processes unfolding. Tilly and Tarrow, 
for example, indicate that demobilization frequently implies increased 
“competition among … the main actors and their supporters” (2008, 97). 

31 For example, several well-known FPL cadres that had left the FMLN in the postwar years were able to regain 
political prominence in and around the FMLN with Funes rise to power in 2009.  



Though it is debatable whether El Salvador’s revolutionary movement 
actually demobilized, the increase in factionalist competition has been a clear 
feature of the Salvadoran post-insurgent transition. Kreisi’s suggestion that 
some participants are likely to be absorbed into the political establishment 
while others may radicalize, is also a recognizable feature of El Salvador’s 
post-insurgent accommodations (1996, 153-7).  

Some other in-group discussions and dilemmas that have been 
identified in relation to social movements also appear in the social field of 
post-insurgency, like that between professionalization and activism 
(Frankland and Rihoux 2008. Tarrow 2005). For example, after the Peace 
Accords, within the Salvadoran NGOs and the unions that had participated 
within the revolutionary movement, the discussion between those 
emphasizing the need for professionalization and those wanting to give 
center stage to grassroots political activism gained currency. A related debate 
has taken place over the extent to which, and the conditions under which, 
social organizations with revolutionary roots should accept and consider 
legitimate the outcomes of neoliberal democratic transition. This discussion 
revolves around the defense of group interests within the framework of the 
new system and whether and when neoliberal outcomes still warrant radical 
and confrontational action. Van Leeuwen referred to this social movement 
dilemma as “to conform or to confront?” (2010, 91). As we have seen in the 
case of El Salvador, different positions on these matters became visible as 
part of the internal development of the revolutionary movement after the 
Peace Accords. Such debates continue to be current and relevant in many 
social organizations that sprung from the Salvadoran insurgency.32 

What social movement theory brings to post-insurgency are its 
sensitivity to participant relations and its attention to patterns that may occur 
inside the insurgent movement, without prescribing fixed outcomes. 
However, I believe at least three caveats are in order when seeking to apply 
social movement theory to post-insurgency. First, there is the matter of the 
extent to which an insurgent movement is comparable to a social movement. 
Though many parallels exist, an insurgent movement is differentiated by 
elements such as the scope of its agenda and the extent to which it uses 
violence and the forms of violence it engages in. Furthermore, insurgent 
movements tend to be more complex than most of the examples drawn upon 

32 Apart from the data of the present study, further references to such debates are available in Foley (1996), 
Frundt (2002), Kampwirth (1998), Pirker (2007, 2008), and Sprenkels (2005).  



by social movement theory. A full-grown insurgent movement like the one 
reviewed in this study brings together and intertwines different formal and 
informal modes of organization across significant sectors. Its internal 
organization is highly complex, and partially intractable because of a range 
of defense mechanisms and security measures. Translating this complexity 
into the postwar period, we saw that the insurgency’s different 
organizational arrangements responded quite differently to the emerging 
postwar circumstances. Individuals and collectives hold different cards for 
adjustment and adaptation. Yet, this does not mean that they might not also 
continue to embrace the collective identity of the movement.  

Second, the combined social, political and economic effects of lengthy 
participation in insurgency would, in most cases, surpass those of social 
movement participation. With the enormous stakes and sacrifices of armed 
struggle, the (personal) lives of the participants have become deeply 
intertwined with the movement itself, to the extent that for some life outside 
the group has become difficult to fathom. Insurgent organizational ties 
interlink with strong personal ties, including the new families that have been 
formed and shaped over the years. The insurgent struggle is not only about 
collective resources, but also involves high personal stakes. Though these 
inferences may occasionally be true for some die-hard social movement 
participants in other settings as well, the entanglement of personal life stories 
with the insurgent struggle should, in my opinion, be considered as of a 
different scope and order. The voices of former insurgents presented in this 
study render eloquent testimony to this point. One of the implications of 
such entanglements is that it contributes to the blurring of the lines between 
political and economic aspects of movement participation.  

Finally, case studies evidenced how internal differentiation between 
different (groups of) participants in the movement played an important role 
in post-insurgent transition. We encountered relevant differences in postwar 
accommodations correlated with distinctions between categories such as: 
urban and rural; leadership, middle cadre and rank-and-file; different PMO 
factions; and different organizational spheres associated with the PMOs. 
Social movement literature pays little attention to such within-group 
differentiations. This is correlated with this literature’s limited concern for 
the political intricacies of internal hierarchies as well as the matter of 
leadership in general (Campell 2005, 63).  



However, the experience of post-insurgency is impossible to understand 
without paying attention to the matter of internal inequality, and the tension 
between this factor and the proclaimed solidarity within the movement. If it 
is to be applied to the study of post-insurgency, it seems to me that social 
movement theory needs to be infused with a significant dose of elite theory. I 
do not propose to look at left-wing political elites as skilled manipulators of 
egalitarian discourses in search of personal power, as Robert Michels 
proposes, but rather to consider internal power differences as a highly 
dynamic and contentious component of the experience of post-insurgency. 
As we have seen, such power differentials do not only set apart different 
participants, but also help to connect them, through different forms of 
exchange and redistribution of power and privilege. Thus, its lack of 
consideration of internal power arrangements has made social movement 
theory largely oblivious to the phenomenon of clientelism. Elite theory, on 
the other hand, contributes little understanding to the ongoing dynamics of 
bottom-up claim making within the field of post-insurgency. It overestimates 
leadership’s strategic advantage and underestimates that of constituents. It 
oversimplifies the relationships that hold them together. If social movement 
theory benefits from integrating certain notions of elite theory, the same 
might also be true the other way around.  
 
Post-insurgency and social history 
In chapter 2 I argued that an in-depth consideration of the historical relations 
of the insurgent movement constituted a mandatory component of the 
analysis of post-insurgency. Indeed, throughout this study, insurgent history 
surfaced time and again as former insurgents explained and interpreted 
postwar developments. The insurgents brought the interpersonal 
relationships forged during the war, with all their contingencies and 
complexities, with them into the postwar period. The insurgent polity that 
the revolutionaries built during the war did not remain intact after the Peace 
Accords, but it did not disappear either. It evolved into a dynamic social field 
that I have termed post-insurgency.  

To understand the extent to which PMO networks were relevant to 
structure post-insurgency as a social field, a fine-tuned sense of social history 
is needed. Postwar accommodation processes frequently continued to link 
different components previously connected through the PMOs. The 
insurgent networks were complex, characterized by partially hidden and 



partially overlapping organizational structures, and the use of multiple 
political identities. These networks connected different social sectors and 
organizational forms horizontally as well as hierarchically. The different 
organizational structures set-up by the PMOs reconverted to peacetime 
circumstances often in connection to each other. For example, former peasant 
insurgents organized in repopulated communities became the central 
beneficiaries of NGOs with their roots in the same PMO. Another recent 
example of this phenomenon is the rise of the FMLN veterans’ movement 
with its many associations that build on specific parts of the PMO networks 
as they had previously functioned during the 1980s. 

Also within the FMLN as a political party, PMO itineraries are 
omnipresent. They are crucial components of leadership and faction 
building. For its political apparatus, the FMLN continues to rely, to a very 
important extent, on the historically constructed networks of the insurgency. 
Networks inherited locally play an important role in electoral campaigning. 
As we saw in the case studies, when former PMO cadres were granted a 
senior position, they frequently relied on their contacts from the 1970s and 
1980s to fill out the positions under their command. Telling is the fact that 
even two decades after the Peace Accords, the FMLN political commission–
its key executive governance body–continues to consist almost exclusively of 
former PMO cadres. The number of seats allotted each PMO bears testament 
to the internal division of power.33  

According to my informers, such PMO power relations were 
reproduced in lower levels as well. A friend who, through her own PMO 
connections, had obtained a mid-level job in the Funes administration 
complained that “the same ones as always end up with the jobs.” She was 
referring to older cadres who occupied the best positions, leaving little space 
for younger, better-educated candidates. This was exacerbated by the fact 

33 In 1993, before the formal dissolution of the PMOs, top leadership from each of the five groups occupied 3 
seats in this commission, making for a total of 15. In 2010, the distribution of former cadres was as follows: 
PCS-FAL (8), FPL (5), ERP (2), PRTC (1) and RN (1)–out of a total of 20. The remaining three members of top 
leadership without wartime affiliation were young people representing the FMLN youth sector. The FPL 
representatives held the two most important positions, that of general coordinator and that of auxiliary 
coordinator. See the FMLN’s official website: http://www.fmln.org.sv/; accessed: Dec. 22, 2012. See also ‘Vieja 
dirección del FMLN será la nueva dirección del FMLN,’ El Faro, October 29, 2010. Available at 
http://www.elfaro.net/es/201010/noticias/2764/; accessed: Dec. 22, 2012. For more detail, Urbina González 
(2006) offers an exhaustive overview of those elected or appointed to the FMLN’s political commission in 
different party congresses.  



that, according to her, the party leaders internally “still maintain quotas, 
there always have to be people from the PC and from the ‘Fs’ [FPL].”34  

During the war, PMO cadres functioned as mobilizing agents as well 
as gatekeepers to different sectors and communities. In the framework of the 
insurgency, the PMO cadres were subject to supervision and evaluation by 
superiors, but after the Peace Accords this control slacked, and with it, the 
cadres were known to partially privatize their individual position of power 
within the community, NGO or union. They continued to wield local power, 
but now without much counterweight or scrutiny from the top down. Cadres 
also frequently attempted to convert their ‘revolutionary credit’ towards a 
position of political leadership in the new context. This phenomenon was 
especially salient among the ‘comandantes’–the majority of whom attempted 
a career in public office–but also quite noticeable among middle level cadre. 
Eventually, as we saw in the case studies, the cadre legacy played an 
important role in the structuring of internal inequality and in the emergence 
of factional clientelism within the field of post-insurgency.  

The promises of the revolution constitute another relevant aspect of 
the accumulated social history of the movement. Especially during the 1990s, 
the experience of post-insurgency was dominated by the phenomenon of 
disillusionment, something that mainly makes sense in the light of the 
expectations that participants in the revolutionary movement had previously 
held. The social history perspective therefore helps to understand the weight 
of disillusionment in the experience of post-insurgency. What is important to 
point out is that, contrary to what some social movement literature suggests, 
in the Salvadoran case disillusionment did not always translate into 
demobilization.35 I met many highly disillusioned ex-combatants who 
nonetheless were still active in the FMLN or social movement work. What 
disillusionment did do was to contribute to the experience of post-insurgency 
as a more pragmatic, less idealistic form of politics, including an increase in 
cynical views on politics. More than simply a catalyst for demobilization, 
disillusionment became part of the shared experience of post-insurgency. 

What becomes clear from the perspective of post-insurgency as 
accumulated social history is that the specific ways in which an insurgent 
movement’s accumulated history may help shape postwar adjustment 
processes is still very much underappreciated and understudied. Both in 

34 Fieldnotes (03-08-2009). 
35 Tilly and Tarrow for example only use the concept of disillusionment as a mechanism for demobilization of 
social movements (2008, 98). 



peacebuilding and in transitology literature, peace settlements tend to be 
seen mostly as a new beginning, rather than as a step in the larger process by 
which contenders attempt to construe political power in specific territories 
and among specific constituencies. The general population is seen as victim 
of the conflict and assumed to have been largely aloof from the fighting. With 
the peace settlements, it is assumed these people will now become aspiring 
citizens of a national state. The former warring parties, if they transition into 
political parties, are mainly framed as actors now prone to striving for the 
democratic favor of these citizens.  

My findings suggest a different approach is needed. The many 
organizational ties historically constructed on the ground translate into thick 
webs of allegiances and loyalties, in which (former) warring parties may well 
play important - or even pivotal - roles. Even if peace has arrived, the 
historically constructed political identities circulating on the ground may be 
much more relevant for the local experience of politics than the notion of 
citizenship. The case study of the Ellacuría community brought this point 
home. Though this remains a matter for further research, I believe that 
Ellacuría’s story resonates with how peace has become experienced in many 
rural communities in El Salvador.  
 Another important issue for future inquiry is to gain a better 
understanding of the postwar adjustment processes that took place on other 
side of the political spectrum in El Salvador. I suspect similar 
accommodation processes, albeit with different accents and particularities, 
also occurred within the different networks and organizations that had 
integrated the Salvadoran Right during the war. Thus far, the issue of how 
ARENA party networks, right-wing interest groups, the armed forces and 
the paramilitary structures readjusted to peace has received very little 
scholarly attention.36 Overall, less is known about the historical development 
of El Salvador’s right-wing forces and, especially, about their internal 
relations than is the case with the former insurgents. Doubtlessly, an in-
depth study of the development of the Salvadoran right would enhance our 
understanding of the Salvadoran armed conflict and the subsequent postwar 
transition.  

In a broader sense, the study of postwar transition needs to pay much 
more attention to the effects of the transformation process, set in motion with 

36 A partial exception is Wood (2000). This work focuses on the role of the ‘defection’ of part of the Salvadoran 
right-wing elite from their traditional allies as a factor in the governments’ acceptance of a negotiated 
settlement.  



the peace arrangements, on the different relationships forged during the war. 
In order to understand the political experience of peace, one also has to 
disentangle the component pieces of the experience of war. Within the 
former insurgent movement, the contentious accommodation of internal 
relationships that takes place in order to fit the emerging circumstances 
involves different organizational levels, subgroups and constituencies, and 
produces new patterns in which old relationships partially acquire new 
political meanings, without necessarily losing their previous meanings.  
 
From post-insurgency back to insurgency? 
 
Would it be possible to turn the main argument delineated above on its 
head? Instead of asking what more we need to study about insurgency in 
order to understand post-insurgency better, might we not also ask if what we 
have learned about post-insurgency should read as an invitation to revisit the 
experience of insurgency itself? For example, to what extent should we 
interpret post-insurgent clientelism as a new way of organizing internal 
relations within the revolutionary movement? Clientelism was an important 
feature of Salvadoran society before the revolutionary movement took hold. 
This movement explicitly rejected clientelist politics as practiced by the 
regime and the oligarchy. But does this also mean that there was no 
clientelism in the revolutionary movement before and during the war? And if 
so, what forms of clientelism existed, and how might they have interacted 
with other aspects of the experience of revolutionary participation? These, I 
think, are important questions for future research.  

In order to address such matters it is necessary to re-examine the 
nature of different internal relationships more closely. Given the prominence 
of factional clientelism in post-insurgency, it seems like a good idea for 
example to consider much more closely how the insurgent movement might 
have drawn on existing clientelist relationships in the 1970s in order to help 
build the movement. In particular, it may be interesting to consider the role 
of compadrazgo networks in the Salvadoran revolutionary movement. It also 
is worthwhile to consider more closely how different types of involvement in 
the revolutionary movement, for example through church networks, through 
the peasant unions, through the student organizations, through the urban 
cells etc. were experienced by those involved, and how these experiences 
connected and interacted with each other. What exactly were the perceived 



trade-offs or rewards for participation by those involved in the movement on 
different levels at different times? In the material produced on the movement 
during the war, its internal development is so subsumed in revolutionary 
discourse, that it is not easy to elicit interpretations outside of that 
framework. It would imply some interesting methodological challenges to 
try and establish this several decades later, as participant interpretations may 
also shift in time to accommodate emerging knowledge and experience.  

Another topic that emerges is that of the organizational arrangements 
in the refugee camps, and the extent to which the camp experience might 
have been colored by expectations of reciprocity. How might PMO capacity 
and leverage to mobilize different resources through NGOs and other entities 
have helped to shape the relationships between rural insurgent constituents 
and the revolutionary movement? And then, to what extent might the 
revolutionary organizations have played a role in the emergence of the 
alleged ‘asistencialismo’ (aid dependency) among peasant refugees in 
Honduras that after the war became much lamented by the NGOs of the 
revolutionary movement?37 In all, I think it is not unlikely that clientelist 
practices and clientelism as a political imaginary already played a role in the 
development of the revolutionary movement from the 1970s onwards. But I 
consider this was of minor importance in comparison to the revolutionary 
imaginary of political militancy and the liberation church imaginary of the 
peasant insurgents as the ‘chosen people.’38  

These observations also connect to more theoretical discussions 
regarding the type of (local) governance arrangements an insurgent 
movement might bring into existence (Mampilly 2011. Wickham-Crowley 
1987). I consider that our understanding of insurgent governance is still very 
much limited by the fact that such arrangements include important 
clandestine components difficult to document or research, especially while 
the conflict is ongoing. Moreover, while leadership does not easily shed 
insurgent identity, except when traveling clandestinely in enemy terrain, 
lower placed members of insurgent movements have significant incentives to 
routinely hide their insurgent identity from all outsiders. Because of all this, 
researchers may only be allowed partial or segmented access to insurgency’s 
internal relations.  

37 For different positions regarding the alleged aid dependency of the insurgency’s peasant supporters, 
contrast Binford (2010, 542), Silber (2011, 97) and Todd (2010, 162).   
38 For a reflection on changes in the political imaginary of participants in the Salvadoran insurgent movement 
after the Peace Accords, see Peterson and Peterson (2008).



The research advantage of the Salvadoran case is that it is now 
possible to engage in in-depth research efforts among different subgroups 
and participants within the former insurgency. As the former insurgent 
peasants from Ellacuría indicated, they now share some stories that were 
previously off-limits for outsiders in order to answer questions about the 
community’s history. What we can learn from those stories is that 
Salvadoran guerrilla government as such was made effective on the local 
level through the intricate personal and organizational ties that, often 
covertly, intertwined segments of the local population with the guerrilla 
itself, which then also partially integrated the local populace into the rebels’ 
internal governance system. The fact that the PMO cadre system was very 
hierarchical does not mean that it did not help to incorporate and represent 
different subgroups within the insurgent polity on different levels. Too rash a 
distinction between a ‘core’ guerrilla member and a local peasant entering 
into some kind of political exchange is definitely problematic in the 
Salvadoran case, as the on the ground local political identities were much 
more complex and intertwined. In my opinion, rash overall distinctions 
between local population and insurgents are likely to be problematic in other 
cases as well, especially when the local history of the insurgent movement 
indicates that many (underground) relationships may have been woven over 
the course of several years.  

Unlike Weinstein (2007), who conceives of rebel government as 
fundamentally driven by strategic decision making at the top of the 
organization, I think that it is important to acknowledge that, ultimately, the 
dynamic of guerrilla government also pertains to the regulation of the 
different constituents integrated within the movement. Insurgent governance 
thus also constitutes a set of arrangements in which power is produced, 
disputed and distributed internally. I perceive of this ongoing process of 
relational positioning and negotiating of internal power as an important 
feature of the experience of Salvadoran insurgency. The contention between 
different insurgent subgroups that we have seen emerge so clearly and 
publically in the postwar period, I believe must already have taken place–in a 
more subdued and discrete manner–within the movement before and during 
the war. Even if the guerrilla’s military command eventually decided on 
many crucial issues, this did not mean that local insurgent peasants had no 
internal leverage. 



In most academic literature contemporary insurgent movements tend 
to be seen mostly as anomalies and entities of destruction that need to be 
contained and, once neutralized and disarmed, ‘reintegrated’ into society. 
Such an ahistorical perspective on insurgency is unfortunate, because it 
misses the crucial historical role of insurgency and other forms of collective 
violence in state building processes (Tilly 1978, 1985). Subsequently it also 
ignores how the relationships forged during the process of insurgency might 
help shape the society that emerges after the war ends. Then there is the 
occasional scholar that continues to think of one or the other revolutionary 
movements as a popular vanguard, and thus as an engine of history. 
Preoccupied with bolstering the revolutionaries’ legitimacy, such work tends 
to focus mostly on the struggle between the regime and the revolutionary 
movement, and to pay little attention to the movements’ internal 
contradictions and power struggles. As a result, such scholarship has little to 
say about the actual relations that are being forged in the insurgent process.  

The study of the Salvadoran post-insurgency has drawn attention to 
how important these internal relations continue to be in the aftermath of the 
revolutionary struggle, even in a case in which the revolution was not won 
but rather resulted in a strong socio-political movement competing for power 
in a broader political field. The notion of post-insurgency validates the 
importance of considering the incipient state building processes taking place 
within insurgent movements, and as a result of the relational work 
performed by the movement on its different levels. It feeds several 
possibilities for future research on the internal dynamics of insurgency. 
 
The enduring legacies of insurgency in El Salvador 
 
The end of the war implied drastic changes for El Salvador’s insurgent 
movement, but it did not mean a fresh start. The former insurgents took with 
them into this new phase the accumulated relationships and imaginaries of 
insurgency, and sought different ways of collective accommodation to the 
emerging circumstances. In comparison to the apparently clear-cut categories 
of war, the aftermath gave way to confusing times, with actors repositioning 
and realigning, and political meanings and identities often wandering in flux 
(Strazzari 2008). Because of longstanding–but temporarily repressed–socio-
economic and political differences between different members and groups of 



revolutionaries, former insurgents held different cards that facilitated, or 
hindered, social, political and economic ascendency in the postwar context. 

The PMO accommodations that took place after the Peace Accords 
did not end the phenomenon of left-wing revolutionary militancy in El 
Salvador. Leadership emphasized that ‘the struggle continued’ and, in that 
sense, political demobilization was not warranted. Many former insurgents 
nonetheless debated the extent to which postwar political militancy could 
still be considered revolutionary. From a relational perspective, the combined 
legacy of the processes of insurgent accumulation and post-insurgent 
accommodation was that they generated the political networks that allowed 
the FMLN to successfully compete in postwar electoral democracy. One of 
the important empirical findings of this study is that this process eventually 
helped reconfigure former insurgent relations into patterns of factional 
clientelism.  

The institutionalization of the FMLN, from insurgent movement to 
electoral party, changed the way in which the insurgents made their claims. 
Insurgent participants had made their claims, sustained by violence, upon 
the Salvadoran government. However, in the postwar period former 
insurgents increasingly made claims upon FMLN leadership as power 
holders. With the advent of peace, patterns of contention thus partially 
shifted from the previous Right-Left dichotomy to a more internal focus, as 
former insurgents battled each other in an attempt to position themselves 
advantageously within the social field of post-insurgency. Such claims 
received an additional boost with the FMLN’s 2009 electoral triumph, which 
opened up new possibilities for access to government resources.  

In two decades of post-insurgency, left-wing politics in El Salvador 
has evolved from revolutionary vanguardism towards a version of electoral 
clientelism. Apart from drawing on the relationships of the insurgency, the 
phenomenon of postwar clientelism also appeals to a much older tradition of 
clientelism in Salvadoran politics known as compadrazgo. Somewhat 
ironically, over time the revolutionary movement adopted, albeit in a new 
jacket, some of the political practices that it initially had rebelled against, a 
familiar pattern for those that have read Leon Trotsky or Hannah Arendt. 
This leaves us with the question of why clientelism might be so successful in 
contemporary Salvadoran politics. My fieldwork findings suggest that this 
may in part be so because political actors, on different levels, see it as an 
effective tool for electoral competition. On the one hand, clientelism offers a 



powerful instrument to achieve effective aggregate structuring of political 
relationships from top to bottom, and vice versa. On the other hand, 
clientelism helps to sustain collective political identities over time because it 
offers resources to sustain in-group solidarity. The identities of the war 
provide a practical device to help structure the groups that may enter in 
competition. In my view, post-insurgency is one of several social fields that 
help structure contemporary political clientelism in El Salvador.  
 Like clientelism, the saliency of conspiracy in post-insurgent politics 
can also be seen both as a legacy of insurgency as well as part of an older 
tradition within Salvadoran politics. Secret plotting by dissident factions, for 
example, was an essential part of how political power was regulated 
throughout the 20th century with its frequent military coups (Cáceres Prendes 
2012. Castro Morán 1987. Williams and Walter 1997). My fieldwork among 
former insurgents indicated that public debate and formal electoral 
procedures are complemented with behind-the-scenes plotting. It should be 
said that not only elements on the Left but also on the Right are commonly 
seen as engaging in this kind of secretive political practices. How significant 
and effective this plotting is vis-à-vis the formal aspects of Salvadoran 
politics will, I strongly suspect, remain a source of speculation. In the eyes of 
many of the veterans I worked with, the perception that conspiracy was an 
ongoing factor merited the dedication of a significant portion of their time 
and energy to its consideration. 

Throughout this study we have seen how the networks, relationships 
and political imaginaries forged during the insurgency played crucial roles in 
shaping the post-insurgent political arena. The revolutionary movement 
proved to hold many significant internal divides, like those between 
sectarian PMO identities, between rural and urban participants, between 
rank-and-file and cadres, and between different interpretations of what the 
postwar agenda of the revolutionaries should be. The perceived political 
heritage of insurgency became the foremost issue of contention among these 
different groups. Underneath the disputes, the insistence that earlier 
participation and sacrifice have earned the former insurgents the right to 
political ascendency constitutes a common thread. This helps explain what, 
in my eyes, emerged as this study’s main paradox. Even if many former 
insurgents criticize vehemently the prevalence of favoritism and factionalism 
in Salvadoran democracy, they have, by and large, internalized these 
organizational methods.  



One of Ellacuría’s community leaders reflected on the bittersweet irony of 
this phenomenon: 
 

As Schafik [Handal] said …: ‘we are going to immerse ourselves within the system 
in order to change the system and not so that the system changes us.’ … This was 
Schafik’s vision, to be able, over time, to change the system. But it ended up the 
other way around: the system changed us, right? It’s that simple! … The system 
has absorbed us.39  

In this sense, my study concurs with Edelberto Torres-Rivas retrospective 
analysis on Central America’s political turmoil as revolutions that did not 
generate revolutionary transformations (2011). Nonetheless, two decades 
after the end of war, the experience of insurgency continues to deeply mark 
the Salvadoran political landscape. The enduring character of insurgent 
legacies becomes particularly evident when considering the life trajectories of 
those involved in the revolutionary movement on different levels. On the 
local level, insurgent legacies include tangible changes in settlement patterns 
and property relations. In urban environments, some significant sectors and 
institutions are also still very much permeated by their insurgent 
antecedents. El Salvador’s former insurgency has developed into a power 
block able to compete effectively with political contenders for access to and 
control of the State, thereby mostly enlarging the inclusiveness of El 
Salvador’s political arena and boosting postwar electoral democracy. 
However, at the same time the practical dimensions of these transformations 
have become permeated with traditional and conservative notions of politics, 
which in turn generates the question to what extent the former insurgents 
actually achieved political innovation, or whether instead, they helped outfit 
‘old-style’ politics in a new ideological jacket. In my view, insurgency and its 
aftermath did modify Salvadoran power relations profoundly, only not 
automatically or necessarily in ways that enhanced equality or 
egalitarianism.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

39 Interview with Arturo (03-02-2010). 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 



Annex 1. Data & Sources 
 
Fieldwork periods 
 
The bulk of the fieldwork for this research project took place in the 12-month 
period between April 2009 and April 2010. In the two years previous to this 
period, and in preparation of this same project, I did some explorative work 
in El Salvador, including a handful of interviews. In April 2010 I moved to 
the Netherlands together with my family. I returned to fieldwork for three 
two-week follow-up visits (February 2011, May-June 2011, and February 
2012) as well as one shorter visit in March 2013.  
 
Interviews 
 
The interviews I did for this research project focused mostly on those former 
insurgents that had been either regular combatants or mid-level cadres 
during the war. The interviews were conducted without a set format or list of 
questions. Most interviews developed as conversations, while thematically 
interweaving the exploration of personal life experiences connected to 
insurgent participation with topics pertaining to the post-insurgent 
development of the revolutionary movement. Annex 2 features a short 
description of those interviewed for this study.  

I conducted all interviews personally, with the exception of 7 
interviews conducted by students as part of the Ellacuría fieldwork seminar. 
Most interviews took place in a private setting. Clara Guardado (see below) 
accompanied me in 5 different interviews. Michelle Melara (see below) 
participated in the series of interviews conducted with Anastasio (see annex 
2). In all, the interviews recorded for this research project add up to 168 
hours. 95% of these interviews were transcribed with the help of graduate 
students of the UCA in San Salvador (see below). The interviews span a total 
of 71 individuals (20 women – 51 men). The shortest interview lasted 14 
minutes, the longest close to 12 hours (over several sessions). In order to 
make mutual understanding deeper and more precise the researcher in 
several cases interviewed the same person two or more times.  

A substantial amount of those interviewed are people the researchers 
knew personally before initiating the research project (36 vs. 35 people 
acquainted in the course of the research). Also, I conducted 9 group 



interviews (6 were recorded) with different groups of veterans. Additionally, 
many shorter or longer interviews or conversations took place without 
recording, either because I felt recording was not appropriate or because the 
informer requested not to be recorded. I rendered unrecorded interviews in 
the form of fieldnotes.  

Prof. Dr. Dirk Kruijt and Dr. Chris van der Borgh hold a digital copy 
of the audio and transcriptions of all recorded interviews. The archive of the 
Instituto de Estudios Históricos, Antropológicos y Arqueológicos at the UES 
holds copies of all the transcribed interviews as a resource available to the 
public. The transcribed interviews accessible to the public have been edited 
to conceal the identity of the informants. Audio copies will not be made 
available to the public to protect the identity of the informants.  
 
Fieldnotes 
 
For the duration of the fieldwork I used a notebook to write down 
observations and impressions. Generally speaking, I did not write out notes 
extensively at the end of each day, but rather used short phrases that served 
as a memory aid for me to be able to pin down what I considered to be the 
most relevant content of fieldwork events. With these notes I am able to 
describe situations, comments and events that occurred during fieldwork. 
Since the notes also contain confidential or delicate information, as well as 
real names and identities, I will not make these available to the public. 
 
Internal PMO documents 
 
On several occasions in this study I recur to internal documents or 
propaganda of the revolutionary organizations. In El Salvador, several 
different private institutions hold collections of such written sources. The 
documents I used in this study proceed from the following: the Museo de la 
Palabra y la Imagen (MUPI), FUNDABRIL, Centro de Documentación en 
Apoyo a la Investigación of the UCA (CIDAI, a part of the UCA library), and 
the Instituto de Estudios Históricos, Antropológicos y Arqueológicos of the 
UES (IEHAA-UES), and Instituto Schafik Handal. Of the five, the MUPI 
holds the largest collection. MUPI is strongest on ERP documents, including 
the internal documents of the ERP in its postwar years. FUNDABRIL has the 
largest collection of FPL documents, while Instituto Schafik Handal holds 



many interesting PCS documents. All five institutions were very helpful with 
me throughout my research efforts and provided me with copies of selected 
documents I requested. All the material from the archives of these 
organizations is accessible for researchers upon request.  
 
Life trajectory surveys 
 
Two of the case studies presented in this book specifically explore life 
trajectories over a time span of several decades, from insurgency to post-
insurgency. This concerns the case study of comunidad Ignacio Ellacuría 
(chapter 5) and the study of the photographs of guerrilla formations (chapter 
6). In the case of the latter, methodological considerations are commented 
upon extensively in the chapter itself. In his archive, the author holds the 
original paper sheets used for data gathering, which include the names or 
pseudonyms of the combatants (suppressed in the present document for 
privacy reasons), as well as the authorizations for the use of the photographs. 

In the case of the former, as part of the fieldwork seminar, a 
community survey was designed and implemented with the participation of 
a group of students. The particularity of our Ellacuría community survey was 
that it focused specifically on the life trajectories of Ellacuría inhabitants and 
their immediate family members from the period between 1970 until 2009 
(when the survey was conducted). Furthermore, we presented Ellacuría 
inhabitants with a list of questions regarding their opinion on post-insurgent 
politics. The supplied information was processed with two computer 
programs: Statistical Product and Service Solutions (SPSS) and Microsoft 
Excel. The findings of these two surveys provided some key issues we 
subsequently addressed in ethnographical fieldwork. Annex 4 presents the 
Ellacuría survey findings. The archive of the original survey material is in the 
hands of the author.  
 
Translations 
 
Throughout this book, original text in Spanish is offered in its translated 
version into English. The following people have collaborated in the 
translations: Chris Damon, Darcy Alexandra and Irina Carlota Silber. All 
three are native English speakers with years of experience in El Salvador. 
Myself and at least one native speaker have revised all translations from 
Spanish into English. 



 
Research assistants 
 
My partner Michelle Melara, a sociologist and political scientist trained at the 
UCA, performed several research assistant tasks, which included support 
during some of my interviews and with the Ellacuría research seminar. She 
also aided with processing the data from the Ellacuría survey. For my 
fieldwork efforts I was furthermore able to rely on the part-time assistance of 
Clara Guardado and Yuri Escamilla, two anthropology students from the 
UES, at the time in their 3rd and 4th year of studies, respectively. Both 
volunteered to work with me in order to obtain fieldwork experience. Clara 
sometimes accompanied me on the meetings with the FMLN veteran groups. 
Both Yuri and Clara helped write out several interviews and also provided 
some research support with the work on the photographs (chapter 6). Most 
of their efforts went into a research seminar I coordinated for fieldwork in 
Comunidad Ignacio Ellacuría, Chalatenango (see chapter 5). Anthropology 
students Alex Leiva, Sofia Castillo and Ricardo Cook also participated in this 
fieldwork seminar. Anabel Recinos, a law student and Ellacuría native, 
assisted the anthropology students. She also coordinated the involvement of 
other Ellacuría students who volunteered to assist in the research efforts: 
Francisco Mejía, Dennis Membreño and Estela Guardado, juniors in Arts, 
Business and Education, respectively. Liliana Trejo, at the time in her final 
year of anthropology at the UES, volunteered as a research assistant in 2012, 
and collaborated with gathering and verifying data on the FMLN veterans’ 
organizations. Brenda Floors, then recently graduated from the University of 
Amsterdam, assisted in fieldwork during several months in 2009 and 2010. 
She mainly worked on data harvesting on the political violence of 2006 and 
2007 (see chapter 7). 

Through its social service department, the UCA provided support to 
the research project by selecting graduate students to transcribe the recorded 
interviews. Sonia Barrios coordinated these efforts on behalf of the UCA. I 
offered a short training course in interview transcription to these students, as 
well as a meeting to reflect together with them on the different interviews 
they had written out. The students were Alejandra Zúñiga, Alessandra 
Quiñónez, Amanda Molina, Ana Bello Suazo, Camila Quiñónez, Carlos 
Mejía, Cecil Mata, Claudia Galicia, Claudia Menjívar, David Panamá, Delmy 
Martínez, Diana Hidalgo, Fredy Velásquez, Gabriela Salas, Gloria Morán, 



Graciela Lima, Guadalupe Isabel van der Velde, Juan Carlos Delgado, Karen 
Massana, Karla Chicas, Manuel Ernesto García, Manuel Rivera, Marco Ortiz, 
Marisela Morán, Milton Martínez, Miriam Meléndez, Norelis Manzano, Onix 
Landaverde, Patricia Lemus, Patricia Marenco, Ricardo Revelo, Roxana 
Quevedo, Salvador Avalos, Silvia Canales, Silvia Reyes, Yasmara Fuentes 
and Yensee Segovia. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Annex 2. Protagonists 
 

 
 

‘Adelino.’ A FPL militant, captured and tortured by the military in 1981. Died 
shortly after in Nicaragua here he had gone into exile with his family. (FN & 
MO) 

‘Alex.’ Became involved in the revolutionary movement through church 
activism. A lay worker and resident in one of the FPL repopulations since the late 
1980s. (I) (18-03-2010) 

‘Alvaro.’ Grew up during the war. His family settled in Ellacuría. Involved in 
postwar community organizing. (I) (25-01-2010) 

‘Ana.’ Grew up in a middle-class family heavily involved in the PCS. 
Participated in different capacities during the war, mostly in exile. After the war, 
she has developed a career in NGO work. (I) (09-11-2007) 

‘Anastasio.’ A seasoned PCS-FAL cadre, he studied law after the war, and found 
employment in a State institution. (I) (23-02-2008, 20-09-2008, 12-11-2008, 22-11-
2008, 15-12-2009) 

‘Andrés Sánchez.’ A mid-level FPL political cadre during the war, mostly 
involved in peasant organizing. He became one of Guarjila’s community leaders 
after the war. (FN & MO) 

‘Angel.’ A former FPL combatant and postwar community leader in one of the 
Chalatenango repopulations. (I) (12-12-2008) 

The present list provides basic information on different insurgent 
protagonists named in the present study. The people described below 
were an important part of the fieldwork settings I worked in and have 
informed this research project in different ways. As explained in 
chapter 2, I use pseudonyms throughout this study, except in relation 
to a handful of public figures. The list distinguishes between the 
following categories of protagonists:  

 those I interviewed (I) (The dates of such interviews are mentioned in 
brackets) 

 those I interacted with for this study and that feature my fieldnotes 
(FN)  

 and those whose that were mentioned by others in interviews or 
otherwise (MO)  



‘Angela.’ Fought for the PCS-FAL during the last years of the war, then went 
back to the university, held several jobs in NGOs and government, and raised a 
family. (I) (08-05-2009, 11-05-2009) 

‘Antonio.’ A FPL mid-level cadre, he spent the war clandestinely in San 
Salvador, mostly in political tasks. After the war, he developed a career in NGO 
work, without having active participation in the FMLN. (I) (21-07-2009, 29-07-
2009) 

‘Armando.’ Participated a few years as a combatant with the FPL in the early 
1980s. Became an educator in the Mesa Grande refugee camp and later one of the 
leaders of repopulation efforts. (I) (12-12-2008) 

‘Arturo.’ Originally from Chalatenango, he fought as a squad leader both for the 
FPL as well as for the FAL. After the war he became one of the community 
leaders in the repopulation of Ellacuría. (FN & I) (03-02-2010, 30-05-2011) 

‘Beatriz.’ Having grown up working for the RN in exile, she became an 
independent artist after the war (I) (12-02-2010).  

‘Bernabé.’ An internationalist organized with the FPL, after the war he worked 
for NGOs on behalf of the repopulated communities of San Vicente. (I) (17-03-
2010) 

‘Bernardo.’ A native of Guancora and a FPL collaborator. Exiled to Mesa Grande. 
Died from disease and old age towards the end of the war. (MO) 

‘Cándido.’ From family of landowners, he was recruited into the FPL during the 
1970s. Lost his wealth during and after the war. One of the animators of FMLN 
veteran organizing in the 2000s. (FN & I) (23-07-2009) 

‘Carlos.’ From a peasant family in Chalatenango, he fought for the FPL during 
the last years of the war. After the war, he settled in a repopulation and did some 
subsistence farming. In the 2000s he became part of the San Salvador municipal 
police force. (I) (17-12-2009) 

Carlos Ruíz. A PCS-FAL cadre during the war. The FMLN mayor of Soyapango 
from 2003 until 2012. (MO) 

‘Carmen.’ One of the leaders of the repopulation movement, she worked 
throughout the war in different organizational tasks for the FPL in Chalatenango. 
After the war she became involved in NGO work. Active within the FMLN’s 
CRS. (I) (11-12-2008, 14-12-2009, 07-01-2010) 

‘Claudia.’ A low-level participant in the FPL during the war, she settled in the 
repopulation of Ellacuría after the war. (MO & FN) 



‘Cruz Galán.’ A senior FPL military cadre at the end of the war. Died shortly 
after the Peace Accords. (MO)  

Dagoberto Gutiérrez. A leader within the PCS before and during the war. Some 
years after the war he left the FMLN as part of a political initiative called the TR. 
(MO)  

‘Danilo.’ An experienced ERP cadre, he obtained a government position shortly 
after the war. (FN) 

‘David.’ Born in San Salvador, he spent most the war in Chalatenango, were he 
became a mid-level officer in the FPL guerrillas. After the war, he worked mostly 
in construction (FN & I) (20-12-2009) 

‘Demetrio.’ Involved in the ERP’s urban structures in the 1970s and 1980s. 
Different postwar occupations. Was offered a government job late 2009. (FN & I) 
(19-05-2009, 26-05-2009, 29-06-2009, 18-08-2009) 

‘Dionisio Alemán.’ A senior military cadre with the RN. Involved in FMLN 
politics and the veteran movement after the war. (FN) 

‘Dolores.’ Supported the FPL from her family exile and fought in El Salvador 
during the last years of the war. Worked in several NGOs and, since 2009, with 
the government. (FN & I) (02-12-2009) 

‘Dorotea.’ Participated with the FPL masas in Chalatenango and later Mesa 
Grande. Settled in Ellacuría. (I) (28-11-2009) 

‘Elizabeth.’ A FPL mid-level cadre charged with political and military tasks 
during the last years of the war, she returned to her hometown to raise a family 
and run a farm with her husband, also a former combatant. (I) (31-07-2009) 

‘Elsa.’ Participated with the FPL during the war in different capacities, mainly in 
the refugee camps. After the war, she ran the family household, which included a 
tiny convenience store, in one of Chalatenango repopulations. Her husband, a 
former FPL combatant, migrated to the USA. (FN & I) (04-12-2009) 

‘Emanuel.’ Economist connected to the PCS-FAL, mostly involved in political 
tasks. Active in different NGOs and a participant in the CRS current after the 
war. (I) (28-08-2007) 

‘Evaristo.’ Former child soldier. After a career in the FPL Special Forces, after the 
war he became a police officer and a law student. (FN & I) (15-12-2009) 



‘Fabio.’ A RN cadre mostly involved in political tasks in the capital city. He had 
a falling out with the leadership close to the end of the war. Survived on odd 
jobs. (I) (28-08-2009) 

Facundo Guardado. A revolutionary peasant leader from Chalatenango. Became 
a member of the FPL leadership in the 1970s. General coordinator of the FMLN 
in 1997, as the leader of the renovadores. Presidential candidate in 1999. Expelled 
from the FMLN in 2001. (MO) 

‘Federico.’ A Chalatenango native and combatant for the FPL in the last years of 
the war. Carrying significant war-wounds, he studied medicine in Cuba after the 
war. (FN) 

‘Félix.’ A FPL mid-level military cadre, he found employment in NGOs, as a 
municipal employee, and, since 2009, as a government employee. Linked to 
FMLN reformists. (FN & I) (06-03-2010) 

‘Felipe.’ Involved in political work in San Salvador as a FPL mid-level cadre. 
After the war, he held jobs in municipalities and a NGO. (FN & I) (30-01-2010, 25-
02-2012) 

‘Fidel.’ An urban FPL mid-level cadre, wounded several times. Spent large part 
of the war recovering in Cuba. Found postwar employment at the UES. (I) (02-12-
2009) 

‘Fidelina.’ Daughter of a peasant family from Guazapa, she served in different 
capacities in safe houses as well as the rural front. After the war, she settled in a 
repopulation in Chalatenango, studied to become a nurse and found 
employment in a rural health clinic  (I) (09-04-2009) 

Francisco Jovel. Maximum leader of the PRTC. Later participated with the 
renovadores. Left the FMLN in 2001. (MO) 

‘Gabino.’ A mid-level FPL military cadre from Cabañas, after the war he became 
involved in FMLN politics. After a conflict in the 2000s, he was expelled from the 
party and started working for ARENA. (FN) 

‘Gabriel.’ A PRTC member, he mostly worked in exile. Very active in postwar 
FMLN politics. (FN) 

‘Gerardo.’ Participated with the FPL in different capacities. As part of the 
repopulation movement, he stayed in Ellacuría after the war. (I) (24-01-2010).  

‘Gilberto.’ Participated with the FPL and, after Carpio’s death, became part of a 
splinter-group called the Fracción. Subsequently fled El Salvador and was exiled 
in Mexico and Canada. (MO) 



‘Henry.’ NGO leader and one of those responsible for the ERP’s civil-political 
front in San Salvador. Continued to be involved in NGO work after the war. (I) 
(03-03-2013) 

‘Hernán.’ A FPL mid-level cadre, held military as well as political responsibilities 
during the war. Close to the reformist tendency, he held several municipal jobs 
over the years. (FN & I) (11-03-2010) 

‘Hugo.’ Integrant of the FPL’s Farabundo Martí Radio. Mostly involved in NGO 
work after the war, he became a government employee under Funes. (I) (26-11-
2008) 

‘Ignacio.’ A priest that participated with the ERP during the war. (I) (06-07-2009) 

‘Isabel.’ An FPL mid-level military cadre, became wounded at the end of the 
war. Initially, played a prominent role in the organization of FMLN war-
wounded, but soon broke with the party and settled in his home town. (I) (01-08-
2009) 

‘Ismaél.’ A FPL political cadre of Mexican origin. Unsuccessfully attempted to 
obtain a position in El Salvador after the war, and later found employment with 
a Mexican political party.  

‘Iván.’ A combatant for the PCS-FAL, killed in the 1989 offensive. (MO) 

‘Jerónimo.’ An FPL mid-level military cadre, he became a local postwar FMLN 
leader until a conflict with the party ended with his expulsion. (I) (27-12-2009) 

‘Jesús Rojas’ or Antonio Cardenal. A Jesuit seminarist who joined the FPL I the 
1970s. Became a comandante in the 1980s. Killed in an army ambush in 
Chalatenango, 1991. (MO) 

Joaquín Villalobos or ‘Atilio,’ or ‘René Cruz.’ The ERPs principal leader from 
the mid-1970s until its dissolution. Implicated in the assassination of Roque 
Dalton. A renowned military strategist during the war. Founded a new party 
called the PD after the 1994 elections, and then left for Oxford. (MO) 

‘Jorge.’ An urban ERP member, involved mostly in the NGO support structure of 
the organization. Witnessed the ERP’s postwar dismemberment from up-close, 
and retired from party politics. (I) (19-01-2010). 

‘José.’ A former FPL cadre, mainly worked on logistics during the war. With 
reformist sympathies, became marginalized within the FMLN in the 2000s. 
Active in veteran politics. (FN & I) (03-12-2009, 15-12-2009, 26-05-2011) 



José Luis Merino or ‘Ramiro Vásquez.’ One of the FAL’s most important 
military cadres. Became an important FMLN leader after the war. Considered to 
be one of the most powerful people within the FMLN. (MO) 

‘Juan.’ Born in Chalatenango, he became an FPL combatant during the last years 
of the war. For the last two decades, he has combined season farming in 
Chalatenango with working first at a municipal police in city, and later as a 
protection agent for FMLN leadership. (I) (12-12-2009) 

‘Juan Carlos.’ A former ERP cadre and war-wounded. Worked extensively with 
war-wounded organizations after the war. (FN) 

‘Justo.’ Of urban descent, he worked most of the war in logistics in 
Chalatenango, for the FPL. He became a municipal employee after the war. (FN 
& I) (11-08-2009, 20-08-2009)  

‘Liduvina.’ A repobladora from Guarjila. Formerly affiliated with the FPL. (MO) 

‘Lilian.’ An experienced FPL political cadre, she held several positions as a 
consultant for municipal governments and NGOs, before becoming a 
government official in 2009. (FN & I) (23-01-2010) 

‘Luis.’ Joined FPL combat forces in San Vicente at age 10 and came out of the war 
missing a limb. In the 2000s, worked as a municipal employee in the capital. (FN 
& I) (29-05-2009, 04-06-2009, 14-08-2009, 12-01-2010, 22-01-2010, 09-02-2010) 

‘Magdalena.’ An ERP political cadre, she broke with the leadership after the war, 
and integrated into the FMLN (FN & I) (12-08-2009). 

‘Manuel.’ Part of the RN military leadership towards the end of the war, he 
became an official in the new police force. (I) (16-10-2007, 03-11-2007) 

‘Marcelo.’ A former FPL urban commando member, held postwar jobs in the 
police force and later in the private sector. (I) (22-02-2008, 31-03-2010) 

‘María Ester.’ A PCS-FAL cadre, she helped organize the reinsertion process for 
combatants of her organization. (FN & I) (15-01-2010) 

‘Mariano.’ A mid-level FPL cadre from Chalatenango. First became involved in 
local politics and then migrated to the USA after the war. (FN) 

Mario Aguiñada Carranza. Member of the PCS and one of the leaders of its 
political work in El Salvador in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Left the PCS 
immediately after the Peace Accords, to continue as the leader of the UDN, 
which had become independent from the PCS. 



‘Marta.’ Organized first with the FPL and later with the PCS-FAL. One of the 
leaders of the repopulation of Ellacuría and continued to be a community leader 
after the war. (I) (25-11-2009) 

‘Martín.’ An important political cadre for the FPL during the war, he distanced 
himself from the party in the years after the Peace Accords. (I) (26-08-2009, 16-09-
2009) 

‘Mauricio.’ From a middle-class family in San Salvador, he participated with the 
PCS since the 1960s. Served a few years at the front for the PCS-FAL in the early 
1980s. Afterwards worked for the party outside of the country. Formally 
renounced party membership after the Peace Accords and attempted to set up a 
business. (I) (12-12-2007, 27-05-2009) 

‘Máximo.’ A South-American exile, he was recruited in Europe through the FPL 
support networks in 1983. Mainly operating from Chalatenango, he survived the 
war to marry a Salvadoran woman, also a former FPL militant, and make a living 
as working for a NGO. With Funes as president, he became a government 
official. (I) (27-08-2009) 

Medardo González or ‘Milton Méndez.’ A FPL leader during the war. Elected 
FMLN general coordinator in 2004. (MO)  

Mélida Anaya Montes or ‘Ana María.’ Union leader and second in command of 
the FPL. Assassinated presumably by FPL comrades in Managua 1983.  

‘Memo.’ Fought with the ERP. One of the leaders of the war-wounded FMLN 
veterans. (FN&I) (26-01-2010) 

‘Miguel.’ A student, he joined the PCS-FAL for the last years of the war. 
Currently a university professor, uninvolved with the FMLN. (I) (08-12-2009) 

‘Miguel Castellanos’ or Napoleón Romero. A FPL leader. Defected in 1985. 
Assassinated by a FPL commando in 1989. (MO) 

‘Moíses.’ A RN political cadre during the war. Continued to work with NGOs 
after the Peace Accords. After the rupture between RN and FMLN, he eventually 
resumed his FMLN militancy. (FN & I) (27-08-2009) 

‘Nadia.’ A combatant for the PCS-FAL. Killed in 1988 by military troops on the 
San Salvador volcano. (MO) 

‘Napoleón.’ A key PRTC cadre charged with military and political tasks. After 
the war, he worked for several years for an international organization, before 
returning to El Salvador as an advisor to the FMLN. (I) (23-02-2011) 



‘Nicolás.’ A former PCS-FAL mid-level cadre. Settled in the repopulation of 
Ellacuría after the war (FN & I) (22-02-2012) 

Norman Quijano. A leader of the ARENA party. Elected mayor of San Salvador 
in 2009.  

‘Oscar.’ Fought most of the war for the FPL. Severely wounded on several 
occasions. First became involved as a messenger boy. Ended as a mid-level 
military cadre. Started a family and a farm in a repopulation in Chalatenango 
after the war. (FN & I) (31-07-2009) 

‘Oscar Arnulfo Romero.’ Became Archbishop of San Salvador in 1976. 
Developed a strong voice in defense of human rights and popular organizations. 
Assassinated by a death squad in 1980. (MO) 

‘Oscar Ortiz.’ Held military as well as political responsibilities inside the FPL. 
Mayor of the city of Santa Tecla since 2000 and leader of the reformist current 
inside the FMLN. (MO)  

‘Pablo.’ Native of Cabañas and a mid-level cadre for the FPL during the war. 
Settled in Ellacuría after the war. Sympathizes with the FMLN’s reformist 
current (FN & I) (25-01-2010, 29-05-2011, 21-02-2012, 03-06-2012) 

‘Pascual.’ A low-profile RN collaborator during the war, he became involved in 
the postwar FMLN, first locally, and later nationally. (I) (01-06-2011, 20-02-2012) 

‘Pedro.’ A former FPL military cadre and war-wounded, he worked for years as 
a security agent at a FMLN office. In 2009, he obtained a security job in one of the 
ministries. (I) (11-12-2008) 

‘Rafael.’ A mid-level cadre of the PCS in the 1970s and first half of the 1980s, 
mostly involved in trade union work. Accused of working with the enemy. 
Though eventually cleared, did not recover his standing inside the party. Became 
active in the FMLN as a CRS supporter after the war. (FN & I) (01-12-2009, 08-12-
2009, 11-12-2009, 16-12-2009, 06-01-2010, 14-01-2010) 

‘Remberto.’ A demobilized FPL combatant. Integrated the civilian police force. 
Also studied law and later became a judicial employee. (FN) 

‘Renato.’ A Guancora native without affiliation to the revolutionary movement. 
Fled his home and settled elsewhere in the country at the start of the war. (I) (22-
01-2012) 

‘René Henríquez.’ Senior military cadre with the FPL. One of the leaders of the 
FMLN veteran movement after the war. (FN) 



‘Reyes.’ A high-ranking FPL cadre. Became one of the leading members of the 
FMLN renovadores faction after the war and was expelled from the party in the 
2000s. (FN & I) (31-03-2010) 

‘Rigoberto.’ Participated with the FPL in different capacities. Helped organize 
the repatriation to Chalatenango. Settled in Ellacuría. (I) (25-01-2010). 

‘Roberto.’ An ex-combatant for the FPL. Settled in a Chalatenango repopulation. 
Worked as a teacher and became involved in local FMLN politics. (I) (12-12-
2008). 

Roberto d’Aubuisson. Trained as an intelligence officer in the Salvadoran army. 
Promoter and coordinator of death squad activities against political opponents. 
According to the UN Truth Commission, responsible for the assassination of 
Archbishop Romero. Founded the political party ARENA in 1981. Died of cancer 
early 1992. (MO) 

‘Rogelio.’ A FPL mid-level military cadre and war-wounded. Worked a range of 
different postwar jobs. Participated in different FMLN efforts on and off. (FN & 
I) (10-12-2009, 18-12-2009) 

‘Ronaldo.’ One of the leaders of the PCS-FAL during the war. Participated with 
the TR faction after the war. Critical of the official party line of the FMLN. (I) (20-
08-2009) 

‘Rubén.’ Fought for the RN during the war, in different capacities. Became a 
police officer after the war. (FN & I) (07-12-2009) 

‘Ruth.’ Worked for the PCS-FAL leadership in exile during the war. Limited 
party activism since. (FN) 

Salvador Cayetano Carpio or ‘Marcial.’ Founder and General Secretary of the 
FPL until his suicide in 1983. (MO) 

‘Sandro.’ A Special Forces member with the PCS-FAL. Became a consultant for 
FMLN municipalities and FMLN-related NGOs after the war. (FN) 

‘Santiago’ or Carlos Henríquez Consalvi. A Venezuelan journalist who became 
the leading voice of ERP’s Radio Venceremos during the war. Founder and 
director of an NGO called Museo de la Palabra y la Imagen in San Salvador. 
(MO)  

‘Santos.’ Participated with the FPL in different capacities during the war. A 
resident of Ellacuría. (I) (21-02-2012) 



‘Saúl.’ A mid-level military cadre with the FAL during the war. Involved in 
FMLN politics after the war. Left the FMLN in 1998 to integrate the TR. (I) (13-03-
2013) 

Schafik Handal. Top PCS leader from the early 1970s onwards. Held a strong 
leadership position in the FMLN until his death in 2006. (MO) 

‘Sebastián.’ Of urban descent, participated with the PCS-FAL during the war. 
Worked afterwards with several NGOs and municipal governments. 
Unemployed at the time of fieldwork. (I) (12-09-2009) 

‘Segundo.’ Participated the entire war with the ERP in Morazán. Became 
involved in educational activities and NGO work after the war. (FN & I) (22-05-
2009) 

‘Sergio.’ An internationalist with the FPL during the last years of the war. 
Presently involved in NGO work. (I) (12-03-2010) 

‘Severina.’ Participated with the FPL masas in Cabañas and later Mesa Grande. 
Settled in Ellacuría. (FN & I) (01-03-2010) 

 ‘Silvio.’ Mostly worked for the FPL in exile. Developed a postwar career in 
journalism and communications, with no direct involvement in the party. (I) (06-
05-2009) 

‘Tino.’ A former ERP mid-level cadre with vast military experience. Worked for 
some years for FMLN municipal governments. Unemployed at the time of 
fieldwork. (FN & I) (29-05-2009, 16-07-2009) 

‘Umberto.’ The PCS-FAL sent him to San Salvador for political work in the 
second half of the 1980s. Broke with the PCS in 1992. Now a professor. (I) (08-05-
2009, 15-5-2009, 20-05-2009) 

Umberto Centeno. During the war, a union leader and member of the PCS. Held 
several high posts within the FMLN after the war. Active in the CRS. (MO) 

‘Victoria.’ Participated with the FPL masas, and became a repobladora in 
Chalatenango. In the 1990s and 2000s, most of her family migrated to the US. 
(FN) 

‘Wilber.’ A PCS-FAL Special Forces member, he worked in different NGOs after 
the war. (FN & I) (17-05-2009, 19-05-2009) 

‘Yancy.’ Born in Mesa Grande during the war. Repopulated Ellacuría as a child, 
together with her family, of which the older members participated wit the FPL in 
different capacities. (I) (22-02-2012) 



‘Yolanda.’ A RN mid-level cadre involved in logistics and human resources 
during the war. Worked with several FMLN municipalities after the war. 
Involved in veteran politics. (FN & I) (31-08-2009) 

‘Zacarías.’ A former RN militant. Now active in the veteran movement. (FN) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Annex 3. Acronyms 
 
ACISAM Asociación de Capacitación e Investigación para la Salud Mental 
ACJ Asociación Cristiana de Jóvenes 
ACRES Asociación de Colectivos de Refugiados Salvadoreños 
ADC Alianza Democrática Campesina 
ADESCO Asociación de Desarrollo Comunal 
ADG EL 
SALVADOR 

Asociación de Discapacitados de Guerra de El Salvador 

ADIC Asociación para el Desarrollo Integral Comunitario 
AEAS Asociación de Empresarios de Autobuses Salvadoreños 
AES Asociación Estudiantil de Secundaria 
AGEUS Asociación General de Estudiantes Universitarios Salvadoreños 
AIP Agencia Independiente de Prensa 
ALGES Asociación de Lisiados de Guerra de El Salvador Héroes de 

Noviembre del 89 
AMES Asociación de Mujeres de El Salvador 
AMS Asociación de Mujeres Salvadoreñas 
ANDA Administración Nacional de Acueductos y Alcantarillados 
ANDES Asociación Nacional de Educadores Salvadoreños ‘21 de junio’ 
ANTA Asociación Nacional de Trabajadores Agrícolas 
APDECA Asociación para la Salud Dental en Centro América 
APROCSAL Asociación de Promotores Comunales Salvadoreños  
ARDES Asociación Revolucionaria de Estudiantes de Secundaria 
ARENA Alianza Republicana Nacionalista 
ASALDIG Asociación Salvadoreña de Lisiados y Discapacitados de Guerra 
ASALVEG Asociación Salvadoreña de Veteranos y Veteranas de Guerra del 

FMLN Farabundo Martí 
ASDI Asociación Salvadoreña Para el Desarrollo Integral 
ASIPES Asociación Salvadoreña de Investigación y Promoción 

Económica y Social 
ASOTRAMES Asociación de Trabajadores de los Mercados 
ASOVET  Asociación de Veteranos y Veteranas del FMLN histórico ‘12 de 

abril’ 
ASPS Asociación Salvadoreña Promotora de Salud 
ASTAC Asociación Salvadoreña de Trabajadores del Arte Comunitario 
ASVERS Asociación de Veteranos Revolucionarios Salvadoreños 
ATACES Asociación de Trabajadores Agrícolas y Campesinos de El 

Salvador 
AVDIES Asociación de Veteranos para el Desarrollo Integral 

 



AVEELSALCO
MAR  

Asociación de Veteranos de Guerra Comandante Marcial 

AVEGUEFOFA Asociación de Veteranos de Guerra Frente Occidental Feliciano 
Ama 

AVERCH Asociación de Veteranos de Chalatenango 
AVERD Asociación de Veteranos Roque Dalton 
AVERSAL Asociación de Veteranos Revolucionarios Salvadoreños 
AVRAZ Asociación de Veteranos Rafael Arce Zablah 
BFA Banco de Fomento Agropecuario 
BPR Bloque Popular Revolucionario 
BRES Brigada Revolucionaria de Estudiantes de Secundaria 
BTC Brigada de Trabajadores de Campo 
CAM Cuerpo de Agentes Municipales 
CBO Comité de Base Obrera 
CCR Coordinadora de Comunidades Repobladas de Chalatenango 
CCS Central Coordinadora de Sindicatos 
CD Convergencia Democrática. Cambio Democrático 
CDH-ES Comisión de Derechos Humanos de El Salvador 
CDR Coordinadora para el Desarrollo Rural (San Vicente) 
CDU Centro Democrático Unido 
CEBES Comunidades Eclesiales de Base de El Salvador 
CEMUJER Insituto de Estudios de la Mujer Norma Virginia Guirola de 

Herrera 
CIA Central Intelligence Agency 
CIAZO Comité Interagencial para la Alfabetización en la Zona Oriental 
CIDEP Cooperación Intersectorial para el Desarrollo y el Progreso 
CINAS Centro de Investigación y Acción Social 
CISPES Committee in Solidarity with the People of El Salvador 
CNR Coordinadora Nacional de Repoblaciones 
COACES Confederación de Asociaciones de Cooperativas de El Salvador 
CODECOSTA Coordinadora para el Desarrollo de la Costa 
CODEFAM Comité de Familiares Pro-Libertad de Presos y Desaparecidos 

Políticos de El Salvador 
CODESMA Coordinadora de Desplazados y Marginados de La Libertad 
COMADRES Comité de Madres y Familiares de Presos, Desaparecidos y 

Asesinados Politicos de El Salvador 
COMAFAC Comité de Madres y Familiares Cristianos de Presos, 

Desaparecidos y Asesinados 
COMUS Comunidades Unidas de Usulután 
CONAMUS Coordinadora Nacional de la Mujer Salvadoreña 
CONADES Comisión Nacional para los Desplazados  



CONARA Comisión Nacional para la Restauración de Areas 
CONAVERS Coordinadora Nacional de Asociaciones de Veteranos y 

Veteranas Revolucionarios Salvadoreños del FMLN 
CONFRAS Confederación de Federaciones de la Reforma Agraria 

Salvadoreña 
CONIP Comité Nacional de la Iglesia Popular 
COPAZ Comisión Nacional para la Consolidación de la Paz 
COPPES Comité de Presos Políticos de El Salvador 
CORDES Fundación para la Cooperación y Desarrollo Comunal de El 

Salvador 
CPDH Centro para la Promoción de los Derechos Humanos Madeleine 

Lagadec 
CPDN Comité Permanente para el Debate Nacional 
CRC Comité para la Reconstrucción de Cuscatlán y Cabañas 
CRD Coordinadora para la Reconstrucción y el Desarrollo 
CREFAC Centro de Reorientación Familiar y Comunitaria 
CRIPDES Comité Cristiano Pro-Desplazados de El Salvador 
CRM Coordinadora Revolucionaria de Masas 
CRS Corriente Revolucionaria Socialista 
CSM Ciudad Segundo Montes. 
CUTS Confederación Unificada de Trabajadores Salvadoreños  
DDR Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration 
DM-1 Destacamento Militar No. 1. 
ELAM Escuela Latinoamericana de Medicina 
END Ejército Nacional para la Democracia 
ERP Ejército Revolucionario del Pueblo 
F-16 Fundación 16 de Enero 
FAL Fuerzas Armadas de Liberación 
FAPU Frente de Acción Popular Unificada 
FARN Fuerzas Armadas de la Resistencia Nacional 
FARO Frente Agrario de la Región Oriental 
FASTRAS Fundación para la Autogestión y Solidaridad de los 

Trabajadores Salvadorenos 
FEASIES Federación de Asociaciones y Sindicatos Independientes de El 

Salvador 
FECCAS Federación Cristiana de Campesinos Salvadoreños 
FECMAFAM Federación de Comités de Madres y Familiares de Presos, 

Desaparecidos y Asesinados Políticos de El Salvador 
FEDECASES Federación de Asociaciones Cooperativas de Ahorro y Crédito 

de El Salvador 
FEDECOPADES Federación de Asociaciones Cooperativas de Producción 



Aqropecuaria de El Salvador 
FENACAO Federación Nacional de Cooperativas Agrarias 
FENASTRAS Federación Nacional Sindical de Trabajadores Salvadoreños 
FESTIAVTSCES Federación Sindical de Trabajadores de la Industria del 

Alimento, el Vestido, Textil, Similares y Conexos de El Salvador 
FDR Frente Democrático Revolucionario 
FMLN Frente Farabundo Martí para la Liberación Nacional 
FOCCO Fomento y Cooperación Comunal 
FPL Fuerzas Populares de Liberación Farabundo Martí 
FRS Frente Revolucionario Salvadoreño 
FSLN Frente Sandinista de Liberación Nacional 
FSM Fundación Segundo Montes 
FSR Federación Sindical Revolucionaria 
FTC Federación de Trabajadores del Campo 
FUAR Frente Unido de Acción Revolucionaria 
FUERSA Frente Universitario Estudiantil Salvador Allende 
FUMA Fundación Maquilishuat 
FUNDABRIL Fundación 1 de Abril 
FUNDASPAD Fundación Salvadoreña para el Desarrollo y la Democracia 
FUNDE Fundación Nacional para el Desarrollo 
FUNDELIDDI Fundación de Lisiados y Discapacitados para el Desarrollo 

Integral 
FUNDESA Fundación para el Desarrollo 
FUNPROCOOP Fundación Promotora de Cooperativas 
FUNSALPRODE
SE 

Fundación Salvadoreña para la Promoción del Desarrollo Social 
y Económico 

FUR-30 Fuerzas Universitarias Revolucionarias 30 de Julio 
FUSS Federación Unitaria Sindical de El Salvador 
IEHAA-UES Instituto de Estudios Históricos, Antropológicos y 

Arqueológicos de la UES 
IEJES Instituto de Estudios Jurídicos de El Salvador 
IMU Instituto de Investigación, Capacitación y Desarrollo de la Mujer 
ISD Iniciativa Social para la Democracia 
LL Ligas para la Liberación 
LP-28 Ligas Populares 28 de Febrero 
LPC Ligas Populares Campesinas 
LPO Ligas Populares Obreras 
LPS Ligas Populares de Secundaria 
MAM Movimiento de Mujeres ‘Mélida Anaya Montes’ 
MCM Movimiento Comunal de Mujeres 
MCP Movimiento de Cultura Popular 



MCS Movimiento Comunal Salvadoreño 
MERS Movimiento Revolucionario de Secundaria 
MIPTES Movimiento Independiente de Profesionales y Técnicos 
MLP Movimiento de Liberación Popular 
MNR Movimiento Nacional Revolucionario 
MOR Movimiento Obrero Revolucionario 
MPSC Movimiento Popular Social Cristiano 
MR Movimiento Renovador 
MRC Movimiento Revolucionario Campesino 
MSM Movimiento Salvadoreño de Mujeres 
MU Movimiento de Unidad 
MUPI Museo de la Palabra y la Imagen 
MV-END Movimiento de Veteranos de Guerra del Ejército Nacional para 

la Democracia 
NGO Non-Governmental Organization 
NOTISAL Agencia de Información y Análisis de El Salvador 
NRP National Reconstruction Plan 
OIE Organismo de Inteligencia del Estado 
OIG Organized Interest Group 
OMR Organización de Maestros Revolucionarios 
ONUSAL United Nations Observer Mission in El Salvador 
ORDEN Organización Democrática Nacionalista 
ORMUSA Organización de Mujeres Salvadoreñas para la Paz 
PADECOES Patronato para el Desarrollo Comunal de El Salvador 
PADECOMSM Patronato para el Desarrollo de las Comunidades de Morazán y 

San Miguel 
PARLACEN Parlamento Centroamericano 
PCN Partido de Conciliación Nacional 
PCS Partido Comunista de El Salvador 
PD Partido Demócrata 
PDC Partido Demócrata Cristiano 
PMO Political-Military Organization 
PNC Policía Nacional Civil 
PPI División de Protección a Personalidades Importantes 
PROCOMES Asociación de Proyectos Comunales en El Salvador 
PROESA Fundación Promotora de Productores y Empresarios 

Salvadoreños 
PROGRESO Asociación Promo Gestora de Repoblaciones Sociales 
PROVIDA Asociación Salvadoreña de Ayuda Humanitaria 
PRS Partido de la Revolución Salvadoreña 
PRTC Partido Revolucionario de los Trabajadores Centroamericanos 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PSD Partido Social Demócrata 
PTT Programa de Transferencia de Tierras 
REDES Fundación Salvadoreña para la Reconstrucción y el Desarrollo 
RFM Radio Farabundo Martí 
RN Resistencia Nacional 
RV Radio Venceremos 
SALPRESS Agencia Salvadoreña de Prensa 
SHARE Salvadoran Humanitarian Aid, Research and Education 

Foundation 
STISS Sindicato de Trabajadores del Instituto Salvadoreño del Seguro 

Social 
STIUSA Sindicato Textil de Industrias Unidas, S. A. 
STP Secretaría Técnica de la Presidencia 
SV-FMLN Sector de Veteranos del FMLN 
TD Tendencia Democrática 
TR Tendencia Revolucionaria 
UCA Universidad Centroamericana José Simeón Cañas 
UCRES Unión de Comunidades Repobladas de San Salvador y La 

Libertad 
UCS Unión Comunal Salvadoreña 
UDN Unión Democrática Nacionalista 
UES Universidad de El Salvador 
UMS Unión de Mujeres Salvadoreñas Pro-Liberación Mélida Anaya 

Montes 
UN United Nations 
UNES Unidad Ecológica Salvadoreña 
UNHCR Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
UNTS Unión Nacional de Trabajadores Salvadoreños 
UPT Unión de Pobladores de Tugurios 
UR-19 Universitarios Revolucionarios 19 de Julio 
US United States of America 
USAID Agencia Estadounidense para el Desarrollo Internacional 
UTC Unión de Trabajadores del Campo 
UV Unidades de Vanguardia 



Annex 4. The Civil-Political Front 
 
The list below presents the information I have been able to gather on the 
organizations involved the FMLN civil-political front in 1991. I have 
gathered the data from a range of different sources.1 This list should be 
considered as a work in progress. Though it provides a detailed overview of 
the different organizations set up or controlled by the five different PMOs 
and active in 1991, it is quite possible that this list also misses some 
organizations. It was sometimes also very difficult to gather specific 
information on the organizations involved, such as the year in which it was 
founded or the actual meaning of the acronym. I did not find any previous 
document that had attempted to map the civil-political front of this era in its 
entirety or even regarding one specific PMO. Instead, I had to rely on 
gathering fragments of information based on a variety of sources, 
information I subsequently verified with the help of senior cadres from 
different PMOs involved in civil-political work at the end of the war. The 
figures 3.2 and 3.3 (presented in chapter 3) are based on the data presented in 
this annex. 

1 In order to build this table, I contrasted information from the following sources: a) different publications 
including Almeida (2008), Biekart (1999), Binford (1997, 1998), Carter and Loeb (1989), de Herrera (2011), 
Foley (1996), Gómez (2001), Hammond (1998), Harnecker (1983, 1993), Herrera et al (2008), Kowalchuk 
(2003a, 2003b), Manzano Merino (1994), Martín Alvarez (2004), Mata and Martínez (2009), Montobbio 
(1999), Morel (1991), Orrellana, Foroni and Nochez (1998), Sollis (1992), Stewart and Jiménez (1993), 
Sprenkels (2005), van der Borgh (2003) and Wood (2000, 2003); b) internal documentation of the PMOs, such 
as PRS (1992) and FPL (1994); c) interviews with former insurgents that participated in the civil-political front: 
Ana (09-11-2007), Antonio (29-07-09), Bernabé (17-03-2010), Carmen (11-12-08), Fabio (28-08-2009), Felipe 
(30-01-10, 25-02-2012), Henry (03-03-2013), Isabel (15-01-2010), Jorge (19-01-2010), Lilian (23-01-2010), 
Moíses (27-08-2009), Rafael (01-12-2009, 08-12-2009, 11-12-2009, 16-12-2009, 06-01-2010, 14-01-2010), 
Santos (28-08-2007), Silvio (06-05-2009), Umberto (15-5-2009, 20-5-2009), and a workshop with FMLN 
veterans (02-06-2011); and, finally, d) verification of institutional documents or websites of those 
organizations still active today. 



Acronym Full name Affiliation Type 
ACISAM (1986) Asociación de Capacitación e 

Investigación para la Salud Mental 
FPL NGO 

ACJ (1991) Asociación Cristiana de Jóvenes PCS Mixed 
ACRES (1984) Asociación de Colectivos de Refugiados 

Salvadoreños (Nicaragua) 
FPL OIG 

ADC (1989) Alianza Democrática Campesina FPL, also 
included 
some other 
groups 

OIG 

ADIC (1987) Asociación para el Desarrollo Integral 
Comunitario 

ERP NGO 

AGEUS (1927) Asociacion General de Estudiantes 
Universitarios Salvadoreños 

Unitarian, 
disputed 
mainly 
among FPL 
y PCS 

OIG 

AIP (1981) Agencia Independiente de Prensa RN Other 
AMES (1980) Asociación de Mujeres de El Salvador FPL Mixed 
AMS (1978) Asociación de Mujeres Salvadoreñas ERP Mixed 
ANDES (1964) Asociación Nacional de Educadores 

Salvadoreños ’21 de junio’ 
Unitarian, 
with 
strong 
FPL, PCS 
and PRTC 
presence 

OIG 

ANTA (1985) Asociación Nacional de Trabajadores 
Agrícolas 

FPL OIG 

APDECA (1990) Asociación para la Salud Dental en 
Centro América 

FPL NGO 

APROCSAL 
(1986) 

Asociación de Promotores Comunales 
Salvadoreños  

FPL(?) NGO 

ASDI (1986) Asociación Salvadoreña Para el 
Desarrollo Integral 

PRTC NGO 

ASIPES (1974) Asociación Salvadoreña de 
Investigación y Promoción Económica 
y Social. 

ERP NGO 

ASPS (1985) Asociación Salvadoreña Promotora de 
Salud (Initally embedded in FASTRAS) 
 

ERP NGO 

ASTAC (1983) Asociación Salvadoreña de 
Trabajadores del Arte Comunitario 

FPL NGO 



ATACES (?) Asociación de Trabajadores Agrícolas y 
Campesinos de El Salvador 

PCS OIG 

CCR (1987) Coordinadora de Comunidades 
Repobladas de Chalatenango 

FPL OIG 

CDH-ES (1978) Comisión de Derechos Humanos de El 
Salvador 

Unitarian 
(but 
without 
PRTC) 

NGO 

CDR (1988) Coordinadora para el Desarrollo Rural 
(San Vicente) 

FPL Mixed 

CEBES (1985) Comunidades Eclesiales de Base de El 
Salvador 

ERP NGO 

CEMUJER 
(1990) 

Insituto de Estudios de la Mujer 
‘Norma Virginia Guirola de Herrera’ 

PCS NGO 

CIAZO (1989) Comité Interagencial para la 
Alfabetización en la Zona Oriental 
(initially embedded in FASTRAS) 

ERP NGO 

CIDEP (1989) Cooperación Intersectorial para el 
Desarrollo y el Progreso 

FPL NGO 

CISPES (1980) Committee in Solidarity with the 
People of El Salvador 

FPL Mixed 

CNR (1986) Coordinadora Nacional de 
Repoblaciones 

Unitarian 
(Mostly 
FPL y RN) 

Mixed 

COACES (?) Confederación de Asociaciones de 
Cooperativas de El Salvador 

FPL OIG 

CODEFAM 
(1981) 

Comité de Familiares Pro-Libertad de 
Presos y Desaparecidos Políticos de El 
Salvador 

FPL Mixed 

CODESMA 
(1988) 

Coordinadora de Desplazados y 
Marginados de La Libertad 

FPL OIG 

COMADRES 
(1977) 

Comité de Madres y Familiares de 
Presos, Desaparecidos y Asesinados 
Politicos de El Salvador 

RN Mixed 

COMAFAC 
(1985) 

Comité de Madres y Familiares 
Cristianos de Presos, Desaparecidos y 
Asesinados 

ERP Mixed 

COMUS (1990) Comunidades Unidas de Usulután ERP OIG 
CONAMUS 
(1987) 

Coordinadora Nacional de la Mujer 
Salvadoreña 

FPL NGO 

CONFRAS 
(1986) 

Confederación de Federaciones de la 
Reforma Agraria Salvadoreña 

ERP OIG 



CONIP (1985) Comité Nacional de la Iglesia Popular FPL Mixed 
COPPES (1981) Comité de Presos Políticos de El 

Salvador 
Unitario OIG 

CORDES (1988) Fundación para la Cooperación y 
Desarrollo Comunal de El Salvador 

FPL NGO 

CPDN (1989) Comité Permanente para el debate 
Nacional 

Unitarian NGO 

CRC (1988) Comité para la Reconstrucción de 
Cuscatlán y Cabañas 

RN Mixed 

CREFAC (1967) Centro de Reorientación Familiar y 
Comunitaria 

FPL NGO 

CRIPDES (1984) Comité Cristiano Pro-Desplazados de 
El Salvador 

FPL OIG 

Equipo Maiz 
(1983) 

Equipo de Educación Popular ‘Maíz’ FPL, 
related to 
Catholic 
Church 
networks 

NGO 

FASTRAS 
(1988) 

Fundación para la Autogestión y 
Solidaridad de los Trabajadores 
Salvadorenos 

ERP NGO 

FEASIES (1984) Federación de Asociaciones y 
Sindicatos Independientes de El 
Salvador 

FPL OIG 

FECMAFAM 
(1987) 

Federación de Comités de Madres y 
Familiares de Presos, Desaparecidos y 
Asesinados Políticos de El Salvador 

Unitarian 
(FPL, RN, 
ERP) 

Mixed 

FEDECASES 
(1966) 

Federación de Asociaciones 
Cooperativas de Ahorro y Crédito de El 
Salvador 

FPL OIG 

FEDECOPADE
S (1980) 

Federación de Asociaciones 
Cooperativas de Producción 
Aqropecuaria de El Salvador 

FPL OIG 

FENACOA 
(1984) 

Federación Nacional de Cooperativas 
Agrarias 

ERP OIG 

FENASTRAS 
(1972) 

Federación Nacional Sindical de 
Trabajadores Salvadoreños 

RN OIG 

FESTIAVTSCES 
(1968) 

Federación Sindical de Trabajadores de 
la Industria del Alimento, el Vestido, 
Textil, Similares y Conexos de El 
Salvador 

RN, also 
some PCS 
influence 

OIG 

FSM (1990) Fundación Segundo Montes ERP NGO 



FUMA (1985) Fundación Maquilishuat FDR/CD 
(?) 

NGO 

Fundación 
Cuscatlán 
(1990) 

Fundación Cuscatlán Manual Franco PCS NGO 

FUNPROCOOP 
(1967) 

Fundación Promotora de Cooperativas FPL NGO 

FUNSAL-
PRODESE 
(1988) 

Fundación Salvadoreña para la 
Promoción del Desarrollo Social v 
Económico 

PCS NGO 

FUSS (1965) Federación Unitaria Sindical de El 
Salvador 

PCS OIG 

IEJES (1988) Instituto de Estudios Jurídicos de El 
Salvador 

RN NGO 

Iglesia Bautista 
Emanuel 

(Emmanuel Baptist Church) RN Other 

Iglesia Luterana (Lutheran Church) PCS Other 
IMU (1986) Instituto de Investigación, Capacitación 

y Desarrollo de la Mujer 
PCS NGO 

Las Dignas 
(1990) 

Asociación Mujeres por la Dignidad y 
la Vida 

RN NGO 

MCM (1990) Movimiento Comunal de Mujeres ERP OIG 
MCS (1989) Movimiento Comunal Salvadoreño FPL Mixed 
MSM (1988) Movimiento Salvadoreño de Mujeres PRTC(?) NGO 
NOTISAL 
(1983) 

Agencia de Información y Análisis de 
El Salvador 

PCS NGO 

ORMUSA 
(1985) 

Organización de Mujeres Salvadoreñas 
para la Paz 

FDR/CD NGO 

PADECOES 
(1990) 

Patronato para el Desarrollo Comunal 
de El Salvador 

ERP Mixed 

PADECOMSM 
(1988) 

Patronato para el Desarrollo de las 
Comunidades de Morazán y San 
Miguel  

ERP Mixed 

PROCOMES 
(1988) 

Asociación de Proyectos Comunales en 
El Salvador 

FPL NGO 

PROVIDA 
(1984) 

Asociación Salvadoreña de Ayuda 
Humanitaria 

FPL NGO 

REDES (1989) Fundación Salvadoreña para la 
Reconstrucción y el Desarrollo. 

RN NGO 

RFM (1982) Radio Farabundo Martí FPL Other 
SALPRESS 
(1980) 

Agencia Salvadoreña de Prensa FPL Other 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SHARE (1981) Salvadoran Humanitarian Aid, 
Research and Education Foundation 

FPL NGO 

Sistema 
Venceremos 
(1981) 

El órgano de comunicación y 
propaganda del ERP, incluye radio, 
impresos y producciones de cine 
documental. 

ERP Other 

Sister Cities 
(1986) 

Organization based in the USA, 
cooperating with repopulated 
communities in El Salvador  

FPL NGO 

UCRES (1991) Unión de Comunidades Repobladas de 
San Salvador y La Libertad 

FPL OIG 

UMS (1987) Unión de Mujeres Salvadoreñas Pro-
Liberación ‘Mélida Anaya Montes’ 

Unitaria NGO 

UNES (1987) Unidad Ecológica Salvadoreña PCS NGO 
UNTS (1986) Unión Nacional de Trabajadores 

Salvadoreños 
Unitaria OIG 



Annex 5. The Ellacuría survey 
 
This survey presents a diachronical perspective on the repopulation and 
posterior development of Comunidad Ignacio Ellacuría. The survey was set 
up as an introductory tool at the start of the fieldwork in this community. Its 
purpose was to provide a first look at the community’s insurgent relations - 
as well as their possible ruptures and continuities in the post war period -. 
The survey provided the input for the questions that were subsequently 
explored in depth by means of ethnographic interviews (as described in 
chapter 5). The survey presents an overview of the family trajectories of 
Ellacuría’s 2009 inhabitants, with a focus on three aspects: mobility, 
occupation and political affiliation.  
 
Methodology 
 
Since the topic of the survey was that of insurgent relations, its focus was not 
on the entire population of Ellacuría, but only on the older generations. 
Individual life trajectories were recorded for those family members that had 
been old enough to be directly involved in the war. Specifically, the mapping 
included Ellacuría residents that had been born before 1980, as well as all 
their individual family members in the first degree of consanguinity that had 
likewise been born before 1980, and were alive in 1979.2 A condensed life 
trajectory was recorded for the informant as well as other members of his or 
her direct family. In each case, the recorded trajectory corresponded to the 
period between 1970 and 2009. The interviewers used an index card with a 
time line from 1970 to present, which included for each time frame the 
possibility to record the most relevant data and events regarding the 
dimensions of mobility, occupation and affiliation, as well as the possibility 
to add additional description and comments.  

A total of 90 inhabitants of Ellacuría served as informants for the 
family trajectory mapping survey, representing an equal amount of family 
groups linked by first-degree consanguinity –parents, siblings, and children.3 

2 Thus, the trajectories responded only to those family members that, at the time of the mapping in 2009, 
were at least 29 years or older, or would have reached that age if they had not been killed in previous 
decades. 
3 In order to make this methodology practically viable with the limited resources available for our research 
project, it was necessary to condense multiple life trajectories of Ellacuría’s inhabitants in such a way that the 
data could be managed and analyzed accumulatively and in broad strokes. At the same time, the level of detail 
and specificity should be sufficient to be able to draw attention to the interrelations and divergences that 



Together, they produced the condensed life trajectories for 536 individuals, 
representing a total of 262 men (49%), and 274 women (51%). Below an 
example of one of the individual life trajectories we recorded.  
 

 
 
 
Survey results 
 
Loss of lives 
As expected, the family trajectories indicated that the families that 
repopulated Ellacuría had frequently suffered the loss of next of kin in the 
course of the war. The individuals that died in the period between 1979 and 
2009 responded to 128 persons (24%) of the overall trajectories, and 77 of 
these (60% of the total) died during the war. Of this group, 60 were 
confirmed to have died of war-related violence, 12 died of illness in the 
context of war and 8 died of unspecified or other causes.4 Of those that died 

occur within the sample. In order to achieve such a balance, our research team decided to focus on mapping 
individual trajectories in the context of their immediate family, and by use of information provided by at least 
one member of this family. Normally, this would be the eldest member of the family or the head of the family. 
However, in practice, as one informant would reconstruct the life line of different members of their family 
with one of the members of our team, commonly several other members of that family would pitch in to help 
reconstruct the different individual trajectories. 
4 The cases of ‘illness in the context of war’ may or may not have been related to the war itself.  

On the move

cantón  
San Pedro

1989-2009: Returns to El Salvador  
to repopulate Guancora,  
Chalatenango. Farmer.  
Participates with the FMLN  
after the dissolution of FPL.  
Continues to do so in 2009. 

Mesa Grande, Honduras.  

cantón San Pedro

Resumed life trajectory of José Umercindo López Avelar (born in 1956) 
 
 



in war-related violence, 19 were killed by the military or paramilitary groups, 
while 32 were killed in combat and 5 died at the hands of the guerrilla.5 Even 
though the persecution of the early 1980s caused numerous casualties 
amongst the families in the sample, on a whole more family members died in  
combat.6 Except one, all those killed in combat were insurgents.7  
 

 

5 Of those that died in combat, all but one were guerrilla fighters. The one exception concerned an individual 
that enlisted in the army and died in combat. See the Rivera family life trajectories (house number 44).  
6 Here it is necessary to take into account that the average number of war-related deaths per family might 
actually be somewhat higher. Because of the delimitation of the sample, those infants born after 1979 that 
were killed during the war are not considered. Since young children were also killed during the war, and 
particularly in the period between 1980-1984, it is likely that some families have faced these additional loses. 
As demonstrated in human rights studies, numerous children were killed or disappeared during large-scale 
military operations in rural areas like Chalatenango and other hotspots of peasant organizing. See for example 
Americas Watch (1991), United Nations (1993), Sprenkels (2001, 2002b, 2003a, 2003b) and Morales and Navas 
(2006). As we will discuss later in this chapter, the families in Ellacuría also suffered the killing of several 
children in a 1990 massacre. Of the victims of this massacre, discussed later in this chapter, 3 were born after 
1980, and therefore not included in this sample.  
7 There is one case of a former guerrilla fighter (reference number 176) who joined the army and was 
subsequently killed in combat. In all other cases, those killed in combat were FMLN guerrilla fighters.

Mortality 
 
Cause of death 1979-

1991 
1992-
1999 

2000-
2009 

NS/NR 
Total % 

Killed by the Military 19 0 0 0 19 15 
Killed in Combat 32 1 0 2 35 27 
Killed by the Guerrilla 5 0 0 1 6 5 
Illness 12 6 25 0 43 33 
Violent Death (not war-related) 1 3 1 0 5 4 
Other 8 6 5 1 20 16 
Total 77 16 31 4 128 100 



 
 
Mobility 
The pre-war places of origin of those included in the sample were diverse. 
Close to 40% of the life trajectories we mapped belonged to people that were 
originally from Cabañas. More specifically, these people were originally from 
different ‘cantones’ of the municipalities of Jutiapa and, predominantly, Villa 
Victoria. Of those that lived in Ellacuría in 2009, 35% were natives of 
Cabañas. Of the families that were native from Chalatenango, most were 
from the ‘cantones’ surrounding the town of Arcatao. Another 15 individuals 
in the sample are neither from Chalatenango, nor from Cabañas, but proceed 
from elsewhere: a variety of rural communities in San Vicente, Cuscatlán, La 
Libertad, San Salvador and Honduras. For example, the sample indicated 
that the repopulated Ellacuría only included one family that was also a 
prewar native from this community.8 
 

8 The Menjívar family, house numbers 49 and 60.  

War-related deaths 1979-1992 



 
 
At the height of the war, 62% of the individuals in the sample were 
established in Honduras, 24% was internally displaced in El Salvador, and a 
small number was located elsewhere (f.e. the United States). Of the present 
sample, the family members that returned to their place of origin after the 
war were very few. In the case of Chalatenango, 12 individuals had returned 
to their home village in 1992. In 2009, only 5 individuals (of a total of 308) 

 
 
 

 
 

Origen and Postwar settlement  



were living in their pre-war home village in Chalatenango. Of course, this 
figure is partially influenced by the fact that Ellacuría constitutes the starting 
point for the sample, and that, as reflected in our data, this repopulation only 
included one native family. But even when looking exclusively at the 
trajectories of those individuals that did not settle in Ellacuría after the war 
(totaling 345, or 64% of the sample), only 29 of these individuals had 
returned to their home village after the war in 1992 (5%). And in 2009, only 
17 of these individuals still resided in their pre-war place of origin (3%).9 
 

 
 
Occupation 
Of the 536 trajectories in the sample, 157 (29%) pertained to individuals that 
participated in the guerrilla army in different capacities and in different 
moments in the course of the war. Of these participants, 112 (71%) were men 
and 45 (29%) women.  
 

9 The last two percentages have been calculated in relation to the surviving family members.  
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The total time of guerrilla participation per individual varied considerably, 
ranging from a few months to the full 12 years of war. The average time of 
guerrilla participation in our sample mounted to 4 years and 10 months. This 
participation was significantly correlated to age. On average, the elder people 
in the sample had less guerrilla participation, while those that were in their 
late teens and twenties during the 80s had a much higher degree of direct 
participation. Those individuals that did not register direct participation in 
the guerrilla, did in turn register parents, children or siblings that had.  
When compared to the period of 1970s, postwar occupations within the 
sample population continued to be dominated by farming and homemaking, 
but the sample showed more diversity in the less frequent occupation 
categories, like for example NGO work or education. Commonly, the 
Ellacuría family members of those that had left for the USA and other places 
were unable (or unwilling) to respond on their behalf with regard to current 
occupations. Also, some individuals might combine different occupations, a 

Main Ocupation over Time 

1980: 
Mesa  
Grande: 
Different  
workshops 

1970: 

 

1980-1992:  

1992: 2000: 



fact which sometimes made the exercise confusing for the respondents. First 
farming and, second, labor migration (considered under mobility) emerged 
from the sample as the two most relevant livelihood strategies in the postwar 
period, complemented by a diversity of other activities, which included work 
in sectors like construction or security.  
 
Political affiliation 
In comparison to the other aspects of the life trajectory dealt with in the 
sample, the informants were less willing or able to speak on behalf of their 
next of kin with regard to political affiliation. The total amount of trajectories 
that provided information regarding political affiliation during the decade of 
was 40% during the 1970s, 52% during the 80s, 48% during the 90s and 45% 
in the 2000s. The remainder was considered by the informants to be either of 
unknown or unconfirmed affiliation or to be non-affiliated. According to our 
data, in the 1970s, the individuals in the sample that affiliated with the FPL 
mounted to 29%, with an additional 10% considered instead as affiliated to 
FPL controlled peasant organizations (UTC and FECCAS) or the BPR front. 
Additionally, a few individuals registered affiliation with other left-wing 
organizations such as PCS-FAL or its sister organization UDN, and the RN-
related FAPU movement, less than 1% per each. 

During the 1980s, 45% of the total individuals in the sample were 
listed as affiliated to the FPL, which had absorbed BPR, UTC and FECCAS. 
The PCS –FAL held an affiliation of 4%, while 1 individual manifested that 
she had participated with the RN during most of this decade. Right-wing 
affiliation was not registered during the 1970s. During the 80s, two 
individuals in the sample were registered as affiliated with either ORDEN or 
ARENA. In the postwar decades, three individuals in the sample were 
registered as ARENA partisans. These people have never lived in Ellacuría. 
They left their hometown of Arcatao during the war, and settled in other 
parts of Chalatenango that were controlled by the army. One of these 
individuals had been a soldier during the war (one of two such cases in the 
sample, the other died in the conflict). Apart from these incidental cases, the 
indicated political affiliation in the 1990s and 2000s was overwhelmingly 
stated as FMLN, with the manifestation of particular PMO affinities 
disappearing after the dissolution of the PMOs into the FMLN (in 1995). Our 
findings thus confirmed, in general terms, Ellacuría’s strong level of 
identification with this party in the postwar period.  



 
 

 
 
Our inquiry with regard to political affiliations confirmed the extensive links 
between the FPL and the sample population. However, we also found a 
significant presence of PCS-FAL affiliation. We learned that a handful of the 
families that settled in Ellacuría were never affiliated to the FPL, but instead 
had joined the PCS-FAL in the late 70s. These families were originally from 
Cabañas. We also found other cases of families that had first joined the FPL 
in the late 70s, but then halfway into the war several individuals from these 
families joined the PCS-FAL. By the end of the 80s, 18 individuals of 9 
different Ellacuría families came to participate in the FAL guerrilla. A group 
of them had been especially recruited for the ‘ofensiva final’ (10 of 18).  

The life trajectories of the Recinos family illustrate the phenomenon 
of the presence of FAL affiliation in Ellacuría. Juan Francisco Recinos and 
Ernestina Laínez – spouses originally from cantón San Antonio, jurisdiction 
of Villa Victoria, Cabañas - became involved with revolutionary peasant 
organization in the late 1970s and joined the FPL shortly before the war broke 
out. In 1980, Juan Francisco, Ernestina and their younger children sought 
exile in Honduras. Several of their elder children participated in the FPL 

Patterns of political affiliation over time 



guerrillas at the time. The younger children stayed with their parents in the 
Honduran refugee camps, first in Los Hernández and, after 1982, in Mesa 
Grande. In 1987, the FAL recruited his son Celso, then 15 years old, from 
Mesa Grande. In 1988, three more of their adolescent sons were enlisted in 
the ranks of the FAL to participate in guerrilla activities in Chalatenango and 
Guazapa. That same year, Ernestina died of illness in the Mesa Grande 
refugee camp. In 1989, Juan Francisco repopulated Ellacuría, accompanied by 
two of his elder sons and their families. Another son that was fighting with 
the FPL throughout the war initially attempted to settle in Guarjila after the 
Peace Accords, but then moved to Ellacuría in 1993. Instead, the four sons 
that demobilized with the PCS-FAL settled in different repopulations 
affiliated with this group. In this manner, wartime PMO affiliation impacted 
in the choices of postwar settlement for those involved.10 
 
Respondent’s opinions regarding postwar transition 
In addition to the mapping of life trajectories, we also asked Ellacuría 
inhabitants several questions concerning the postwar integration process and 
the postwar development of the revolutionary movement. The results of this 
poll are reflected in the table below. 
 
Opinion poll on postwar reintegration and politics 
Question Very 

positive 
Positive Neutral Negative Very 

negative 
DK/NA % 

Total 

1 34 33 18 1 13 100 

5 44 33 3 1 14 100 

4 28 29 17 2 20 100 

10 Based on the Recinos family life trajectories (house number 45). 



8 62 10 8 - 12 100 

* Based on 90 respondents. 
 
In general terms, the respondents shared rather positive opinions on the 
FMLN. We perceived that this positive sentiment towards the FMLN might 
also have been strengthened by the 2009 electoral triumph, still recent at the 
time of fieldwork. With regard to the changes that had occurred inside the 
revolutionary movement, respondents tended to be much less positive. 
Survey notes document recurring comments related to the loss of solidarity 
in the movement and in the community, and complaints with regard to local 
leadership. 
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Abstract 
 
During Latin America’s convulsive 1970s, dominated by the confrontation 
between U.S. backed military dictatorships and impetuous revolutionaries, in 
El Salvador the foundations were laid for one of the strongest and best 
organized guerrilla movement of the continent. This movement consolidated 
itself politically when, in 1980, five different Salvadoran revolutionary 
groups united to form the Frente Farabundo Martí para la Liberación 
Nacional (FMLN). This united Front subsequently fought an 11 year war 
against the Salvadoran military which culminated in military stalemate and 
peace negotiations. The Peace Accords, signed in 1992, initiated a phase of 
democratic transition and political reform. The guerrilla army demobilized 
and the FMLN became a political party. Though the right-wing government 
party won the elections in subsequent years, the FMLN soon consolidated 
itself as the main opposition party. From 1997 on, it won several important 
municipalities. In 2009, the FMLN won the presidential elections and 
constituted the first left-wing government in the country’s history.  

This study presents an extensive retrospective analysis of the FMLN 
insurgency and its postwar legacy. It delves into the many changes and 
adjustments that have taken place in the Salvadoran revolutionary 
movement since its emergence in the early 1970s. It particularly focuses upon 
the development of the FMLN during the post-insurgent decades after 1992. 
Through a detailed examination of the movement’s internal politics, it 
demonstrates in different ways how and why the insurgent relations forged 
during the war continued to be highly relevant for former participants 
throughout the postwar period. It shows how the end of the war brought 
drastic changes for El Salvador’s revolutionary movement, but did not mean 
a fresh start. The former insurgents took with them into this new phase the 
accumulated relationships and imaginaries of insurgency, and sought 
different ways of collective and individual accommodation to the emerging 
circumstances. Different participants in this process held different cards that 
facilitated–or hindered–social, political and economic ascendency in the 
postwar context. As extensively documented in this study, the FMLN’s 
considerable postwar success did not prevent the exacerbation of internal 
disputes and widespread disillusionment among insurgent veterans.  

The study’s theoretical framework–presented in chapter 2–
emphasizes the need to incorporate a keen sense of social history into the 



research of insurgent movements and their aftermaths, something most 
research on post-insurgent transitions lacks. El Salvador is a case in point. 
Following scholarly consensus in peacebuilding and transition literature 
respectively, the postwar transformation of the Salvadoran insurgent 
movement has been analyzed either in terms of reintegration (of former 
combatants) or in terms of institutionalization (of the movement as a political 
party). The resulting accounts have little to offer in terms of explaining the 
development of the movement as described above. Postwar reintegration 
literature’s weak theoretical foundations constitute a significant drawback 
for the first line of inquiry. As a scientific concept, reintegration offers little 
guidance with which to understand and theorize the adjustments and 
accommodations that take place within an insurgent movement during the 
transition period. The most important limitation presented by the second line 
of inquiry, that of transition towards institutionalization, is that it tends to 
focus on the heritage of the insurgent movement exclusively in terms of 
political party participation, without taking into account the deeper and 
multi-layered organizational heritages of insurgency. Relying on Bourdieu 
and others, this study instead proposes a conceptualization of post-
insurgency as a social field, defining post-insurgency as a historically 
constructed space of relationships between multiple social agents that were 
previously connected through participation in insurgency.  

In their attempts to topple the regime, insurgents normally build 
more than just a guerrilla army. As in-depth research demonstrates, 
insurgent movements commonly engage in extensive construction of 
networks, alliances and constituencies, with different organizational and 
governance arrangements tying together multiple groups and individuals, 
with an amalgam of roles. Such a detailed historicized understanding of 
insurgency calls attention to how insurgent participation relies on and helps 
shape interpersonal relations, and how these relations might continue to be 
relevant at war’s end. In order to think through the development of post-
insurgency as a social field, this study draws on ideas concerning the 
longitudinal development of political collectives forwarded in elite theory 
and social movement studies. Such theoretical perspectives suggest the rise 
of variety of responses from different individuals and subgroups as the 
insurgent movement transitions into the new postwar context, giving way to 
a series of accommodations in internal and external relations.  



Building the present study around post-insurgency as a social field entailed 
several methodological challenges. As a former participant in El Salvador’s 
revolutionary movement, the author was able to bring to the research a great 
deal of familiarity with this field. This helped facilitate fieldwork, but 
sometimes in ways other than anticipated. Rather than accumulated trust or 
intimacy, a keen sense of history–large and small–surfaced as a key 
advantage. In order to capture and delimitate post-insurgency as a social 
field, the study forwards a multi-tier research strategy with diverse entry 
points into post-insurgent political relations. This strategy draws on 
different, but connected field sites, including FMLN veteran groups and rural 
communities that owe their existence to the insurgent movement, and it 
favors the inclusion of perspectives from rank-and-file participants and mid-
level cadres. Throughout, the study pays significant attention to the 
longitudinal development of post-insurgent relations, both by providing in-
depth historical context as well as by incorporating life trajectory research in 
ethnographic fieldwork.  

Chapter 3, entitled “A relational account of El Salvador’s 
insurgency,” provides an historical overview of the revolutionary movement 
from 1970 until 1992, with particular emphasis on the movement’s social 
history. Much has been written about the Salvadoran armed conflict, initially 
mostly referred to as a revolution, later as a civil war. Much less has been 
written about the insurgent movement itself, and particularly about specific 
developments within and among the different political-military 
organizations (PMOs) that integrated the FMLN. At the time, factors that 
hindered scholarly inquiry included concerns regarding the security of those 
involved and the fact that the work of most academics was colored by the 
projection of their political preferences onto the conflict. Through a focus 
upon the PMOs organizational efforts and internal relations, and by trying to 
clarify clandestine connections, chapter 3 offers an innovative perspective on 
the development of the Salvadoran revolutionary movement from its origin 
until the peace agreements. It emphasizes the crucial importance of the cadre 
system and the political culture of militancy in the development of the 
PMOs. Perhaps most importantly, it calls attention to the increased 
diversification and specialization of political and military tasks within the 
movement in the course of the 1980s, and how this impacted on the 
movements’ internal relations. 



For example, apart from building a resilient and multi-faceted guerrilla army, 
the Salvadoran insurgents also set-up a sophisticated and extensive 
international support structure. While the brutal military repression 
unleashed between 1980 and 1982 resulted in the demobilization of the 
insurgents’ support structures in El Salvador’s urban centers, the PMOs 
managed to build important support structures outside of El Salvador, for 
example in Managua and Mexico City. Starting 1984, the PMOs resumed 
clandestine political organizing inside El Salvador’s cities aimed at building a 
new civil-political front, closely related to the international support 
structures. The PMOs were successful in setting up many new organizations, 
and in gaining control over or obtaining a foothold in trade unions, non-
governmental organizations and the main universities. The detailed mapping 
of the civil-political front presented in chapter 3 evidences the reach of the 
socio-political infrastructure established by the insurgents, an impressive 
apparatus that the PMOs also brought with them into the postwar transition 
period. However, and in spite of such achievements, other parts of the legacy 
included significant internal wear and tear within the PMOs because of 
internal conflicts and grievances over wartime abuses.  

How the Salvadoran revolutionary movement responded to the first 
years of postwar transition is the subject of chapter 4, “Post-insurgent 
reconversion.” For the PMOs, adjusting to peace entailed multiple 
transformations on military, political and socio-economic levels. These 
different dimensions of post-insurgent transformation have been dealt with 
unevenly and fragmentally in existing scholarship on El Salvador’s postwar 
transition. Therefore, the chapter looks at post-insurgent transformations 
within different segments or subgroups of the movement in the first years 
after the Peace Accords. This includes the demobilization process of the ex-
combatants; the reconversion of the PMOs to different political parties–the 
postwar FMLN was in fact one of several–; the transformations that occurred 
within the many civil organizations formerly linked to the insurgency; and 
the postwar developments within former insurgent settlements. Thus, the 
chapter provides an overview of the different accommodations that took 
place within and among each of the five PMOs in the context of postwar 
transition and explores the different ways in which apparently separate 
reconversions–such as demobilization and political party 
institutionalization–actually overlapped and interacted in practical terms.  



The subsequent chapters are dedicated to three in-depth ethnographic case 
studies, each one providing different but complementary entry points into 
the social field of El Salvador’s post-insurgency. Chapter 5, “Chalatenango’s 
insurgent repopulations revisited,” provides an ethnographic retrospect into 
the development of the insurgent communities in Chalatenango. It includes 
the detailed reconstruction of the social history of one particular community, 
Comunidad Ignacio Ellacuría. By extending Ellacuría’s community history 
with stories around PMO involvement that were previously censored, this 
chapter helps to understand the extent to which insurgent affiliation lay at 
the heart of the repopulation project during the war and how this project 
connected to broader insurgent objectives.  

After the war, local insurgent leaders–the former cadres of the 
PMOs–became, or continued to be, local community leaders. They did so 
making extensive use of the political relations, identities, skills and 
revolutionary discourses developed during the war. Meanwhile, the 
community suffered growing socio-economic inequality and extensive labor 
migration to the United States. Two decades after the war, even though the 
revolutionary movements’ former egalitarian promises had become largely 
eviscerated, previously established insurgent relations continued to be highly 
relevant in communities like Ellacuría. Chapter 5 demonstrates how in 
Chalatenango’s former insurgent repopulations post-insurgent life unfolded 
in a peculiar limbo between revolution, neo-liberalism and patronage. 

Chapter 6, “Guerrilla fighters and postwar life trajectories,” 
establishes a totally different entry point into the social field of post-
insurgency. Through photographs of guerrilla units taken during the 1980s 
and early 1990s it reconstructs what happened to the individual FMLN 
guerrilla fighters depicted in the selected photographs over the course of the 
subsequent decades. Combining life trajectory research with an ethnographic 
technique called photo elicitation, the chapter creates a dialogue between 
former guerrilla fighters’ postwar life stories and their ongoing reflections on 
the heritage of the struggles that they have been part of. Jointly, the 
photographs also add up into a quantitative sample of the guerrilla fighters’ 
postwar life trajectories, a sample that generates important insights on the 
different peacetime livelihood strategies.  

The most important finding presented in this chapter is that, for their 
livelihoods, many former guerrilla fighters depended to a significant extent 
on the socio-economic opportunities contingent on previous insurgent 



affiliation. In the two postwar decades, PMO contacts were used extensively 
to obtain employment, or as a social safety net. As the PMOs’ formal 
organizational structures and control mechanisms were dismantled after the 
Peace Accords, the weight of internal relations shifted from strict party 
structures and hierarchies, to constitute a range of different interpersonal and 
institutional connections, generally more personalized and less formal in 
nature. The socio-economic importance of former PMO networks did not 
mean that the former insurgents were content with their standing within the 
social field of post-insurgency. One widespread sentiment among former 
guerrilla fighters was the sense that they made the greatest sacrifices during 
the war, but nonetheless had so far received only a small share of the fruits of 
power obtained by the FMLN.  

This sentiment played a crucial role in the emergence and boom of 
the FMLN veterans’ movement, the subject of chapter 7. This chapter, 
entitled “FMLN veterans’ politics,” is based on ethnographic participation-
observation with different organizations of ex guerrilla combatants. Though 
activities of the different veterans’ groups tended to be permeated with 
remnants of revolutionary discourse, fieldwork findings clarify that, in 
practice, most veteran organizations prioritized the pursuit of benefits 
related to access to State resources. The veterans’ groups also competed 
heavily with each other. Chapter 7 points out the central importance of the 
mobilization of insurgent relations in the arena of post-insurgent FMLN 
politics. It also charts the extent to which clientelist practices permeated post-
insurgent political relations.  
 As showcased in the three case study chapters, the FMLN’s 2009 
electoral triumph presented new opportunities to harness insurgent 
identities. For the community of Ellacuría, it resulted in an attempt to gain 
political influence by officially changing the community’s formal legal name 
of Guancora to its insurgent name of Ellacuría. For several of the former 
fighters who appear in the photographs with their guerrilla units, the Funes 
presidency represented new possibilities for employment, as former 
comrades gained access to important government positions. For those 
involved in organizing FMLN veterans, it translated into a new era of intense 
political organizing around insurgent identities. The concrete immediate 
objective of these efforts was for guerrilla veterans to gain privileged access 
to government resources.  



In general terms, post-insurgent accommodations did not lead to the 
disbandment of the relations that the insurgents had built up over the years, 
but rather to a series of contentious changes in how these were structured. 
Rather than erasing the revolutionary political imaginaries of the movement, 
the experiences of post-insurgency complemented and complicated them 
with the paradoxes of increasingly pronounced inequality and 
disillusionment. Post-insurgency implied extensive adjustments in the 
character and meaning of accumulated relations, but never wholly 
disconnected these relations from the historical experience of insurgency. In 
its lived experience, post-insurgency carried the double weight of the 
movements’ insurgent history as well as the often painful history of its 
postwar accommodations. Tensions between imputed revolutionary 
continuity and the realities of postwar adjustments appeared with particular 
saliency in political practices of clientelism and faction building, and in the 
different political imaginaries that accompanied such practices.  

This study indicates that, at the end of the second postwar decade, 
the experience of insurgency continued to deeply mark the Salvadoran 
political landscape. The postwar life trajectories of the former insurgent were 
often marked by previous insurgent affiliations. On the local level, insurgent 
legacies included tangible changes in settlement patterns, property relations 
and local power relations. In urban environments, some significant sectors 
and institutions were also still very much permeated by their insurgent 
antecedents. On different levels and on different stages, former insurgents 
had developed into effective contenders for political power. The different 
positions of power obtained in the process of insurgency continued to play 
an important role in the internal dynamics of the movement two decades 
later.  

In all, the networks, relationships and political imaginaries forged 
during the insurgency played crucial roles in shaping the post-insurgent 
political arena. The revolutionary movement proved to hold many significant 
internal divides, like those between sectarian PMO identities, between rural 
and urban participants, between rank-and-file and cadres, and between 
different interpretations of what the postwar agenda of the revolutionaries 
should be. The perceived political heritage of insurgency became the 
foremost issue of contention among these different groups. Underneath the 
disputes, the insistence that earlier participation and sacrifice had earned the 
former insurgents the right to political ascendency constitutes a common 



thread. This helps explain the paradox that appears time and again 
throughout this study. Even if many former insurgents criticized vehemently 
the prevalence of clientelism and factionalism in Salvadoran democracy, they 
also had, by and large, internalized these organizational methods.  

In sum, the contentious accommodation of internal relations played a 
key role in the postwar development of El Salvador’s former insurgent 
movement and of El Salvador’s postwar political arena as a whole. This 
finding holds broader relevance for research on post-insurgent transitions 
elsewhere. It posits the need to look beyond the strictly military and political 
aspects of the insurgency and to include the insurgent movement’s social 
history, including its clandestine connections, in research on post-insurgent 
transitions. It challenges social scientists to consider the myriad ways in 
which insurgent networks may reconvert to adapt to the emerging 
circumstances of peace, and how such reconversions may impact on postwar 
societies. The interpersonal relations shaped in the insurgent movement 
might well constitute one of the most enduring legacies of insurgency in its 
aftermath. In the case of El Salvador, it has been a crucial part of what former 
insurgents worked with to gain postwar ascendency. 
  



Resumen 
 
La década de los setenta marcó una época convulsiva en América Latina, 
dominada por la confrontación entre dictaduras militares —respaldadas por 
los Estados Unidos— y una variedad de impetuosos grupos revolucionarios. 
En esos años, en El Salvador se sentaron las bases de uno de los más fuertes y 
mejor organizados movimientos guerrilleros del continente. Este movimiento 
se consolidó políticamente en 1980, cuando cinco diferentes organizaciones 
revolucionarias se unieron en el Frente Farabundo Martí para la Liberación 
Nacional (FMLN). Posteriormente, el Frente libró una guerra de 11 años 
contra el Ejército salvadoreño que culminó en un empate militar y 
negociaciones de paz. Los Acuerdos de Paz, firmados en 1992, iniciaron una 
fase de reforma democrática. El ejército guerrillero se desmovilizó y el FMLN 
se convirtió en partido político. Mientras el partido de gobierno (Arena, de 
derecha) ganó las diferentes elecciones en esos primeros años de paz, el 
FMLN pronto se consolidó como el principal partido de oposición. A partir 
de 1997, el FMLN obtuvo varias municipalidades importantes. En 2009, el 
FMLN ganó la elección presidencial y se convirtió en el primer partido de 
izquierda en llegar al Gobierno en la historia del país.  

Este estudio presenta un amplio análisis retrospectivo de la 
insurgencia salvadoreña y su legado político. Documenta los muchos y 
variados cambios y ajustes que se han producido en el movimiento 
revolucionario salvadoreño desde su surgimiento, a principio de los años 
setenta. Se enfoca de manera particular en el desarrollo del FMLN durante 
las décadas posinsurgentes, después de 1992. Por medio de una revisión 
detallada de la política interna del movimiento, el estudio demuestra cómo y 
porqué las relaciones insurgentes creadas durante la guerra continuaron 
siendo relevantes para los ex participantes del Frente en el período de la 
posguerra. Indica cómo el fin de la guerra trajo consigo cambios drásticos 
para el movimiento revolucionario, aunque estos no necesariamente 
marcaran un nuevo comienzo. En la nueva fase, los ex insurgentes 
conservaron las relaciones y los imaginarios construidos en la etapa 
insurgente, y buscaron diferentes caminos para adaptarse a las nuevas 
circunstancias, tanto de manera individual como colectiva. Los que 
participaron en este proceso de adaptación contaban con diferentes 
cualidades y oportunidades que facilitaban o dificultaban su movilidad 
social, política y económica. Como demuestra el estudio con abundante 



documentación, el relativo éxito posguerra del FMLN como partido político 
no evitó la exacerbación de las disputas internas y el crecimiento de la 
desilusión política entre los veteranos. 
  El marco teórico del estudio, presentado en el capítulo 2, enfatiza la 
necesidad de incorporar, en la investigación académica sobre movimientos 
insurgentes y sus legados, la noción de la historia social, algo de lo que carece 
la mayoría de los estudios académicos disponibles. Los estudios realizados 
sobre la transición salvadoreña son un ejemplo de ello. Siguiendo las 
prácticas dominantes en la literatura académica sobre construcción de paz y 
transiciones democráticas, la transformación posguerra del movimiento 
insurgente salvadoreño ha sido analizada principalmente en términos de 
“reintegración” (de ex combatientes) o “institucionalización” (del 
movimiento como partido político). En realidad, estos estudios no aportan 
muchos elementos para entender el desarrollo interno del movimiento en los 
términos que fue descrito brevemente arriba. Los endebles fundamentos 
teóricos de la literatura que se ocupa de la “reintegración” posguerra 
constituyen el principal inconveniente de la primera línea de investigación. 
Como concepto científico, la idea de la reintegración ayuda poco para 
entender y teorizar los ajustes y reacomodos que tienen lugar en un 
movimiento insurgente durante el período de transición posguerra. La 
limitación más importante de la segunda línea de investigación, la de 
transición hacia la institucionalización, es que tiende a enfocarse en la 
herencia del movimiento insurgente exclusivamente en términos del 
desarrollo del partido político, sin tomar en cuenta otras herencias 
organizacionales de la organización insurgente. Como alternativa, y 
basándose en el trabajo de Bourdieu y otros, el presente estudio propone una 
conceptualización de la posinsurgencia como un campo social; definiéndola 
como un espacio de relaciones, construido históricamente por agentes 
sociales previamente conectados por su participación en la insurgencia.  

En sus esfuerzos por derrocar al régimen, los insurgentes suelen 
construir algo más que un ejército guerrillero; como lo demuestran los 
estudios a profundidad, construyen amplias redes, alianzas y bases de 
apoyo, haciendo uso de diferentes modalidades organizacionales y formas de 
gobernanza, conectando así diferentes grupos e individuos en una amalgama 
de roles. Una perspectiva detallada e histórica sobre los movimientos 
insurgentes debe hacer hincapié en cómo la insurgencia se basa en, y a la vez 
da forma a, diversas relaciones interpersonales. Dicha perspectiva invita 



también a pensar cómo las relaciones gestadas pueden seguir siendo 
relevantes al finalizar la guerra. Para reflexionar sobre el desarrollo de la 
posinsurgencia como un campo social, este estudio recurre a ideas en torno al 
desarrollo longitudinal de los colectivos políticos, tales como las expresadas 
en las investigaciones sobre la formación de élites y movimientos sociales. 
Estas perspectivas teóricas apuntan a que la transición del movimiento 
insurgente hacia el nuevo contexto de posguerra provocará una variedad de 
respuestas de individuos y subgrupos, dando paso a reacomodos en las 
relaciones internas y externas del movimiento. 

Como ex participante del movimiento revolucionario, el investigador 
pudo imprimirle al estudio un sentido de familiaridad con el movimiento y 
sus espacios sociales y políticos. Su experiencia previa ayudó a desarrollar 
una estrategia de investigación a diferentes niveles y con diversos puntos de 
entrada en las relaciones políticas posinsurgentes. Esta estrategia se acerca a 
diferentes localidades y aspectos del movimiento, interconectados unos con 
otros. Los estudios de caso incluyen a grupos de veteranos del FMLN y a 
comunidades rurales que deben su existencia al movimiento guerrillero, y 
brindan mucha atención a las perspectivas de los participantes de bajo rango 
y mandos medios. A lo largo del estudio, el desarrollo longitudinal de las 
relaciones posinsurgentes ocupa un lugar central, echando mano de 
antecedentes históricos relevantes y de trabajo etnográfico en torno a las 
trayectorias de vida de una variedad de participantes en el movimiento.  

El capítulo 3, titulado “A relational account of El Salvador’s 
insurgency”, provee una visión histórica del movimiento revolucionario 
desde 1970 hasta 1992, con particular énfasis en la historia social del 
movimiento. Mucho se ha escrito acerca del conflicto armado salvadoreño 
(en un principio, entendido como una revolución, y después,  como guerra 
civil), pero poco sobre el propio movimiento insurgente,  particularmente 
sobre el desarrollo interno de las organizaciones político-militares (OPM) que 
integraron el FMLN. En su momento, los factores que obstaculizaron la 
investigación académica fueron la preocupación por la seguridad de los que 
estaban involucrados en el movimiento y las formas en que las preferencias 
políticas de los académicos se reflejaban en sus trabajos sobre el conflicto 
salvadoreño. Por medio de una revisión de los esfuerzos organizativos, las 
relaciones internas y las conexiones clandestinas de las OPM, el capítulo 3 
ofrece una perspectiva novedosa acerca del desarrollo del movimiento 
revolucionario salvadoreño desde su origen hasta los Acuerdos de Paz. Esta 



perspectiva enfatiza la crucial importancia del sistema de cuadros y de la 
cultura política de la militancia en el desarrollo de las OPM, y llama la 
atención sobre la amplia diversificación y especialización de las labores 
políticas y militares dentro del movimiento político en el transcurso de la 
década de los ochenta, y cómo esto impactó las relaciones internas del 
FMLN.  

Por ejemplo, además de la construcción de un ejército guerrillero 
polifacético, el Frente puso en marcha una sofisticada y extensa estructura de 
apoyo internacional. La brutal represión militar desatada entre 1980 y 1982 
llevó a la desmovilización de las estructuras insurgentes en los centros 
urbanos de El Salvador. Al mismo tiempo, las OPM lograron construir 
importantes estructuras de apoyo afuera de El Salvador; por ejemplo, en 
Managua y en la Ciudad de México. A inicios de 1984, las OPM reanudaron 
la organización política clandestina en las ciudades, a fin de construir un 
nuevo frente político-social relacionado íntimamente con las estructuras 
internacionales. Las OPM tuvieron éxito en la creación de muchas nuevas 
organizaciones sociales y en incrementar su influencia sobre instituciones 
como sindicatos, organizaciones no gubernamentales y universidades. El 
mapeo detallado del frente cívico-político, presentado en el capítulo 3, 
evidencia el alcance de la infraestructura política-social establecida por la 
insurgencia salvadoreña; un impresionante aparato que las OPM 
conservaron en el período de postguerra. Sin embargo, a pesar de estos 
logros, el legado de las OPM también incluyó un significativo desgaste y 
deterioro interno debido a diversos conflictos internos y a un descontento 
acumulado por los abusos cometidos durante la guerra.  

El capítulo 4, “Post-insurgent reconversion”, analiza cómo el 
movimiento revolucionario salvadoreño sobrellevó los primeros años de la 
transición posguerra. Para las OPM, adaptarse al escenario de la paz requirió 
diversas transformaciones tanto a nivel militar y político como socio-
económico. Estas diferentes dimensiones de la transformación posinsurgente 
han sido tratadas de manera desigual y fragmentada en los estudios sobre la 
transición en El Salvador. Por lo tanto, el capítulo ofrece una revisión integral 
de los ajustes más importantes en los diferentes segmentos o subgrupos del 
movimiento en los primeros años de la paz. Las transformaciones revisadas 
incluyen el proceso de desmovilización de los ex combatientes; la 
reconversión de las OPM en diferentes partidos políticos (el FMLN ha sido 
uno de varios partidos políticos surgidos de la insurgencia); la 



transformación de las diversas organizaciones sociales ligadas a la izquierda 
insurgente; y los cambios en las repoblaciones rurales establecidas por los 
insurgentes. Así, el capítulo ofrece una visión de los diversos procesos de 
reacomodo al interior de las cinco OPM en el contexto de la transición y 
explora las diferentes maneras en que procesos de reconversión 
aparentemente separados –tales como la desmovilización y la 
institucionalización del partido político–se interrelacionan.  

Los siguientes capítulos están dedicados a tres estudios etnográficos; 
cada uno de los tres casos tratados proporciona entradas distintas pero 
complementarias al campo social de la posinsurgencia de El Salvador. El 
capítulo 5, “Chalatenango’s insurgent repopulations revisited”, ofrece una 
retrospectiva etnográfica del desarrollo de las comunidades insurgentes en 
Chalatenango. Esto incluye una reconstrucción detallada de la historia social 
de una comunidad en particular, la Ignacio Ellacuría. Las historias 
previamente censuradas sobre los lazos específicos entre los repobladores y 
las OPM aportan elementos clave para ubicar el desarrollo de la repoblación 
en el contexto del movimiento insurgente. Así, el capítulo 5 ayuda a 
comprender el grado en que la afiliación insurgente se encontraba en el 
corazón mismo del proyecto de las repoblaciones durante la guerra y cómo 
este proyecto conectaba con los objetivos más amplios de los guerrilleros.  

Después de la guerra, los líderes insurgentes (los antiguos cuadros de 
las OPM) se convirtieron en, o continuaron siendo, los líderes locales en las 
comunidades repobladas. Para ejercer su liderazgo, echaron mano de las 
relaciones políticas, las identidades, las habilidades y los discursos 
revolucionarios desarrollados durante la guerra. Mientras tanto, se generó en 
las comunidades un fuerte movimiento migratorio hacia Estados Unidos y 
una creciente desigualdad socioeconómica. Dos décadas después de la 
guerra, poco quedaba de las antiguas promesas igualitarias del movimiento 
revolucionario. Sin embargo, las relaciones previamente establecidas durante 
la guerra continuaron siendo sumamente relevantes para la trayectoria socio-
política y económica de las comunidades repobladas vinculadas a la antigua 
guerrilla. Tal como lo demuestra el capítulo 5, dos décadas después de la 
guerra la vida cotidiana en estas comunidades transcurría en un complejo 
limbo entre la revolución, el neoliberalismo y el clientelismo.  

El capítulo 6, “Guerrilla fighters and postwar life trajectories”, 
establece un punto de entrada al campo social de la posinsurgencia 
totalmente diferente al del apartado anterior. Con la ayuda de fotografías de 



unidades guerrilleras, tomadas entre 1981 y principios de los años noventa, el 
capítulo reconstruye etnográficamente lo que pasó con los guerrilleros que 
aparecen en las fotos a lo largo de las siguientes décadas. Combinando la 
investigación sobre trayectorias de vida con la técnica etnográfica photo 
elicitation, se establece un diálogo entre las vidas cotidianas de los ex 
guerrilleros y sus reflexiones sobre la herencia de la lucha de la cual fueron 
parte. A la vez, las fotografías generan una muestra cuantitativa de 
trayectorias de vida de los ex guerrilleros que arroja luces sobre sus 
diferentes estrategias de supervivencia en tiempos de paz. 

El capítulo muestra que, para su subsistencia, muchos ex guerrilleros 
siguieron dependiendo de las oportunidades socio-económicas vinculadas a 
su antigua afiliación insurgente. En las dos décadas de la posguerra, los ex 
combatientes utilizaron los contactos de las OPM para obtener un empleo o 
como una especie de red informal de seguridad social. Luego de que, como 
consecuencia de los Acuerdos de Paz, se desmantelaran parcialmente las 
estructuras y mecanismos de control interno de las OPM, las relaciones 
internas pasaron de ser rígidas y jerárquicas a integrar una amalgama de 
relaciones interpersonales e institucionales, generalmente más 
personalizadas y menos formales en su naturaleza. La continuada relevancia 
socio-económica de las redes de las OPM no significó que la mayoría de los 
ex combatientes estuviera satisfecha con su nueva posición social en la 
posinsurgencia: si ellos habían puesto la mayor cuota de sacrificio durante la 
guerra, ¿por qué hasta el momento recibían solo una pequeña parte de los 
frutos del poder obtenidos por el FMLN?  

Este sentimiento jugó un rol importante en el surgimiento del 
movimiento de veteranos, un tema tratado en el capítulo 7. Este, titulado 
“FMLN veterans’ politics”, está basado en la metodología etnográfica de 
observación participante, aplicada a diferentes organizaciones de ex 
guerrilleros. Las actividades de los grupos de veteranos estaban fuertemente 
permeadas de discursos revolucionarios. Sin embargo, los resultados del 
trabajo de campo muestran que en la práctica dieron prioridad a la búsqueda 
de beneficios estatales. En esta afán, los grupos de veteranos competían 
arduamente entre sí. El capítulo 7 identifica la importancia de la movilización 
de las antiguas relaciones insurgentes en la arena política de la posguerra. 
También demuestra cómo las prácticas clientelistas impregnaban las 
relaciones políticas en la posinsurgencia.  



Los tres estudios de caso indican que el triunfo electoral del FMLN en 2009 se 
tradujo en nuevas oportunidades para apuntalar las identidades insurgentes. 
En el caso de la comunidad Ignacio Ellacuría, el triunfo motivó a su junta 
directiva a impulsar una gestión política para cambiar el nombre legal 
topográfico del lugar al ‘nombre insurgente’ que había adoptado durante la 
guerra. Para varios de los ex guerrilleros que aparecen en las fotos de las 
unidades guerrilleras, la presidencia de Mauricio Funes significó nuevas 
oportunidades de empleo, ya que varios antiguos camaradas ascendieron a 
importantes posiciones en el Gobierno. Para los integrantes de las 
organizaciones de veteranos, el triunfo condujo a una nueva etapa de intensa 
organización y movilización política basada en las identidades insurgentes. 
El objetivo concreto e inmediato de estos esfuerzos fue gestionar formas de 
acceso privilegiado a los recursos estatales.  

En términos generales, los reacomodos posinsurgentes no llevaron a 
la disolución de las relaciones que los integrantes de las OPM habían 
construido a lo largo de los años. Más bien se dio una serie de cambios en la 
gestión de estas relaciones; cambios que a su vez generaron reclamos y 
conflictos. Las experiencias de la posinsurgencia no borraron los imaginarios 
políticos históricos del movimiento, sino más bien los complementaron con 
las paradojas de la cada vez más pronunciada desigualdad interna en el 
movimiento y de la desilusión. La posinsurgencia implicó grandes ajustes en 
el carácter y el significado de las relaciones guerrilleras heredadas, pero 
generalmente no hubo desconexión con estas. Al movimiento posinsurgente 
más bien le tocó arrastrar un doble peso: el de su historia previa y el de la 
adaptación de posguerra. La tensión entre los discursos revolucionarios y las 
realidades socio-políticas del movimiento se notó particularmente en 
prácticas sectarias y de clientelismo político a su interior y en los diferentes 
imaginarios políticos que acompañaron estas prácticas.  

Este estudio concluye que, al final de la segunda década de la 
posguerra, la experiencia de la insurgencia continuó marcando 
profundamente al panorama político salvadoreño. Las afiliaciones previas 
marcaron las trayectorias de vida posguerra de muchos ex guerrilleros. A 
nivel local, la insurgencia generó cambios duraderos en los patrones de los 
asentamientos y en las relaciones de propiedad y de poder a nivel local. En el 
área urbana, las afiliaciones insurgentes siguieron permeando las realidades 
políticas e institucionales de importantes entidades e instancias. Los ex 
guerrilleros se convirtieron en efectivos competidores por el poder en 



diferentes arenas políticas e institucionales. Entre tanto, las posiciones de 
poder adquiridas durante la guerra continuaron jugando un papel 
importante en la dinámica interna del movimiento. 

Después de la guerra, las redes, las relaciones y los imaginarios 
políticos generados durante la insurgencia jugaron un papel crucial en la 
configuración de la política salvadoreña. El movimiento revolucionario 
demostró tener importantes brechas internas: las identidades sectarias de las 
OPM; las diferencias entre participantes rurales y urbanos, entre la tropa y 
los mandos; las diferentes interpretaciones sobre cuál debía de ser la agenda 
de los revolucionarios en la postguerra. Las disputas sobre la herencia 
política de la insurgencia se convirtieron en el principal foco de conflicto 
entre estos diferentes grupos. Un hilo común en las disputas fue que los 
grupos de ex guerrilleros insistían en el derecho a ascender políticamente 
argumentando que se lo habían ganado por su participación y su sacrificio 
durante la guerra. Esto último ayuda a explicar la paradoja que aparece a lo 
largo de este estudio: pese a que muchos ex guerrilleros criticaban la 
extensión de las prácticas clientelistas y sectarias en la democracia 
salvadoreña, ellos mismos las habían interiorizado. 

Las disputas en torno a la reconversión de las relaciones internas 
jugaron un papel clave en el desarrollo del antiguo movimiento insurgente a 
lo largo de la posguerra, y en la política posguerra de El Salvador en general. 
Este hallazgo tiene relevancia para el estudio de las transiciones 
posinsurgentes en otros países, pues muestra la necesidad de mirar más allá 
de los aspectos estrictamente militares y políticos, e incluir los vinculados a la 
historia social del movimiento insurgente. Asimismo, desafía a los 
investigadores sociales a considerar las múltiples formas en que las redes 
insurgentes pueden reconvertirse para adaptarse a las circunstancias de la 
paz y cómo tales reconversiones podrían impactar a las sociedades de 
posguerra. En el caso de El Salvador, las relaciones interpersonales creadas 
en el movimiento insurgente bien podrían constituir uno de sus legados más 
perdurables. 
  



Samenvatting 
 
Gedurende Latijns Amerika’s roerige jaren ‘70, getekend door de confrontatie 
tussen door de V.S. ondersteunde militaire dictaturen en strijdbare linkse 
revolutionairen, werd in El Salvador de basis gelegd voor een van de sterkste 
en best georganiseerde guerrillabewegingen van het continent. Deze 
beweging versterkte zich in politieke zin toen, in 1980, vijf verschillende 
revolutionaire groeperingen het Frente Farabundo Martí para la Liberación 
Nacional (FMLN) oprichtten. Dit gezamenlijke Front vocht vervolgens een elf 
jaar durende oorlog uit met het Salvadoraanse leger, wat uitmondde in een 
militaire patstelling en vredesonderhandelingen. Na de vredesakkoorden, 
getekend in 1992, begon een fase van democratische transitie en politieke 
hervormingen. Het guerrillaleger demobiliseerde en de FMLN werd een 
politieke partij. De rechtse regeringspartij won de daarop volgende jaren de 
verkiezingen en de FMLN werd de voornaamste oppositiepartij. Vanaf 1997 
won het verkiezingen in verschillende belangrijke gemeentes. In 2009 won de 
FMLN de presidentiële verkiezingen en installeerde het de eerste linkse 
regering in de geschiedenis van het land.  

Dit onderzoek  bevat een uitgebreide retrospectieve analyse van de 
Salvadoraanse opstand en haar naoorlogse erfenis. Het onderzoek omvat de 
vele veranderingen en aanpassingen die hebben plaatsgevonden in de 
Salvadoraanse revolutionaire beweging sinds haar ontstaan in de vroege 
jaren ‘70. Vooral de ontwikkeling van de FMLN tijdens de twee decennia na 
1992 worden bestudeerd. Door middel van een gedetailleerd onderzoek van 
de interne politiek van de beweging toont de studie op verschillende 
manieren hoe en waarom gedurende de naoorlogse periode de relaties die de 
opstandelingen gesmeed hadden tijdens de oorlog relevant bleven voor oud-
deelnemers.  De studie laat zien hoe het einde van de oorlog ingrijpende 
veranderingen teweeg bracht binnen de revolutionaire beweging, maar geen 
nieuw begin. In deze nieuwe fase namen de voormalige opstandelingen de 
opgebouwde relaties en denkbeelden van de oorlog mee en zochten van 
daaruit naar diverse manieren om zich –collectief en individueel– aan te 
passen aan de nieuwe context. De verschillende deelnemers aan dit proces 
bezaten verscheidene middelen en mogelijkheden die sociale, politieke en 
economische vooruitgang mogelijk maakten dan wel in de weg stonden. 
Zoals uitgebreid aan bod komt in deze studie, voorkwam het aanzienlijke 



naoorlogse succes van de FMLN niet dat interne conflicten verergerden en 
dat er wijdverspreide desillusie ontstond onder de guerrillaveteranen.  

Het theoretische raamwerk van deze studie, gepresenteerd in 
hoofdstuk 2, toont de noodzaak aan om sociale geschiedenis in acht te nemen 
in onderzoek naar opstandelingenbewegingen en hun naoorlogse vervolg, 
iets wat ontbreekt in het meeste academische werk over postconflict 
transities. Onderzoek naar El Salvador is daar een voorbeeld van. In 
navolging van de academische consensus in respectievelijk vredesopbouw- 
en transitieliteratuur, is de naoorlogse transformatie van de Salvadoraanse 
opstandelingenbeweging geanalyseerd oftewel in termen van herintegratie 
(van voormalige strijders) of van institutionalisering (van de beweging als 
een politieke partij). De resultaten van deze exercities bieden weinig inzicht 
in het uitleggen of begrijpen van de ontwikkeling van de beweging zoals 
hierboven beschreven. De eerste onderzoekslijn, die van herintegratie, lijdt 
onder de zwakke theoretische fundamenten van de literatuur over dit 
onderwerp. Het wetenschappelijke concept ‘herintegratie’ geeft weinig 
handvatten voor het begrijpen van de aanpassingen die plaats vinden in een 
voormalige guerrillabeweging tijdens de transitieperiode. De belangrijkste 
beperking van de tweede onderzoekslijn, die van transitie richting 
institutionalisering, is dat deze zich gewoonlijk enkel toe legt op de 
nalatenschap van de opstandelingenbeweging in termen van politieke partij 
participatie, zonder rekening te houden met de diepere sociale en 
organisatorische erfenissen van de opstand. Bourdieu en anderen volgend, 
stelt deze studie voor om post-insurgency te conceptualiseren als een sociaal 
veld, en definieert het dit veld als een historisch geconstrueerde ruimte van 
relaties tussen verschillende sociale actoren die voorheen verbonden waren 
door participatie in de opstand.  

In hun pogingen de machthebbers omver te werpen, bouwen 
opstandelingen vaak meer dan alleen een guerrillaleger op. Diepgaand 
onderzoek laat zien dat opstandelingenbewegingen zich doorgaans intensief 
bezighouden met het vinden van volgelingen, het verdiepen van allerhande 
netwerken en het opzetten van allianties. Zo bouwen ze aan een raamwerk 
van diverse organisatorische en bestuurlijke vormen waarin groepen en 
individuen onder de gedeelde vlag van de opstand verschillende rollen 
vervullen. En dus,, een gedetailleerd historisch begrip van de 
opstandelingenbeweging vraagt om aandacht voor de mate waarin 
interpersoonlijke relaties centraal staan in de deelname aan de oorlog, en hoe 



deze relaties ook weer verder gevormd worden door deze deelname. Met dit 
perspectief wordt ook duidelijker hoe zulke relaties relevant zouden kunnen 
blijven voor de betrokkenen ook als de oorlog voorbij is. Om verder door te 
denken over de ontwikkeling van post-insurgency als een sociaal veld bouwt 
deze studie voort op de ideeën omtrent de longitudinale ontwikkeling van 
politieke collectieven zoals die gebruikt worden in de theorie over 
elitevorming en onderzoek naar sociale bewegingen. Dergelijke theoretische 
perspectieven suggereren dat de nieuwe naoorlogse context uiteenlopende 
reacties van verschillende individuen en subgroepen in de voormalige 
opstandelingenbeweging tot gevolg heeft, wat een belangrijke rol kan spelen 
in de diverse aanpassingen in de interne en externe relaties van de beweging. 

Door de opbouw van deze studie rond het idee van post-insurgency 
als een sociaal veld komen een aantal methodologische uitdagingen naar 
voren. Als voormalig participant in El Salvador’s opstandelingenbeweging 
was de auteur in staat om een grote mate van betrokkenheid in te brengen in 
het onderzoek. Dit hielp om een gelaagde onderzoeksstrategie te 
ontwikkelen met verschillende ingangen in de politieke relaties van de 
voormalige deelnemers aan de guerrillabeweging. Zo maakt de studie 
gebruik van verschillende met elkaar in verband staande locaties en 
casussen, inclusief organisaties van FMLN veteranen en rurale 
gemeenschappen die hun bestaan danken aan de opstandelingenbeweging, 
en geeft deze veel aandacht aan de perspectieven van lager geplaatste leden 
en het middenkader van de beweging. De studie stelt de longitudinale 
ontwikkeling van naoorlogse relaties tussen voormalige opstandelingen 
centraal, zowel door het gebruik van relevante historische antecedenten, 
alsook door in het etnografisch veldwerk veel waarde te hechten aan de 
levenslopen van de voormalige opstandelingen.  

Hoofdstuk 3, dat de titel “A relational account of El Salvador’s 
insurgency” draagt, geeft een historisch overzicht van de revolutionaire 
beweging van 1970 tot 1992, met bijzondere nadruk op de sociale 
geschiedenis van de beweging. Er is veel geschreven over het gewapende 
conflict in El Salvador, in het begin vaak ‘revolutie’ genoemd, later meestal 
‘burgeroorlog’. Veel minder is er geschreven over de revolutionaire 
beweging zelf, en specifiek over de ontwikkelingen binnen en tussen de 
verschillende politieke-militaire organisaties (PMO’s) die samen de FMLN 
vormden. Factoren die destijds academisch onderzoek in de weg stonden 
waren zorgen rond de veiligheid van de revolutionairen –details rond 



interne relaties zouden door de vijand gebruikt kunnen worden– en het feit 
dat het werk van de meeste academici gekleurd was door de projectie van 
hun eigen politieke voorkeuren op het conflict. Door te focussen op de 
organisatorische structuren en de interne relaties van de PMO’s, en door het 
verhelderen van de gebruikte clandestiene connecties, biedt hoofdstuk 3 een 
vernieuwende blik op de ontwikkeling van de Salvadoraanse revolutionaire 
beweging vanaf haar ontstaan tot aan de vredesakkoorden. Het cruciale 
belang van het kadersysteem en de militante politieke cultuur in de 
ontwikkeling van de PMO’s wordt hierin benadrukt. Daarnaast toont 
hoofdstuk 3 de groeiende diversificatie en specialisatie van politieke en 
militaire taken binnen de beweging in de loop van de jaren 80, en de neerslag 
hiervan op de interne relaties van de beweging.  

Zo wordt duidelijk dat de Salvadoraanse revolutionairen niet alleen 
een veerkrachtig en steeds veelzijdiger guerrillaleger opbouwden, maar ook 
dat ze tegelijkertijd in staat waren om uitgebreide internationale structuren 
op te zetten die verschillende belangrijke taken van de opstandelingen op 
zich namen. Terwijl de wrede militaire repressie in de periode 1980 tot 1982 
tot gevolg had dat de stedelijke structuren van de opstandelingen in El 
Salvador gedecimeerd en grotendeels gedemobiliseerd raakten, zetten de 
PMO’s belangrijke structuren op buiten El Salvador, bijvoorbeeld in 
Managua en Mexico stad. Vanaf 1984 investeerden de PMO’s weer 
uitgebreid in clandestiene politieke activiteiten in San Salvador en andere 
Salvadoraanse steden, met als doel de opbouw van een civiel-politiek front 
dat op haar beurt weer sterk werd gekoppeld aan het internationale werk 
van de beweging. In deze periode waren de PMO’s in staat velerlei nieuwe 
organisaties op te zetten, of hun invloed op bestaande organisaties als 
vakbonden, NGOs en universiteiten te vergroten. Het gedetailleerde 
overzicht van het civiele-politieke front dat in hoofdstuk 3 te vinden is, geeft 
de reikwijdte aan van de sociaal-politieke infrastructuur zoals opgezet door 
de opstandelingen; een indrukwekkend apparaat dat de PMO’s vervolgens 
ook mee namen naar de naoorlogse periode. Nochtans, en ondanks deze 
prestaties, vertoonde de opstandbeweging inmiddels ook, als gevolg van 
interne conflicten en ongenoegen over oorlogsmisbruiken, de nodige interne 
slijtage. 

Hoofdstuk 4, getiteld “Post-insurgent reconversion”, gaat in op de 
vraag hoe de voormalige Salvadoraanse opstandelingenbeweging omging 
met de eerste jaren van de naoorlogse transitie. Aanpassing aan de vredestijd 



betekende voor de PMO’s verschillende belangrijke veranderingen op 
militair,  politiek en  sociaaleconomisch vlak. Deze verschillende dimensies 
van de naoorlogse transformatie van de Salvadoraanse 
opstandelingenbeweging worden veelal op gefragmenteerde wijze 
behandeld in bestaande studies. Hoofdstuk 4 geeft daarom een integraal 
overzicht van de belangrijkste veranderingsprocessen die plaatsvonden in 
verschillende delen en subgroepen van de beweging in de eerste jaren van de 
vrede. Hieronder vallen het demobilisatieproces van de voormalige strijders, 
de reconversie van de PMO’s in verscheidene politieke partijen –het 
naoorlogse FMLN was slechts een van drie verschillende politieke partijen 
met haar wortels in de opstandelingenbeweging–, de veranderingen die 
plaatsvonden in de verschillende civiele organisaties die verbonden waren 
met de opstandelingen en de naoorlogse ontwikkelingen in de rurale 
nederzettingen opgezet door de opstandelingen. Op deze wijze geeft het 
hoofdstuk een overzicht van de herschikkingsprocessen die plaatsvonden 
binnen en tussen elk van de vijf PMO’s in de context van de naoorlogse 
transitie en verkent het de manier waarop verschillende reconversies –zoals 
de demobilisatie en de politieke institutionalisering - in de praktijk met 
elkaar samenhingen en elkaar deels overlapten.  

De volgende hoofdstukken zijn gewijd aan een drietal diepgaande 
etnografische case studies, elk met verschillende maar uiteindelijk 
complementaire invalshoeken binnen het sociale veld van El Salvador’s 
voormalige opstandelingenbeweging.  

Hoofdstuk 5, “Chalatenango’s insurgent repopulations revisited”, 
behelst een etnografisch retrospectief over de naoorlogse ontwikkeling van 
de opstandelingengemeenschappen in de noordelijke provincie 
Chalatenango. Het bevat een nauwgezette reconstructie van de sociale 
geschiedenis van een specifiek dorp, genaamd Comunidad Ignacio Ellacuría. 
Door de geschiedenis van Ellacuría te onderzoeken en te verdiepen aan de 
hand van verhalen over PMO relaties binnen de gemeenschap, verhalen die 
voorheen aan censuur onderhevig waren, helpt dit hoofdstuk om beter te 
begrijpen in hoeverre de banden met de opstand tijdens de oorlog in het hart 
van het gemeenschapsproject lagen, en hoe dit project zich verhield tot de 
bredere doelstellingen van de opstandelingen.  

Na de oorlog werden of bleven de lokale opstandelingenleiders –
voormalige kaderleden van de PMO’s– de leiders van de gemeenschappen. 
Daarbij maakten zij gebruik van de politieke relaties, identiteiten, 



vaardigheden en beelden zoals ontwikkeld tijdens de oorlog. Ondertussen 
ontstond in deze gemeenschappen een hoge mate van arbeidsmigratie naar 
de V.S. en een groeiende sociaaleconomische ongelijkheid. Twee decennia na 
de oorlog waren de voormalige egalitaire beloftes van de 
opstandelingenbeweging grotendeels uitgehold, maar wel bleven de eerder 
ontwikkelde relaties tussen voormalige opstandelingen van groot belang in 
gemeenschappen als Ellacuría. Hoofdstuk 5 laat zien hoe in de voormalige 
opstandelingengemeenschappen van Chalatenango het leven zich twee 
decennia later afspeelde in een complex spanningsveld van revolutie, 
neoliberalisme en patronage. 

Hoofdstuk 6, “Guerrilla fighters and postwar life trajectories”,  kijkt 
op een andere wijze naar het sociale veld van de voormalige 
opstandelingenbeweging. Met behulp van foto’s van guerrilla-eenheden, 
gemaakt in de jaren 80 en beginjaren 90, biedt het een reconstructie van wat 
er in de loop der jaren terecht is gekomen van de individuele FMLN strijders 
op deze foto’s. Door onderzoek naar levenslopen te combineren met een 
etnografische techniek die bekend staat als photo elicitation, genereert dit 
hoofdstuk een dialoog tussen de levenslopen van voormalige 
guerrillastrijders en hun doorlopende reflectie op de nalatenschap van de 
strijd waaraan zij hebben deelgenomen. Samen bevatten deze foto’s ook een 
kwantitatieve steekproef van naoorlogse levenslopen van guerrillastrijders, 
wat bijdraagt aan belangrijke inzichten in verschillende 
levensonderhoudstrategieën zoals in vredestijd gebruikt door de voormalige 
strijders. 

De belangrijkste bevinding van dit hoofdstuk is dat veel van de 
voormalige guerrillastrijders voor hun levensonderhoud voor een belangrijk 
deel afhankelijk waren van de sociaaleconomische mogelijkheden welke 
gerelateerd zijn aan hun voormalige PMO band. In de twee naoorlogse 
decennia werden de PMO contacten uitgebreid aangewend om werk te 
vinden of werden gebruikt als een sociaal vangnet. Nadat als gevolg van de 
vredesakkoorden de formele organisatiestructuren en controlemechanismen 
van de PMO’s ontmanteld werden, verschoof het gewicht van de interne 
relaties in de beweging van een meer rigide partijhiërarchie naar een palet 
van persoonlijke en institutionele banden die meestal meer 
persoonsgebonden en minder formeel van aard waren. Het 
sociaaleconomische belang van de voormalige PMO netwerken betekende 
echter niet dat de voormalige opstandelingen tevreden waren met hun status 



in het sociale veld van de voormalige opstandelingenbeweging. Een 
wijdverbreid sentiment onder de voormalige guerrillastrijders was het 
gevoel dat zij de grootste offers hadden gebracht tijdens de oorlog, maar 
desalniettemin slechts een klein aandeel ontvingen van de vruchten van de 
macht die de FMLN had verkregen.  

Dit sentiment speelde een belangrijke rol in de opkomst van de 
FMLN veteranenbeweging, het onderwerp van hoofdstuk 7. Dit hoofdstuk, 
met als titel “FMLN veterans’ politics” is gebaseerd op etnografische 
participatie-observatie onder verschillende organisaties van voormalige 
guerrillastrijders. Ondanks dat de activiteiten van deze groepen rijkelijk 
gelardeerd waren met revolutionaire leuzen maken de resultaten van het 
veldwerk duidelijk dat in de praktijk de meeste veteranenorganisaties hun 
prioriteit legden bij het nastreven van baten gerelateerd aan de toegang tot 
overheidsmiddelen. De veteranengroepen concurreerden ook hevig met 
elkaar. Hoofdstuk 7 laat zien dat de mobilisatie van de politieke en sociale 
relaties uit de oorlog een zeer belangrijke rol speelde in de arena van de 
naoorlogse FMLN politiek. Daarnaast toont het in welke mate de naoorlogse 
relaties van de opstandelingen inmiddels verweven waren met 
cliëntelistische praktijken.  

In de drie case studies komt duidelijk naar voren dat de 
verkiezingsoverwinning van de FMLN in 2009 nieuwe kansen bood om 
opstandelingenidentiteiten te bestendigen. In Ellacuría leidde het tot een 
poging om de politieke invloed van de oorlogsgeschiedenis te vergroten door 
de officiële juridische benaming van de gemeenschap te laten veranderen 
van het vooroorlogse Guancora naar de ‘opstandelingennaam’ Ellacuría. 
Voor een deel van de voormalige strijders die op de foto’s staan met hun 
guerrilla-eenheden, vertaalde het presidentschap van Funes zich in nieuwe 
kansen op een baan, aangezien voormalige kameraden nu toegang kregen tot 
belangrijke overheidsfuncties. Voor degenen die betrokken waren bij het 
organiseren van de FMLN veteranen luidde het een nieuw tijdperk in van 
intensieve politieke activiteit en organisatie rondom 
opstandelingenidentiteiten. Het concrete en onmiddellijke streven van dit 
werk was om guerrillaveteranen een bevoorrechte toegang tot 
overheidsmiddelen te verschaffen.  

In het algemeen leidden de naoorlogse herschikkingsprocessen niet 
tot de ontbinding van relaties die de opstandelingen in de loop der jaren 
hadden opgebouwd, maar eerder tot een reeks zwaarbevochten en 



controversiële veranderingen in de manier waarop deze relaties bestendigd 
en gestructureerd werden. De ervaringen van de naoorlogse periode wisten 
de revolutionaire politieke denkbeelden van de beweging niet uit, maar 
vulden ze vooral aan met de paradoxen van groeiende interne ongelijkheid 
en desillusie. De naoorlogse periode vertaalde zich in ingrijpende 
aanpassingen in het karakter en de betekenis van de opstandelingenrelaties, 
maar onttrok deze relaties niet of niet geheel aan de historische ervaring van 
de opstandelingenbeweging. De voormalige opstandelingen droegen een 
dubbel gewicht met zich mee: die van hun eigen oorlogsgeschiedenis en die 
van de ingrijpende –en pijnlijke– naoorlogse herschikkingsprocessen in de 
beweging. De opgebouwde spanningen tussen de verkondigde noodzaak 
van revolutionaire continuïteit aan de ene kant en de werkelijke naoorlogse 
aanpassingen in de beweging aan de andere kant kwam met kracht naar 
voren in politieke praktijken van cliëntisme en  organisatie van interne 
fracties, en in de verschillende politieke denkbeelden die dergelijke 
praktijken begeleidden. 

Deze studie toont aan dat aan het einde van het tweede naoorlogse 
decennium de ervaring van de opstand nog steeds diepe sporen naliet in het 
Salvadoraanse politieke landschap. De naoorlogse levenslopen van 
voormalige opstandelingen waren vaak getekend door hun vroegere 
revolutionaire affiliaties. Op ruraal niveau bevonden zich onder de 
erfenissen van de opstand tastbare veranderingen in vestigingspatronen, 
eigendomsverhoudingen en lokale machtsverhoudingen. In de urbane 
gebieden waren een aantal belangrijke sectoren en instituties nog immer 
sterk onder de invloed van de opstandelingenbeweging. Op verschillende 
niveaus en op verschillende tonelen ontwikkelden voormalige 
opstandelingen zich tot effectieve deelnemers aan de strijd om politieke 
macht. De eerdere machtsposities, verworven tijdens de oorlog, speelden nog 
immer een belangrijke rol in de interne dynamiek van de beweging.  

Aldus speelden de tijdens de opstand gesmede netwerken, relaties en 
politieke denkbeelden een cruciale rol in het vormgeven van El Salvador’s 
naoorlogse politieke arena. De revolutionaire beweging behield diverse 
belangrijke interne tegenstellingen zoals die tussen verschillende sektarische 
PMO identiteiten, rurale en urbane deelnemers, het voetvolk en kaderleden, 
en tussen de verschillende interpretaties over wat de naoorlogse agenda van 
de beweging zou moeten zijn. Het belangrijkste naoorlogse twistpunt tussen 
de verschillende groepen was hoe het politieke erfgoed van de opstand eruit 



zou moeten zien of geïnterpreteerd zou moeten worden. De rode draad in 
deze geschillen was in hoeverre de eerdere deelname en opoffering de 
voormalige opstandelingen het recht gaf op politiek overwicht of privileges. 
Deze constatering helpt de paradox te verklaren die telkens weer opduikt in 
deze studie. Hoewel veel voormalige opstandelingen felle kritiek hadden op 
vriendjespolitiek en op het cliëntelistische karakter van de Salvadoraanse 
democratie hadden ze zelf ook, in grote lijnen, deze vormen van politiek 
bedrijven geïnternaliseerd. 

Kortom, de herschikking van interne relaties heeft een belangrijke rol 
gespeeld in de naoorlogse ontwikkeling van de voormalige 
opstandelingenbeweging en van de naoorlogse politieke arena in El Salvador 
als geheel. Deze bevinding heeft een bredere relevantie voor onderzoek naar 
postconflict transities in andere landen. Het poneert de noodzaak om verder 
te kijken dan de strikt militaire en politieke aspecten van de opstand en geeft 
aan hoe belangrijk het is om de sociale geschiedenis van de 
opstandelingenbeweging, met inbegrip van verborgen clandestiene 
verbindingen, een plek te geven in onderzoek naar naoorlogse politieke 
transitieprocessen. Het daagt sociale wetenschappers uit na te denken over 
de verschillende manieren waarop de netwerken van de opstandelingen zich 
kunnen aanpassen en herschikken als reactie op de nieuwe omstandigheden 
van de vrede en hoe dergelijke reconversies invloed kunnen hebben op de 
naoorlogse samenleving. De interpersoonlijke relaties gevormd in de 
opstandelingenbeweging zouden gezien kunnen worden als een van de 
meest belangrijke en duurzame erfenissen van een opstand. De voormalige 
opstandelingen in El Salvador hebben uitvoerig gebruik gemaakt van deze 
relaties om hun naoorlogse bestaan vorm te geven. 
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