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INTRODUCTION 

Chapter 4 examines the postwar economy, which has been characterized 
by deepening economic exclusion through the application of the neoliberal 
model across four successive ARENA administrations. The policies imple• 
mented under the administration of Alfredo Cristiani were concurrent with 
the negotiation of the peace accords and the early phases of their implemen• 
tation. The continued application of the model by the Calder6n Sol and 
Flores administrations deepened the reforms, which resulted in increased 
political and social opposition. The popular dissatisfaction with the econ• 
omy under Flores led to a change in discourse under the Saca administra• 
tion, which was instead imbued with populist language and social programs 
while continuing neoliberal policies. ARENA's policies did little to alleviate 
socioeconomic exclusion, and the economy became overly dependent on 
remittances sent back from Salvadorans living abroad. The failure of these 
policies was exposed by the global financial crisis, from which the country 
has yet to recover. I also assess the extent to which the Funes administration 
was able to diverge from the model established by the ARENA governments 
and the conflicts that arose as a result of policies that threatened elite inter• 
ests. Additionally, various corruption scandals exposed the extent to which 
those in power used the state for tl1eir own benefit. 

Chapter 5 addresses three dominant problems of postwar society: migra• 
tion, crime, and the limitation of political space for civil society. Social exclu• 
sion and marginalization have both political and economic roots that precede 
the :peace accords, although the impact of neoliberalism and the retraction 
of the state from public spheres have contributed greatly to these problems. 
The failure to deal with these issues has resulted in the mass emigration 
of Salvadorans in the postwar era, which has resulted in the deterioration 
of families and society and has helped fuel a wave of crime and violence of 
epic proportions, for which El Salvador has now become notorious. The 
multifaceted causes of this crime and violence are examined, which includes 
a discussion of state complicity and failures during the implementation of 
security reforms. This chapter also explores policy responses to crime and 
highlights how ARENA used social exclusion arid authoritarianism as in• 
struments of the state to maintain the status quo. 

In the final chapter I summarize the book's major findings and discuss tile 
extent to which it is possible to reclaim the captured peace. I also discuss the 
lessons that El Salvador's captured peace holds for peacebuilders and seek to 
identify mechanisms that might limit the advantage of incumbent elites. 

14 

Chapter 1

Elites and the Salvadoran State 

The main bequest of the nineteenth century was a 
small elite, entrenched in power and virtually closed 
to newcomers, that was to shape the twentieth 
century .... Upon those weak foundations they built 
a structure heavy with injustices, inconsistencies, 
and political ineptitude. 

-Hector Lindo-Fuentes, 1990
1 

IL SALVADOR WAS a backwater colony of the Spanish empire in Latin Amer
ic:.. which lacked the natural resources and labor pool that were so plentiful 
in ·ountries such as Mexico and Peru. AF, a consequence, little investment 
in the basic infrastructure of the country took place before independence. 
While an independent El Salvador inherited the poverty of its colonial past, 
much of the extreme inequality of Salvadoran society is often attributed to 
the development of the coffee oligarchy known as Las Catorce ( the Fourteen 
Families).2 The country's oligarchy ruled El Salvador by itself for the first 
001tury after independence, tl1en through the military for a sixty-year period 
beginning in the 1930s, using force to quell any real or perceived challenge to 
tilt: status quo. Even modest attempts to alter the social order were resisted 
by clites, who relied on an intricate nexus of political patronage, the military, 
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and state and financial institutions to protect their interests. A� Elisabeth 
Wood has so astutely noted, "Salvadoran history- is thus characterized by 
elite resistance to change.m This resistance ultimately culminated in a vio
lent civil war during the 1980s. This chapter focuses on the historical efforts 
of the oligarchy, in alliance with the military, to preserve power, extend eco
nomic dominance, and control the population. In doing so, it highlights the 
sources and structures of elite entrenchment that would make the captured 
peace possible. 

El Salvador's "Radical Liberalism" 

At the time of Central American independence,4 in 1823, the Salvadoran 
economy was largely dedicated to the production of indigo.5 By the mid
nineteenth century, however, El Salvador's once booming trade in indigo 
declined significantly due to the manufacture of cheaper dyes in Germany. 
Additionally, the U.S. Civil War resulted in a decreased demand for the Sal
vadoran export, and shipping the crop was complicated by a naval blockade. 
Recognizing that the indigo market was shrinking, exporters began search
ing for a replacement crop. 

Coffee and the State 

El Salvador's rich volcanic soil and mountainous terrain were ideal for the 
cultivation of coffee, which grows at altitudes higher than 750 meters above 
sea level. The introduction of coffee in the mid-nineteenth century coincided 
with the expansion of the state apparatus at a time when the country's 
Conservatives and Liberals were fighting for political dominance. Coffee 
and land were at the heart of the dispute. In the mid-nineteenth century, 
El Salvador's land system was divided into private, communal, public, and 
communal lands (ejidos).6 As coffee-cultivation spread, the desire for land 
ownership increased and coffee growers increasingly pressured local gov
ernments to sell town lands. After several municipalities conceded, coffee 
growers began to pressure the national govemment.7 In 1847 the Salvadoran 
legislature passed its first law supporting coffee, offering service exemptions 
and tax benefits to those who had more than fifteen thousand coffee trees.8 

In 1859 and again in 1863, Gen. Gerardo Barrios, often credited with intro
ducing coffee to Eli Salvador, offered to transfer public land to private hands 
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on the condition that the land be used for coffee production.9 Much of the 
infrasttucture that developed during the mid- to late nineteenth century was 
d igned to benefit the export of coffee. 

E.I alvador's Liberals believed that coffee held the key to the country's 
modernization and prosperity. The Liberals were able to consolidate power 
by using the state to create policies directly benefiting coffee production. 
The liberal land reforms of 1881 and 1882 abolished communal lands, which 
were considered an "impediment to agricultural production and economic 
growth , by the oligarchy.10 Opposition to the ejido system· was not limited 
to the oligarchy. As Aldo Lauria-Santiago demonstrates, other social groups 
opposed the ejido system as well.11 W hile the reforms did create an opportu
nity for other groups, the vast majority of the land was claimed by the agrar
ian dass. 12 Under the 1881-82 reforms, thousands of campesinos were made
landleR and were subsequently forced to work on haciendas. The "land 
n:form" strengthened the Liberals' control of the economy and the state by 
further concentrating wealth in the hands of a select few. Seventy-three per
cent of the land confiscated by the reforms was distributed to 5.6 percent of 
th new owners, while 50 percent of the owners received 3.45 percent of the 
land. 1' Banks were created to facilitate the purchase of new lands. In 1880
Banco Internacional was established as El Salvador's first commercial bank. 
Banco Occidental was founded in 1890 and Banco Agricola Comercial in 
t 5. By the end of the century, there were more than half a dozen banks 
dedicated to financing the agricultural sector. The availability of land and 
financing enabled both large and small growers to expand coffee cultivation. 
lt also increased the power of coffee growers vis-a-vis the state. Thus, coffee, 
the: state, and finance became entangled early in El Salvador's history. 

One noteworthy characteristic of the Salvadoran elites was their espousal 
of the virtues of liberalism alongside mechanisms, policies, and practices 
that were distinctly illiberal. From very early on, there was a rhetorical 
commitment to liberal political ideas. The constitution of 1886 reaffirmed 
Liberal values by creating a secular state, providing for the popular election 
of municipal authorities, and protecting private property.14 Elections helped 
create the fu�ade of liberal democracy, though the actual practice was quite 
deficient. Erik Ching explains that elites developed sophisticated patronage 
networks at the municipal and national levels, which allowed them to sub-

n individual liberties for their own gain. 15 He describes these networks 
as "highly personalistic, typically hierar�hical units designed to monopolize 
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repressive coups.52 Philip J. Williams and Knut Walter describe this phe
nomenon as "a state of continuous tension between those lines of thought 
that would try to prevent crisis by promoting change of varying degrees and 
those who would seek to prevent even expressions of the need for change."'5 

While regime change during this period was frequent (sixteen different 
governments between 1944 and 1979), there are certain characteristics 
that define this period as a whole. First, the regime type is best described 
as a procedural democracy in which the military held elections and ruled 
through official parties.54 With the exception of the PCS, the party system 
in El Salvador was developed after Martfnez's departure and was used to 
consolidate the oligarchy's rule through "official" military parties, such as 
the Revolutionary Party of Democratic Unification (PRUD). Elections were 
frequently organized around "mini-parties" created to promote various can
didates representative of the different strains of thought within the military.55 

Much like their predecessors, political parties of this era were ill-equipped, 
at best, to perform the typical functions of a party system-channeling the 
demands of the population-and, in fact, functioned solely for the purpose 
of elections. To that end, the party system merely served as a means by 
which the oligarchy could reassert its control through military regimes. In 
fact, despite encouraging opposition parties to participate, from 1952 to 1961 
the opposition never held a seat in the Legislative Assembly.56 Second, these 
regimes often pledged varying degrees of socioeconomic reform, though 
never enough to redress the country's inequalities or affect the interests of 
the oligarchy. Finally, when liberalization went too far-that is, encroached 
upon the interests of the oligarchy-repression increased and the state used 
force to maintain order. 57 

Mobilization and Electoral Competition 

The 1960s in El Salvador witnessed unprecedented political and economic 
change. The decade was characterized by relatively competitive elections, 
albeit far from open, and the growth of popular organizations, including 
Christian base communities ( CEB ), unions, and other popular organizations. 
The opening of political space, however limited, was accompanied by 
changing economic policy and respectable levels of growth. By the mid-
197os, however, this political opening would give way to repression, and the 
fallacy behind economic growth was revealed. 
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The political system opened significantly in the 1960s. Following a re
fom1ist coup-and three months later, a countercoup in late 1960 and early 
19fh -the PRUD reorganized itself to create the National Conciliation Party 
(PCN), modeled after the PRI in Mexico, in anticipation of the 1962 elec
tions. '8 Opposition parties, including the newly formed Christian Demo
cratic Party (PDC), abstained from participating in those elections due to 
qu� tionable behavior by the PCN. After soundly defeating a donkey-the 
only opposition candidate-in the 1962 presidential elections, PCN presi
d nt Julio Adalberto Rivera called for open elections and established a 
system of proportional representation.59 As such, opposition parties were 
allowed to participate in the 1964 municipal elections, The PDC fared well 
an<l even won the mayoral race in San Salvador. The PDC emerged as a sig
nificant opposition force during the 1960s, more than doubling the number 
of municipalities it controlled from 1964 to 1966 (37 to 83). Much of this sue-

can be attributed to the PDC's emphasis on developing a relationship 
wit.h the working class. During his tenure as mayor of San Salvador, Jose 

a�>ole6n Duarte developed Acci6n Comunitaria, a neighborhood action 
program that encouraged community development. 60 This strategy of devel
oping a middle-class and urban working class-constituency also benefited 
du: PDC in the 1967 presidential elections. While the PCN won handily, the 
PDC garnered 21.6 percent of the vote.61 In Salvadoran terms, the PDC was 
becoming a well-organized opposition party. 

The period from 1972 to 1979 was a m<\jor turning point in Salvadoran 
politics. Throughout the 1960s the military government had permitted the 
participation of opposition political parties, such as the PDC, and had even 
wlerated their expansion. By the early 1970s, however, the increasing success 
of the opposition became too close for comfort. The rise of the PDC was 
�so accompanied by increasing mobilization among labor, peasant organiza
tirms, and Christian base communities, which made the military increasingly 
nervous. Rather than permit the further expansion of the opposition, the 
military regime sought to diminish the power of the opposition, first through 
clcc;toral fraud and later through repression. This seizure of political space 
l't!lulted in a severe deterioration of the sociopolitical environment and even
tually led to the breakdown of Salvadoran society as a whole. 

In September 1971 the PDCjoined a coalition with two other left-wing 
parties, the National Revolutionary Movement (MNR) and the Nationalist 
D mocratic Union (UDN). Together the three parties formed the National 

23 



CHAPTER 1 

Opposition Union (UNO) to participate in the 1972 elections, selectingJose 
Napole6n Duarte, the popular mayor of San Salvador, as their presidential 
candidate. Even though Duarte was leading in the polls when radio election 
coverage was terminated, the final tally favored the PCN. According to of
ficial reports, the PCN won 334,600 votes to UND's 324,756, while UN O's 
tally attributed 317�535 to the PCN and 326,968 votes to UNO.62 Protests 
followed and attempts were made to nullify the election. In the end, PCN 
candidate Col. Arturo Molina assumed the presidency and Duarte was 
forced into exile. 

The 1972 presidential elections were a critical juncture in Salvadoran 
politics. For more than a decade, various regimes had tolerated the growth 
of the PDC and other opposition parties, and the opposition had shown its 
growing organizational and electoral capacity. The growth and success of 
the iPDC and other opposition parties was alarming to elites, who feared that 
a win by the opposition would result in land reform and threaten their very 
livelihood.6' The victory of Marxist Popular Unity presidential candidate, 
Salvador Allende, in Chile following a Christian Democratic president, 
fueled fears among.the Salvadoran elites and the more conservative members 
of the military that a victory by the PDC would "serve as a bridge for the left 
to take power."64 Thus, while the Salvadoran Christian Democrats served 
a valuable role in legitimizing the electoral process, they were not allowed 
to ascend to power. The 1972 elections demonstrated that reform through 
elections was unattainable. 65 It was in this environment that popular mobili
zation and repression intensified. 

Repression as a Response to Mobilization 

Popular mobilization and repression intensified following the 1972 elections. 
While anticommunist military and paramilitary organizations were not new 
to El Salvador, their activities increased significantly following the 1972 elec
tions. The Nationalist Democratic Organization (ORDEN) was formed in 
1966 by the military for thwarting communism by way ofindoctrination-or 
murder, if deemed necessary. ORD EN soon was followed by the emergence 
of more ruthless and ubiquitous "death squads." By 1975 paramilitary or
ganizations and death squads, such as the Anticommunist Wars of Elimi
nation Liberation Armed Forces (FALANGE) and Mano Blanca (White 
Hand), patrolled the countryside with the explicit goal of exterminating 
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communists," whether they were priests, students, union leaders, peasants, 
or progressive politicians.66 Maj. Roberto D'Aubuisson, former chief ofintel
li nee, was instrumental in the development of these groups. D'Aubuisson 
w the head of the White Warriors' Union (U ni6n Guerrera Blanca), a death 
squad that targeted priests. His relationship with a group of wealthy busi
n en, collectively known as the Broad Nationalist Front (FAN), ensured 
their nnancing.67 The motto "Be a Patriot, Kill a Priest," was more thanjust 
bravado. D'Aubuisson's group threatened to kill forty-sixJesuits unless they 
left the country. During the late 1970s and early 1980s, priests and laywork
cr were increasingly the victims of death squads. The assassination of 
Father Rutilio Grande of Aguilares, in March 1977,just one month after 
the elections, was intended to deliver a clear message to the church about its 
14political activism.• 

1'he 1977 presidential election took place amid increasing protest and 
iaI violence. Throughout the 1970s, both sides had become increasingly 

radicalized. The 1977 elections were further testament that reform via elec
tions did not exist. The electoral fraud of 1972 was repeated in 1977 when 
PC candidate Carlos Humberto Romero defeated the UNO candidate, 
retired Col. Ernesto Claramount. Not surprisingly, voting irregularities were 
rampant. To protest, Claramount and his supporters (a crowd that grew to 
&fty thousand in a few days) gathered in the Plaza Libertad in San Salvador. 

arional police opened fire on the crowd, killing dozens. 68 Claramount fled 
into exile and Romero assumed the presidency, as planned. While the 1977 
clc:cti n results merely reinforced the fraud of the 1972 elections, the ending 
w a decidedly more violent demonstration of what was to come. 

Descent into War 

In October 1979 junior officers of the armed forces carried out a reform
ist coup against the Romero government. The first junta consisted of two 
officer and three civilians; members of the political opposition served in 
various administrative positions. The objectives of the junta included sup
port fi r the fundamental elements of citizen participation, guarantees of 
human rights, dissolution of ORD EN and other death squads, and the more 
equitable distribution of economic resources.69 In short, the intended goal 
of d,e coup was to establish an environment for free elections by curtailing 
violence and providing an agrarian reform program aimed at easing tensions 








