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From Causes to Causers: The Etiology of Salvadoran Internal War 
Revisited1

by Yvon Grenier 

Yvon Grenier is Associate Professor in the Department of Political Science at St. Francis 
Xavier University. 

INTRODUCTION: CHALLENGING THE DOMINANT PARADIGM  

In contrast with leading approaches in studies of "great" revolutions (China, Russia, 
France), in which political phenomena are readily construed as dependent variables, 
dominant explanations of Central American revolutions tend to reduce revolt, to put 
things sharply, to the "inevitable" result of exploitation and injustice.2 The roots of 
national revolt in Central America appear to be so self-evident that few analysts bother 
venturing into the vast scholarship available on violence and political change.3  

John A. Booth is one of the very few scholars who looks at the Central American internal 
wars from a theoretical, as opposed to an historical or purely partisan, perspective.4 In a 
successful attempt to summarize the "most promising theories" on the "roots of national 
revolts" in Central America, Booth highlights a "complicated combination of 
developmental changes and internal and external political processes" in the region. 
Political factors "also play key roles" in those revolts, since "aggrieved citizens will not 
generate overt political conflict."5 Recent contributions quoted by the author support "the 
importance of the state in the political process of rebellion."6 He rejects the 
"economically deterministic theories of revolution." Nonetheless, once the most vulgar 
economically determinist approach has been cast off, he invariably strives to construe 
political processes (typically confined to "popular mobilization . . . due to socioeconomic 
conditions" and "government response to popular mobilization") as dependent variables, 
ultimately determined by socioeconomic factors. In what could be considered as a 
dominant-paradigm-in-a-nutshell passage, Booth maintains that:  

. . . according to what may be the most promising theories, recent economic development 
trends worsened the region's historically extreme maldistribution of wealth and income, 
intensifying grievances in the 1970s with the rapid expansion of Central America's rural 
and industrial proletariats, declining urban and rural real incomes, and increasing 
concentration of wealth (especially agricultural land). Such problems led the aggrieved to 
demand change and sparked growing opposition to incumbent regimes by political 
parties, labor unions, religious community organizers, and revolutionary groups. Violent 
repression of opposition demands for reform in Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala 
not only failed to suppress mobilization for change but actually helped forge 
revolutionary coalitions that fought for control of the state.7  

The chain of causality leading to "national revolt" can be broken down as first, persistent 
maldistribution of wealth and income, leading the aggrieved to demand change; second, 
pressure for change from the aggrieved, invariably meeting with repression, which far 
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from suppressing mobilization for change, actually radicalized the aggrieved, thus 
contributing to the formation of revolutionary coalitions. The casual link between these 
three moments, especially between the second and third, is predicated on two 
questionable, though usually unchallenged, premises that the radical politico-military 
organizations (without which there would have been no "national revolt") are expressions 
of, or to some extent descend from, the "aggrieved" (primarily the poor); and 
concomitantly, that the radical  or "revolutionary"  agenda put forward by these 
organizations, including the use of violence, is in fact a reaction, usually in the last 
resort, to the regime's initial rejection of reformist demands, repressive measures against 
the opposition, and to the outright failure of tirelessly tested alternative strategies.  

Questions which, according to Booth, "warrant further study" such as the "critical process 
by which popular forces  especially opposition organizations  have formed . . ." and "the 
role played by external actors," are tossed in his concluding remarks, finding little room 
in an otherwise comprehensive theoretical framework.8  

The full range of issues related to these two "residual" questions obviously reaches 
beyond the scope of this limited article. Moreover, a rigourous cross-national analysis 
would be necessary to test all of Booth's propositions. Nevertheless, it is unequivocal 
(even for Booth) that this approach downplays the decisive contribution and potential 
autonomy of leading insurgents (or "causers"9), as well as the considerable bearing that 
foreign actors have on the positions and dispositions of causers.10  

On the Relative Autonomy of Causers 

Two interconnected questions could be formulated at this point. First, to what extent the 
probability of eruption of an internal war is contingent upon choices made by key actors 
(here, presumably, the causers). Second, to what extent the process by which those 
choices are made is "relatively" or "potentially" autonomous from, or conversely 
determined by, structural, overriding conditions of revolt.  

The first question is much too broad to be dealt with in this article, although one should 
keep in mind that the internal war in El Salvador recently came to an end without major 
alteration to its purported socio-economic causes. Conversely, it came about in a context 
of rapidly changing ideological dispositions in the country, and important mutations on 
the international scene.  

To address the second question one has to focus on the "causers": who they are; under 
what specific set of conditions they were typically mobilized; and finally, what were their 
ideological dispositions. In El Salvador, pressure for radical change came initially and 
primarily from a dissenting faction of the urban middle-to-upper strata, who benefited 
from the economic growth and social mobilization of the 1950s and 1960s. University 
actors (students, faculty) appear to be the core elements of this dissenting faction. 
Moreover, the case could be made that radical ideologies and romanticization of armed 
struggle featured by the vanguard of this armed opposition were not merely the last 
resort's response to exclusion and repression. They were the pivotal element of a new 
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post-developmentist and counter-cultural ideological disposition, very much influenced 
by the Cuban revolution and Castro's ensuing socialist crusade on the continent. From the 
1960s until the recent emergence of powerful counter-trends, this mind-set was shared by 
political activists (primarily university-based) all over Latin America and beyond, in 
heterogeneous social, economic, and political environments.  

BRINGING THE CAUSERS BACK IN 

Few scholars would now dispute the fact that Latin American modern guerrilla 
movements have been led to a large extent by middle class, university-educated young 
men.11 In El Salvador, rebel organizations were created mostly by university actors, often 
in the National University precinct, in the first half of the 1970s.12 The Central American 
University José Simeon Cañas and the college Externado San José have also been 
instrumental, but more indirectly, through their contribution in the politicization of 
unions and Christian base communities.13  

This need not mean that the Farabundi Front for National Liberation (FMLN) was 
exclusively a "university guerrilla" (Gabriel Zaid). Regional and local leaders of the 
FMLN were also recruited from unions, popular or religious organizations, though union 
leaders or "delegates of the word" were often educated and "converted politically" either 
directly at the university, or indirectly, through contacts with university actors.14 
Nevertheless, in addition to providing the initial impetus, the university-based sector of 
the opposition was everywhere the most radical and the most readily amenable to the use 
of violence.  

Of course, one could simply state that the causers' radical agenda was "in the last 
instance" a reflection of a situation of social injustice existing in their country. But one 
could have empathy for the aggrieved without electing oneself as their natural armed and 
conscious vanguard, and without adopting a radical ideology that, historically, never 
enjoyed mass support.  

The political significance of this dominant feature, i.e., the middle to upper class 
intellectuals spearheading post-1960s insurgencies everywhere in Latin America, is 
downplayed by most observers. In the literature on El Salvador, the causers are presented 
as either the interchangeable members of a revolutionnary coalition (along with peasants, 
workers, the "social subject of the revolution," and so on), or as trend-surfers who, 
emulating Hannah Arendt's "men of the revolutions," strive to glide on top of the latest 
revolutionary wave. The foco theory's (or Bolshevik's or Blanquist's) basic premise is 
seldom taken seriously, i.e., that a small group of professional revolutionaries can trigger 
and sustain a military opposition to a given regime, without waiting to meet supposedly 
objective conditions of revolt, including mass support. In the context of middle-income, 
unstable, and authoritarian "city-states," such as the Central American countries, a 
relatively small but highly organized and motivated group of armed individuals, from 
coup plotters to guerrillas, can certainly sustain an internal war for a long period of time, 
even without widespread popular support.15 In fact, as Arendt pointed out in her famous 
On Revolution, the insurrectionist pattern of revolutionary mobilization, featuring a small 
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army of professional revolutionaries, has been dominant during this century. Of course, 
this does not mean that Central American insurgencies, and the Salvadorean insurgency 
in particular, did not enjoy some popular support at one point or another. It only means 
that popular support is not a requisite for internal war, especially not in these countries.  

The all-encompassing and spellbinding notion of Revolution, which, incidently, was the 
Virgen of Guadalupe of most Central Americanists during the 1980s, blurs two 
observable phenomena.16 First, an unsuccessful insurgency is not necessarily identical to 
a successful one in nature and origin. It is a common mistake to assume that all Latin 
American revolutions are structurally similar, with the proviso that some are 
(unfortunately) defective and do not develop to their fullest extent. The fact that one 
group of actors takes up arms in a country where indicators of relative deprivation 
abound is not tantamount to the emergence of a social revolution.  

Second, once the necessary distinction is made between the emergence of an insurgency 
and a national revolt, not to mention a successful national revolt ending with the collapse 
of the old regime, it is tempting to suggest that if structural conditions  especially 
political, state-centered ones17  are crucial for the understanding of the victory of an 
insurgency, they are usually not a strong explaining factor of the emergence of an 
insurgent group.18 Arguably, the analyst must pay more attention to the "agent" during 
the initial mobilizational period, and focus more on "structures" as the "foco" 
successfully coalesce with other groups and contribute to the emergence of a genuine 
national revolt.  

Vanguardism From Soberbia to Soberbia Armada 19 

The sources of the causers' radical vanguardism could be traced at least back to the 
1950s, at the onset of what could be labelled a "permanent revolution of modernizing 
intellectuals."20 Positivism, developmentalism and finally marxism successively 
celebrated the intellectuals' direct, objective, i.e., scientific, and somewhat exclusive 
access to "reality" (la realidad ).21 Sooner or later, this qualification had to be rewarded 
with corresponding social deference and quotas of power.  

The idea that universities of the region were trusted by history to accomplish a mission is 
already professed in the Declaration of Principles of the Central American Universities' 
First Congress, held in San Salvador in September 1948:  

. . . the Central American universities, because of particular circumstances of the 
environment, cannot exactly follow in the footsteps of the European and United States . . 
. [That] they have a singular and profound mission: on top of the three missions 
universally recognized, that is [scientific] research, teaching of professions and 
transmission of culture, they should guide spiritually their people, build the Central 
American nationality in order to reconstruct the Great Mother Country [patria ] . . .22  

Prior to the Castroist vogue, university actors had been promoted by enlightened generals 
as the harbingers of progress (following the famous "Atcon Report" recommendations) 
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and consequently, as honorary leaders, i.e., with no real power, of their developing 
nations. Meanwhile, social mobilization engendered a swelling educated stratum in the 
cities (in Central America, mostly in the capitals). This provided university intellectuals 
with a market for their ideological production. Through their intellectual influence, social 
prestige and sheer number, university actors have occupied a preeminent position in 
urban middle strata, something unlikely in more developed (or very underdeveloped) 
countries.23  

The rupture with the patronizing and repressive generals arguably occured in 1968. An 
illegal strike launched by the National Association of Educators of El Salvador (ANDES) 
turned into a general strike, becoming a vehicle for all forms of discontent.24 ANDES, a 
teachers' union, was led by Melida Anaya Montes, a PCN25 fellow traveller who 
converted politically and ended up as a top leader of the FMLN's most radical faction, the 
Popular Forces of Liberation (FPL). This general strike, replicated in 1971, had two 
important impacts on the dissenting sectors of the "state ideological apparatus" 
(professors, teachers, and students). First, it confirmed them in the idea that they, as an 
educated elite located at the periphery of the political and economic establishment, had to 
fulfill an historical mission: spearheading a movement of national redemption. Second, 
the tremendous success of the strike, in terms of both organizational capacity and popular 
support, demonstrated their power capability. In sum, the succesful strike heralded what 
Gabriel Zaid called their transition "from books to power."26  

In the 1970s and 1980s, the National University (University of El Salvador  UES) 
celebrated its self-proclaimed triumph as the "critical conscience" of the Salvadoran 
people. On the 1984 elections for example, "the UES consider[ed] indispensable to 
indicate to the Salvadoran people that the current electoral process could only be 
correctly interpreted within the minimal framework of the following political events. . 
."27 The same year, commenting on the first round of negotiations between the Duarte 
government and the FMLN: "Before the announcement of a dialogue between the 
Government of the Republic and the FDR-FMLN . . . the UES, assuming once again its 
function as the critical conscience of the Salvadoran people, presents the following 
reflections. . ."28 In 1988, announcing its stance on elections: "The UES, in keeping with 
its function as the society's critical conscience, considers incontestable its obligation to 
pronounce itself upon the current electoral process; it does it with the objective that 
citizens can orient themselves and analyze critically the country's reality."29 And in 
January 1989, commenting on the political situation in the aftermath of a FMLN's peace 
proposal: "The UES, aware of its utmost responsibility as the nation's moral and cultural 
guide, as an integral part of the Salvadoran people, and with the full moral capacity and 
intellectual soundness to discuss and pass judgment upon the great and serious problems 
that burdened the Salvadoran society. . ."30  

The transition from "cockiness" to "armed cockiness" came about thanks to a key 
external demonstrative factor: the Cuban revolution.31 Thereafter, urban students could 
revive with a new breath of life the Córdoba movement's dream of a student-led national 
renewal.32 The simultaneity with which guerrillas rose in South America in the 1960s and 
Central America in the 1970s33  in convergence with powerful counter-cultural trends in 
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North America and Europe  is striking. In Latin America, the diversity of socio-economic 
and political conditions (from democratic Uruguay and Venezuela to praetorian 
Guatemala) lends itself to Timothy P. Wickham-Crowley's thesis that "the cause of this 
sudden outpouring of revolutionary fervor was symbolic or ideological in nature, rather 
than material."34 The Cuban revolution announced the death of the developmentist 
ideology for a sizable part of the Latin American intelligentsia, and the birth or revival of 
a Leninist, anti-imperialist and nationalist set of political beliefs. "Revolution" replaced 
the call for reforms; romanticization of armed struggle supplanted sober plans to uplift 
the ancien régime and to fortify the productive forces. Disenfranchised technocrats, now 
covetting the commanding heights, turned into scientific revolutionaries, leaving the 
empty shell of developmentalism behind.  

A thorough critical analysis of all manifestos made public in the 1970s by the Salvadoran 
politico-military organizations would deserve a separate study. Suffice it to say that they 
were typically calling for a "popular revolutionary government of workers and peasants," 
with the Sandinista and the Castro regimes as the main models.35 Few would challenge 
the view that the Salvadoran politico-military vanguards were more radical, at face value, 
than their Cuban (pre-1959) and Nicaraguan (pre-1979) counterparts. In the 1980s, 
Wickham-Crowley contended that "by both act and ideology . . . the Salvadoran 
guerrillas have set themselves apart from almost all other regional revolutionaries," and 
that "the closest parallel to their acts seems to be Sendero Luminoso . . ."36 As late as 
January 1990, the not quite reconstructed FMLN still maintained that "the socialist 
system has clearly proved that it is a more human system and that it is capable of facing 
the greatest challenges that mankind will encounter in the next millennium."37  

Numerous sympathetic observers of the Salvadoran left, both in El Salvador and abroad, 
depict the intellectual debate in the 1970s  that is, when insurgency emerged  not as a 
logical and timely response to unfolding events, but as a largely irrational and solipsistic 
dispute, opposing extremist and power-hungry factions. By dismissing this early stage of 
ideological development as an infantile but normal step in the apprenticeship of 
revolutionary struggle, most observers missed a pivotal element in the emergence of 
insurgency in El Salvador. For Rodolfo Cardenal, a Jesuit scholar from the Central 
American University (UCA), the political language at the time,  

was functioning like a syntactic ideology, that is, is was operating as a series of clichés 
and not as though it was resulting from analytical processes. Words had become almost 
magical, having themselves power, and therefore it was possible to disregard any 
collating with reality. For example, the word socialism was understood in a utopic way. [. 
. .] in many important junctures one could notice the predominance of ideology over 
reality, which had negative consequences for the revolutionary process in general.38  

James Dunkerley alludes to the left's central tenet (the nature of the authoritarian regime) 
as a "wishful abstraction."39 Likewise, analyzing the radical left in the whole Central 
American region, Edelberto Torres-Rivas claims that "in the 1970s, there [was] a 
radicalization of the means employed and, sometimes, this occured in a way that 
appeared independent from the ends. The point was to valorize the rifle for its capacity of 
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expression, this being reinforced by the conviction that the problem was not one of 'forms 
of struggle' but one of 'revolutionary path'."40 Though "reality" was constantly invoked 
(each faction claiming an exclusive access to it), the capacity to juggle with outlandish 
doctrines in close, clandestine surroundings was paramount.  

This radicalism of the Salvadoran insurgency is often interpreted as an indicator of the 
nature of the internal war itself; that is, one of "class struggle," instead of a mere "war of 
liberation" as in Nicaragua.41 The argument goes: the more radical the opposition is, the 
deeper the class conflict must be. One author suggests that "the hardening of class 
warfare radicalized both sides in the Salvadoran struggle and left precious little space in 
the middle of the political spectrum."42  

Once more, El Salvador is supposed to provide data for a pre-conceived scenario that 
makes more theoretical than empirical sense. First, the FMLN's factions were more 
radical and extremist before sporadic violence turned into a full-blown internal war. 
Second, though the Salvadoran extreme left and the extreme right are more vigorous than 
their Central American counterparts, one could say the same about the center (essentially 
the PDC): until recently, it had been more robust in El Salvador than in Nicaragua, 
Guatemala or Honduras. What is more, politicized social forces, such as the church, 
unions, or students, are also more vibrant and effective in El Salvador. The constant 
reference to the "polarization" of Salvadoran politics in the 1980s blurs a much more 
interesting phenomenon: the whole Salvadoran political class is inflated. Over the past 
two decades, El Salvador has had more vanguards, spokespersons, and "representative 
forces" than any other country in the region. Third, it is not so evident that the "popular 
movement" was stronger and enjoyed more widespread support in El Salvador than, for 
example, in Nicaragua before the downfall of Somoza. In the period of emergence of the 
Salvadoran insurgency (1970s), the country went through a major crisis in 1972, when 
the military blocked the likely electoral victory of a reformist coalition, but no national 
revolt occurred then. In the late 1970s, there was some consensus in the political class to 
dump the military dictator Carlos Humberto Romero, but no strong evidence of massive 
popular support in favor of (or against) the military coup. During the several months 
following the coup, numerous demonstrations were successfully organized in San 
Salvador, but in a context of institutional confusion when ministers sometimes 
demonstrated before their own offices. Then, massive repression stiffled further 
mobilization in the cities. In the 1980s, the FMLN did not put together, or enjoy the tacit 
support of, a coalition comprising a broad spectrum of forces opposed to the juntas 
(1980-82) or the governments of Alvaro Magaña (1982-84), José Napoléon Duarte 
(1984-88), or Alfredo Cristiani (1988-94).  

In the countryside, evidence of a pivotal contribution of the rural poor to the emergence 
of the insurgency is sparse at best. The presence of peasant unions and some ecclesial 
based communities (CEBs), along with a certain tradition of resistance, does not ipso 
facto prove that the countryside was ripe for revolt, let alone for a full-fledged political 
revolution.43 This is nevertheless one of the most common assumptions in the literature 
on El Salvador. Once the insurgency had moved into the countryside, after the failure of 
the January 1981 "final offensive," peasant support became pivotal indeed. But then, one 
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might add, peasants were submitted to a new series of incentives to revolt, some of them 
perhaps as decisive, or even more decisive, than historical factors of grievance: self-
defense, obedience to de facto authority, some forced recruitment, etc.44 Those new 
incentives appeared as a consequence of the internal war: they may have contributed to 
its consolidation; they could not possibly have "caused" it in the first place.  

The difference between the cases of El Salvador (insurgency/counterinsurgency 
confrontation) and Nicaragua before 1979 (national revolt) lies in variables such as the 
capacity to build a broad opposition movement against the ancien régime, and the nature 
of the regime itself. In El Salvador, the absence of a single undisputed nemesis (El 
Salvador had no Somoza) rendered the task more difficult than in Nicaragua. The 
FMLN's extremism, preventing the formation of a large and coherent opposition to the 
military regime, rendered broad mobilization virtually impossible. All in all, the 
importance of understanding the "causers'" profile and ideologies is perhaps even greater 
in the El Salvador case than in cases where internal war is characterized by an 
heterogeneous, widespread and inarticulated social protest.  

In sum, two phenomena can hardly be overlooked. First, radical ideologies spread like 
wild fire in all Latin American universities during the 1960s and 1970s, and started 
fading at the end of the 1980s. There is no shortage of objective reasons for revolt in 
Central America, but the ideological shifts of the past four decades do not correspond 
directly to any obvious mutation in the socio-economic environment. Second, there is a 
corrolation between this ideological fluctuation and the periodization of internal wars in 
the region. This does not imply that ideologies constitute the only independant variable 
explaining national revolt in Central America, but it strongly suggests that they deserve to 
be considered as an essential part of what Booth called the "critical process" by which 
insurgency forces emerge, develop and fade away in Central America.  

EXTERNAL ACTORS AND THE SIREN SONG OF ELECTIONS 

In addition to considering the demonstrative impact of momentous external events (the 
Cuban revolution, the collapse of the socialist bloc, etc.), an original and potentially 
fruitful way of looking at "the role played by external actors" in El Salvador would be to 
reassess the legacy of the electoral process since the early 1980s. It is our contention that 
elections altered ideological dispositions in El Salvador in a way that proved conducive 
to democratization.  

As it has been correctly pointed out by most observers, elections were initially imposed 
by the US. The former insurgents and most scholars consider the US-sponsored 
demonstrative elections as an unqualified failure. An element of sophistication was added 
to this judgement by Terry Karl, who maintains that the US-imposed elections did worse 
than fail: they had a counter-productive impact on the search for peace and 
democratization.45 Being somewhat artificial, those demonstrative elections prevented or 
postponed the achievement of a real, firmly-grounded pact, achieved through negotiation  
a breaktrough that, presumably, could have occurred at any time in the 1980s if only 
Salvadoran belligerents had been allowed to work out a deal among themselves. In short, 
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US-imposed elections wound up being one more cause of the continuation of the internal 
war.  

For this hypothesis to be validated, two counter-hypotheses strongly related to the 
relative autonomy of causers would have to be falsified.  

From Extremism to the "Fascination for the Centre" 

First, no definitive evidence warrants the assumption that a peaceful agreement is always 
possible between armed, and therefore extremist, factions, as though there was never 
such things as incompatible ideologies or agendas.46 Belligerents have the choice of 
settling for el pacto de no pactar (agreeing to disagree), at least in the short run.47 In the 
early 1980s, the Salvadoran extreme right set out to exterminate "communists" and 
behead the opposition movement. This was implemented in a spirit of crusade, to save the 
country from the "evil" of communism. It was not simply a police operation. The 
ARENA party prospered incredibly from this anti-communist fixation, to become in only 
a few years the most popular party in the country.48 On the other side, the different 
factions of the FMLN could weather centrifugal tendencies because of an overriding 
commitment to military struggle and revolution. Military struggle and revolution were in 
fact so intertwined  "means" becoming "ends"  that without resorting to armed struggle, 
the rest of the agenda would have rested on shaky ground (as its current crisis 
illustrates).49  

Moreover, observers who dismiss the electoral process with the "exclusion of the FMLN" 
argument are missing a fundamental point: to be excluded from a polity, you either have 
to have been previously included in it, or be outside and aspire to be included in it.50 As 
Juan Linz said: "The exclusion from political competition of parties not committed to the 
legal pursuit of power  which in reality is limited to enforceable exclusions [. . .] is not 
incompatible with the guarantee of free competition in our definition of democracy."51 
The elections of the past twelve years were certainly not sufficient to bring about 
democracy in El Salvador, but for other reasons: not because the system could not 
accomodate the guerrilla's desire to destroy the system.52 The exclusion argument also 
blurs the fact that full-fledged internal war comes only with a certain magnitude of 
insurgent activity. Between this level and the original (and elusive) moment when the 
spiral of violence starts (in El Salvador, the late 1960s), measures of exception and 
violent rebellions and upheavals are mutually reinforcing. This makes the initial causal 
explanation (repression begets radicalization) a useful, but uncorroborated, assumption. 
As Juan Linz pointed out: "political violence is both an important indicator and a 
contributing cause of breakdown, but the line between cause and effect is blurred."53 The 
violence-as-a-last-resort argument makes a lot of sense in general, but it does not mean it 
is automatically valid in El Salvador.  

Of course, this is not to say that ideologies and dispositions never change. To the 
contrary, recent breakthroughs in the Middle East, South Africa, and in El Salvador itself 
teach us that the political arena is more fluid than the socio-economic "structure." This 
fluidity can breed anything from war to peace, even in a context of relative social and 
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economic stability. In El Salvador, the recent rapprochement between arch-enemies is 
inextricably tied to significant ideological shifts on both sides  what a Salvadoran analyst 
recently called the new "fascination for the centre"54  away from extremist positions. The 
actors themselves would probably recognize that the electoral system was a major factor 
conducive to this shift. Hence the second counter-hypothesis to the dominant 
"demonstrative elections" thesis: elections have created a new political dynamic where 
extremists, to win votes, had to moderate their ideological stance.  

The Siren Song of Elections 

After the electoral defeat of 1984 and 1985, the party of Roberto D'Aubuisson strove to 
cloak itself in the mantle of political respectability. A businessman, Alberto Cristiani, 
was designated by D'Aubuisson to be the new upfront leader.55 ARENA won by a 
plurality of votes the 1988 and 1992 legislative elections, and won the presidencial 
elections in 1989. Adam Przeworski's comment on the radical left and elections in 
Europe could be applied to the extreme right. He claims that in periods of 
democratization, once a competitive democratic "mechanism" is basically in place, 
radicals can hardly resist the "siren song of elections":  

They tend to be wary of democratic institutions, distrustful of their chances, and skeptical 
that their victories will ever be tolerated. Yet the attraction of an open-ended democratic 
interplay is irresistible, and Radicals find that to abstain is to forsake popular support.56  

On the other side of the ideological spectrum, the two top leaders of the insurgency's 
political wing (Ruben Zamora and Guillermo Ungo) returned from exile in November 
1987 (before the end of the Cold War) in the wake of the Esquipulas II accord. Then, 
they founded a new party and participated in elections. After some contradictory signals, 
the FMLN decided for the first time not to obstruct the electoral process through 
intimidation and sabotage. In the March 1994 elections, the former insurgents toyed with 
the idea of asking a mainstream Christian Democrat (Abraham Rodriguez) and even a 
businessman close to both the Christian Democrats and the ARENA party (Roberto 
Murray Meza) to become their presidential candidate. As Goodwin and Skocpol correctly 
pointed out: "The ballot box may not always be 'the coffin of class consciousness' . . . but 
it has proven to be the coffin of revolutionary movements."57  

There has been no "stunning" or "founding" election since 1982  only repeated elections. 
Gradually, the US-imposed device affected the political actors' tactics and strategy, in 
addition to gaining credibility in the public. Then, some of the actors who previously 
condemned elections as a counter-insurgent mockery started having second thoughts. As 
early as 1985, for example, the generally pro-insurgent Central American University 
qualified its stance on elections.58 The 1988 legislative elections were seen as a "breach," 
likely to "introduce new dynamics" and "broaden, or perhaps break, dominant 
structures."59 At the same time, the FMLN's usual sabotage of the electoral process 
became the object of adroit criticism by the influential Jesuit intellectuals:  

http://www.hil.unb.ca/Texts/JCS/bin/get.cgi?directory=J97/articles/&filename=grenier_notes.htm#54
http://www.hil.unb.ca/Texts/JCS/bin/get.cgi?directory=J97/articles/&filename=grenier_notes.htm#55
http://www.hil.unb.ca/Texts/JCS/bin/get.cgi?directory=J97/articles/&filename=grenier_notes.htm#56
http://www.hil.unb.ca/Texts/JCS/bin/get.cgi?directory=J97/articles/&filename=grenier_notes.htm#57
http://www.hil.unb.ca/Texts/JCS/bin/get.cgi?directory=J97/articles/&filename=grenier_notes.htm#58
http://www.hil.unb.ca/Texts/JCS/bin/get.cgi?directory=J97/articles/&filename=grenier_notes.htm#59


The resort to violent actions to prevent or disorient elections bestows to these elections, 
in the first place, a great importance, which contradicts the position that they are not 
important; second, this indicates the FMLN's low expectation to attract with its 
propaganda, through an effort of persuasion, a great number of Salvadorans; and third, it 
demonstrates the relative weakness of the FMLN when it comes to imposing a line of 
conduct to the population.60  

The heretofore counter-hypotheses are predicated on the same idea: the actors' 
dispositions, beliefs, and ideologies do matter in politics. In periods of transition, they are 
key factors in the pact-making equation. Hence, elections, though imposed from above 
and from abroad (and therefore quite distant from Booth's socio-economic domino theory 
of revolt) can be instrumental in ending internal war, because elections do affect at least 
some of the actors' ideological dispositions.  
 

Conclusion 

The modest contribution of this article is to bring the conscious political actor and its 
agenda "back in." Central American political actors are power-seekers; not merely social 
class spokespersons. Their political agenda is shaped by a variety of conditioning factors; 
not just those deriving from some compelling socio-economic "reality." This "reality" 
itself, constantly invoked by politicians and scholars alike, is an intellectual construct, 
predicated on multiple beliefs and dispositions whose origins are not exclusively, and 
perhaps not primarily, domestic.  

The structural and historical conditions of grievances identified by Booth and other 
analysts are supported by a significant, though probably not sufficient, body of evidence. 
The dominant paradigm does provide a thorough collection of sound reasons for revolt. 
One wonders why most Latin American countries are not permanently disrupted by the 
aggrieved masses. Indeed, this paradigm is not very potent even to predict the past. The 
focus on the "causers" is not sufficient either, especially if one wishes to explain broad-
based national revolts and the conditions of seizure of power by revolutionary 
contenders. Nevertheless, the Salvadoran case suggests that political variation in the 
short-term (emergence of an urban, middle stratum-lead insurgency; its risk-seeking 
extremism; eventually, the withering away of this extremism) calls for an agency-
centered analysis.  

Bringing the actor "back in" is also a way of highlighting the political actors' liberty and 
responsibility. For all the awesome constraints Latin American countries have to face, 
including those deriving from dependency and underdevelopment, no political outcome 
can be regarded as "inevitable." Over the past two decades, virtually no political option 
was out of reach for El Salvador: direct and exclusionary military rule, mobilizational 
dictatorship with civilian participation, fascist junta, democratic facade, flawed but 
improving democratic system, Marxist-Leninist regime, and so on. As a matter of fact, 
only the latter was not tested. In politically unstable developing countries, a wider variety 
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of outcomes is available than in democratic and developed countries, where institutional 
rigidity, diffusion of power, and "rent-seeking" activities typically breed gridlock.  

Finally, it must be pointed out that the autonomy of the political dynamic as a whole 
seems to be enhanced during what Simon Schama, in a remarkable analysis of the French 
revolution, called an "explosion of politics;" that is, when passions supplant interests, 
when "means become ends." In these charismatic periods of history, active minorities, 
leaders and ideas do shape politics in a dramatic way.  
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