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Abstract

How can the United States best assure its interests abroad when a partner 
state faces an insurgency? The question has vexed policymakers, military 
officers, and scholars throughout the Cold War and into the post-9/11 era. 
When the United States finds its military might turned against itself by 
insurgents, as in Iraq and Afghanistan, thoughts often turn to the small 
U.S.-supported counterinsurgency campaign in El Salvador from 1979 
to 1992. The Salvadoran government defended itself against Marxist-
nationalist-liberal-socialist rebels in a civil war that ended in a peace deal. 
The small-footprint U.S. intervention is appealing as an alternative to the 
tens of thousands of troops deployed in bigger quagmires. Conventional 
wisdom says that the brutal, repressive Salvadoran government instituted 
liberalizing, democratizing reforms to defeat the insurgency. Analysis of 
contemporaneous documents and interviews with participants, however, 
reveals that the campaign is a poor model for future U.S. interventions, 
for three reasons. First, the government retained power by waging a war 
of terrorism and attrition against insurgents and civilians alike. Second, 
Salvadoran elites resisted U.S. pressure for reforms. Third, chance rather 
than U.S. choices played a significant role in the war’s outcome, meaning 
that replication of the pattern of events is unlikely.
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Introduction

Ever since passenger jets slammed into two U.S. landmarks and 
a Pennsylvania field on September 11, 2001, the United States 
has identified terrorists and insurgents as the greatest threat to its 
security. It has struggled, directly and through client states, to defeat 
nonstate challengers to its interests in Iraq, Afghanistan, Georgia, the 
Philippines, and Nigeria, among other countries. Reacting  
to the lack of progress in the costly, indecisive, large-footprint U.S. 
campaigns in Iraq and Afghanistan, some commentators have argued 
that the successful U.S.-backed counterinsurgency campaign in El 
Salvador (1979–1992) provides a useful alternative model for future 
U.S. efforts.1 These authors argue that the United States helped the 
Salvadoran state make liberalizing, democratizing reforms that satis-
fied popular interests, resolved the grievances fueling the insurgency, 
and thus defeated the Marxist-nationalist-liberal-socialist Farabundo 
Martí Liberation Front (FMLN) without a U.S. combat presence.2 

The El Salvador conflict provides insights into this type of military 
intervention because it is typical in three important ways of great 
power efforts to support clients facing internal threats. It pitted the 
insurgency’s revolutionary popular claims against a relatively militarily 
strong authoritarian state; there was outside support for both sides; 
and the level of great power backing for the state was limited, that is, 
the United States did not send combat troops, despite it viewing insur-
gent defeat as a critical national security interest.

1 For example, the lead author of the U.S. Army’s 2006 counterinsurgency manual, Conrad C. 
Crane, states that the authors found positive models in Malaya, El Salvador, the Philippines-
Huks conflict, Colombia, and the Civil Operations and Revolutionary Development Support 
(CORDS) program in Vietnam. Crane, email to author, September 29, 2010. Other studies 
that reach similar conclusions include Steven Metz, Learning from Iraq: Counterinsurgency in 
American Strategy (Carlisle, Penn.: Strategic Studies Institute, January 2007); Christopher 
Paul, Colin P. Clarke, and Beth Grill, “Victory Has a Thousand Fathers: Sources of Success in 
Counterinsurgency” (Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, 2010); Angel Rabasa et al., 
“Money in the Bank: Lessons Learned from Past Counterinsurgency (COIN) Operations,” 
RAND Counterinsurgency Study—paper 4 (Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, 2007); 
and James S. Corum, “Development of Modern Counterinsurgency Theory and Doctrine,” 
in George Kassimeris and John Buckley, eds., The Ashgate Research Companion to Modern 
Warfare (Farnam, U.K.: Ashgate, 2010), pp. 43–44. 

2 See ibid. 
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The U.S.-backed Salvadoran campaign against the FMLN represents the 
most that the United States can hope to achieve politically when it intervenes 
to back a client threatened by an insurgency: the Salvadoran government 
prevented insurgents from seizing the state. The campaign and the causes 
of its success, however, little resemble the popular narrative, and much of 
what occurred in El Salvador is not replicable elsewhere. The history of the 
Salvadoran counterinsurgency campaign does not support the claim that 
good governance reforms defeat insurgency.3 

In El Salvador, the United States supported and strengthened the state’s 
ruling military sufficiently to end the threat of an insurgent takeover. The 
state met this goal through campaigns of terrorism and attrition against 
civilians as well as insurgents, not through the reforms that the United 
States demanded and viewed as crucial to success. The limited political 
changes that did take place during the war were tightly constrained by 
Salvadoran elite interests, returning the state to the status quo ante bellum 
rather than introducing a new level of political openness and participation. 
In addition, the United States can claim little credit for the war’s outcome. 
The Salvadoran military fought the insurgents to a stalemate rather than 
defeating them. Further, fortuitous Salvadoran internal economic and 
political changes and the systemic change triggered by the end of the Cold 
War played a significant role in ending the conflict.4 Thus, the United States 
cannot hope to replicate the unforeseen and uncontrolled, if ultimately 
successful, pattern of the war in El Salvador.

3 Larry Diamond defines liberal democracy as a system in which there is “substantial individual and 
associational freedom, civic pluralism, civilian supremacy over the military, a secure rule of law, and 
‘horizontal accountability’ of office-holders to one another.” The items on Diamond’s list resemble 
the U.S. goals for El Salvador. See Diamond, The End of the Third Wave and the Global Future of 
Democracy, Political Science Series #45 (Vienna: Institute for Advanced Studies, July 1997), pp. 5, 
8–9. 

4 For my argument on counterinsurgency in El Salvador, see Jacqueline L. Hazelton, “Compellence 
and Accommodation in Counterinsurgency Warfare: The Cases of Dhofar, Oman, and El Salvador,” 
paper presented at the International Studies Association annual meeting, New Orleans, Louisiana, 
2010; Jacqueline L. Hazelton, “Compellence and Accommodation in Counterinsurgency Warfare: 
The Cases of Dhofar, Oman, and El Salvador,” paper presented at the American Political Science 
Association annual meeting, Washington, D.C., 2010; Jacqueline L. Hazelton, “Compellence and 
Accommodation in Counterinsurgency Warfare,” paper presented at the International Studies 
Association annual meeting, Montreal, Canada, 2011; Jacqueline L. Hazelton, “Compellence and 
Accommodation in Counterinsurgency Warfare,” Ph.D. dissertation, Brandeis University, 2011; 
Jacqueline L. Hazelton, “Compellence and Accommodation in Counterinsurgency Warfare,” paper 
presented at the International Studies Association annual meeting, San Diego, California, 2012; and 
Jacqueline L. Hazelton, “The False Promise of the Governance Model of Counterinsurgency,” paper 
presented at the American Political Science Association annual meeting, New Orleans, Louisiana, 
2012. For a similar argument, see David H. Ucko, “Counterinsurgency in El Salvador: The Lessons 
and Limits of the Indirect Approach,” Small Wars & Insurgencies, Vol. 24, No. 4 (2013), pp. 669–695.
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The case provides painful, ugly lessons for Western democracies deter-
mined to defeat insurgency through good governance reforms. It highlights 
the limits of the United States’ power and of its leverage over its clients. 
Further, it underlines the unsavory nature of successful counterinsurgency: 
the Salvadoran military denied the FMLN military victory, but at high 
human and moral cost. 

These findings suggest the need for U.S. policymakers and military leaders 
to scale down their expectations about what U.S. intervention counterin-
surgency can achieve in client states. The United States is unlikely to get 
the reforms it demands if they conflict with the interests of elites in the 
client state, and the client may choose to suppress the insurgency through 
uses of force inimical to U.S. values. The costs of engaging in futile efforts 
to encourage reforms while supporting a repressive counterinsurgent 
client include enabling the client’s human rights abuses. The audience costs 
of such abuses are unlikely to force changes in U.S. policy in the short 
term, but they may hinder advancement of U.S. interests in the long term. 
Policymakers may wish to consider whether the high costs of such inter-
vention campaigns are worth the limited benefits.5

This paper proceeds as follows. First, I review existing work on El Salvador 
to identify gaps, elisions, and important research not considered in the 
counterinsurgency literature. Then I present my research design, following 
which I provide background on the El Salvador case. In the subsequent 
four sections, I lay out my argument about the causes of campaign success, 
tracing the four key processes of the war chronologically. These processes 
are, first, the U.S. effort to build the Salvadoran armed forces; second, 
the Salvadoran state’s use of its enhanced military power in the form of 
terrorism and a war of attrition to end the threat of an insurgent takeover; 
third, Salvadoran elites’ attempts to limit the reforms that the United States 
insisted were necessary to ending the insurgency; and fourth, the role of 
chance in the war’s outcome. I conclude with a discussion of the policy 
implications of my findings.

5 See Peter J. Katzenstein and Robert O. Keohane, eds., Anti-Americanisms in World Politics (Ithaca, 
N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2006), for a rigorous analysis of how anti-Americanisms may and 
may not hinder the advancement of U.S. interests.
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Gaps and Elisions in Work on 
Counterinsurgency in El Salvador

The counterinsurgency literature on El Salvador properly identifies it as a 
success for the Salvadoran state and United States. Most authors focus on 
the major liberalizing, democratizing reforms demanded by the United 
States, including those intended to professionalize the Salvadoran military 
and reduce or end the state’s use of indiscriminate force. These authors 
assume that the demanded reforms were implemented and enabled the 
state to defeat the insurgency. They present the campaign as a model for 
future U.S. intervention counterinsurgency efforts, and have ignored the 
state’s failure to fulfill its promises of reform and the effects of its choices 
on the other actors.6 

The counterinsurgency literature on El Salvador draws on the conventional 
wisdom that good governance leads to counterinsurgent success.7 According 
to this logic, bad governance destroys popular support for the state and fuels 
insurgent violence. Introducing the elements of good governance, such as 
democratic elections, the provision of public goods to meet popular needs, 
and economic opportunity, gains the state popular support and weakens 
support for the insurgency until the latter can be destroyed militarily.

Counterinsurgency authors argue that significant reforms took place 
during the war that shifted popular support from the insurgency to the 
state and enabled the state to defeat the insurgents. In contrast, experts on 

6 On El Salvador as a model, see Crane, email to author; Metz, Learning from Iraq; Paul, Clarke, 
and Grill, “Victory Has a Thousand Fathers”; Rabasa et al., “Money in the Bank”; and Corum, 
“Development of Modern Counterinsurgency Theory and Doctrine.” The existing literature on El 
Salvador includes, broadly, two types of arguments about the end of the conflict. The first type 
focuses on the determinative role of state attributes, including increased legitimacy, capability, and 
changes in elite interests. See, for example, John T. Fishel and Max G. Manwaring, Uncomfortable 
Wars Revisited (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2006); Todd Greentree, Crossroads of 
Intervention: Insurgency and Counterinsurgency Lessons from Central America (Westport, Conn.: 
Praeger Security International, 2008); William Stanley, The Protection Racket State: Elite Politics, 
Military Extortion, and Civil War in El Salvador (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1996); and 
Elisabeth Jean Wood, Forging Democracy from Below: Insurgent Transitions in South Africa and El 
Salvador (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000). Most authors also note a second type 
of argument focused on external factors, specifically the end of the Cold War and the resulting 
changes in the interests of the external sponsors of the state and the insurgency. Both types of 
arguments help explain how the El Salvador war ended at the negotiating table. Neither explains 
why the state was able to fend off the insurgency for more than a decade but not defeat it. 

7 See, for example, U.S. Department of the Army, The U.S. Army/Marine Corps Counterinsurgency 
Field Manual (U.S. Army Field Manual No. 3-24/ Marine Corps Warfighting Publication No. 3-33.5) 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006).
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El Salvador and the war see little reform taking place during the conflict, 
with the peace agreement, the Chapultepec Accords, forcing the military 
out of domestic politics and enabling only the start of a process of democ-
ratization and liberalization. 8 

Research Design

This research examines the extent of wartime Salvadoran state reforms and 
their effects on other actors’ behavior, including whether reforms caused 
counterinsurgency success, which I define as preventing the insurgency 
from attaining its goal, here seizure of the state. The question requires 
considering political and military changes on the part of the state, and 
also what, if anything, helped or hindered implementation of the U.S.-
demanded changes. 

To this end, I use thick analysis of the historical record to trace U.S. goals 
and Salvadoran implementation and to identify the effects of patron and 
client choices on the state, the insurgency, and the populace. I look for 
evidence confirming or contradicting the widely held practitioner under-
standing of the campaign as one that identified and met popular interests 
and thus defeated the insurgency. I follow the process of causation through 
analysis of state actions taken or not taken to implement reforms, the 

8 See, for example, Philip J. Williams and Knut Walter, Militarization and Demilitarization in El 
Salvador’s Transition to Democracy (Pittsburg, Penn.: University of Pittsburg, 1997); Terry Karl, 
“Imposing Consent? Electoralism vs. Democratization in El Salvador,” in Paul W. Drake and Eduardo 
Silva, eds., Elections and Democratization in Latin America, 1980–1985 (San Diego, Calif.: Center 
for Iberian and Latin American Studies, University of California, San Diego, 1986), pp. 9–36; Bianca 
Vaz Mondo, “Transitions to Good Governance: The Case of El Salvador,” working paper #24 (Berlin: 
European Research Center for Anti-Corruption and State-Building, January 2001); William Deane 
Stanley, “El Salvador: State-Building before and after Democratization, 1980–1995,” Third World 
Quarterly, Vol. 27, No. 1 (2006), pp. 101–114; Margaret Popkin, Peace without Justice: Obstacles 
to Building the Rule of Law in El Salvador (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 
2000), p. x; Roland Paris, At War’s End: Building Peace after Civil Conflict (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004); and Jeffery M. Paige, Coffee and Power: Revolution and the Rise of 
Democracy in Central America (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1997).
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degree of effort involved, and the sequencing of events.9 If reforms defeated 
or significantly weakened the insurgency, then at least correlation should 
be evident, showing increasing reforms followed by increasing popular 
support for the state and decreasing insurgent strength. 

I draw on contemporaneous U.S. documents, U.S. oral histories, my own 
interviews with U.S. and Salvadoran participants in the war, and the 
secondary literature on El Salvador, including scholarly work considering 
political, economic, and social changes in El Salvador before, during, and 
after the war. Contemporaneous documents are nearly nonexistent on the 
Salvadoran side, though a few appear in U.S. archives.  

The data available on political violence and deaths in the war in El 
Salvador are imperfect. There are four main reasons for this. First, meth-
odological problems are inherent in accounts of political violence and 
death in internal conflict, especially when much of the violence occurs 
in rural or otherwise inaccessible areas.10 Second, the Salvadoran state 
did not keep many records and much of what it did record was destroyed 
for fear of prosecution, leaving only the accounts of witnesses willing 
and able to come forward.11 Third, data collectors have biases. The U.S. 
Department of State has argued that Tutela Legal, the human rights office 
of the Archdiocese of San Salvador, which began investigating  
incidents of political violence in 1982, overestimated military death 
squad abuses and underestimated those of the FMLN. United Nations 
(UN) Truth Commission findings after the war broadly accorded with 
Tutela Legal’s data, whereas U.S. Department of State recordkeeping 
relied on the heavily biased right-wing Salvadoran press.12 Some consider 

9 On thick analysis, see David Collier, Henry E. Brady, and Jason Seawright, “Sources of Leverage 
in Causal Inference: Toward an Alternative View of Methodology,” in Brady and Collier, eds., 
Rethinking Social Inquiry: Diverse Tools, Shared Standards (Lanham, Md.: Rowman and Littlefield, 
2010), p. 180. David Collier identifies process tracing as, inter alia, a useful tool for evaluating prior 
explanatory hypotheses, discovering new hypotheses, and gaining insight into causal mechanisms. 
See Collier, “Understanding Process Tracing,” PS: Political Science and Politics, Vol. 44, No. 4 (2011), 
pp. 823–830. See also James Mahoney, The Legacies of Liberalism: Path Dependence and Political 
Regimes in Central America (Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001), p. 28, on “the 
systematic use of comparison and theory to develop new lines of argumentation from existing 
sources.”

10 Stathis N. Kalyvas, “The Urban Bias in Research on Civil Wars,” Security Studies, Vol. 13, No. 3 
(Spring 2004), pp. 160–190. 

11 Elisabeth Jean Wood, Insurgent Collective Action and Civil War in El Salvador (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2003), p. 32.

12 Cynthia McClintock, Revolutionary Movements in Latin America: El Salvador’s FMLN and Peru’s 
Shining Path (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Institute of Peace Press, 1998), pp. 321–323.
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both the UN Truth Commission and the Church organizations that 
contemporaneously documented human rights abuses to have been 
highly biased toward the left.13 Fourth, violent incidents are impossible 
to observe systematically, and the state may report civilian casualties 
as those of insurgents, either because of a lack of information or a 
desire to deceive.14 Sources on the El Salvador conflict considered most 
reliable by scholars include Tutela Legal; Socorro Jurídico, also affiliated 
with the Church; and reports from the Jesuit institution Universidad 
Centroamericana José Simeón Cañas (UCA).15 My findings rest on the 
state’s patterns of behavior over the course of the war in terms of both  
its strategic choices—for example, to use terrorism and fight a war of 
attrition against civilians—and its routine behaviors, such as security 
forces’ carelessly abusive treatment of civilians.

13 For example, Maj. Gen. Mark Hamilton, U.S. military group leader at the time of the talks, notes that 
the most powerful officers in the Salvadoran army considered the UN Truth Commission to have 
been established to “humiliate” them. Author phone interview with Hamilton, April 13, 2010.

14 McClintock, Revolutionary Movements in Latin America, pp. 321–323.

15 See Charles D. Brockett, Political Movements and Violence in Central America (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2005), pp. 184–185; McClintock, Revolutionary Movements in Latin 
America, pp. 321–323; and Stanley, The Protection Racket State, p. 281. Brockett’s 1975–1991 
data on contentious politics are built from Universidad Centroamericana José Simeón Cañas 
(UCA) reports, reports in the New York Times, declassified U.S. documents, and Salvadoran and 
Guatemalan press reports.
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El Salvador: Background

Military Rule
The military ruled El Salvador from 1931 to 1992, enriching itself in the 
process. It kept peasants subordinate to the oligarchs, who grew cotton, 
cattle, sugar cane, and coffee.16 El Salvador was land poor and heavily 
socially stratified, and the military government tightly controlled its 
political space. Most of the rural population lived in poverty. In 1980, 
the poorest 20 percent of Salvadorans earned 2 percent of the national 
income, less than they had 10 years previously, and the richest 20 percent 
earned a record high of 66 percent.17 The landless population grew from 
12 percent to 41 percent of rural families between 1961 and 1975.18 The 
infant mortality rate in 1977 was 60 percent.19 

The Salvadoran elite consisted of three elements: the military officers 
who ran the country; the landed civilian wealthy; and, increasingly after 
World War II, a rising commercial civilian class. Security forces’ role was 
protection of the economic and political system, not national defense. 
They were neither organized nor directed as a professional fighting force. 
The military included the national guard, national police, treasury police, 
army, navy, and air force. The state-sponsored militia and intelligence 
source, Organización Democrática Nationalista (National Democratic 
Organization, or ORDEN), included an estimated 50,000–100,000 men.20 
Its peasant members received goods such as loans, health care, impunity 
from prosecution, land, and fertilizer in exchange for their provision of 
information and violence.21 The capital, San Salvador, housed a growing 
urban underclass fleeing rural poverty as well as a professional class, 
their humbler employees, and a middle class of teachers, students, and 

16 Williams and Walter, Militarization and Demilitarization in El Salvador’s Transition to Democracy, p. 
88.

17 Hugh Byrne, El Salvador’s Civil War: A Study of Revolution (Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner, 1996), p. 
20.

18 Williams and Walter, Militarization and Demilitarization in El Salvador’s Transition to Democracy, p. 
88.

19 Tommie Sue Montgomery, Revolution in El Salvador: From Civil Strife to Civil Peace (1982; repr. 
Boulder, Colo: Westview, 1995), p. 24.

20 Cynthia Arnson, “The Frente’s Opposition: The Security Forces of El Salvador,” in Marvin E. 
Gettleman et al., El Salvador: Central America in the New Cold War (New York: Grove, 1981), pp. 
126–138.

21 Wood, Forging Democracy from Below, p. 40.
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unionized workers, among others. Smaller cities were home to shopkeep-
ers, planters with more modest holdings, teachers, builders, and other 
artisans. The state oscillated between limited reform and violent repression 
throughout the 20th century.22

Military officers ran state institutions as well as the government, including 
the national electrical and telephone companies. Military command and 
control was nearly nonexistent; battalion commanders did as they pleased 
in their area of operations. Promotion was by cohort rather than ability, 
with those who graduated from the military college at the same time as 
the current president taking the most lucrative government positions. 23 
The General Staff was not primarily a military instrument. Its members 
were largely unable to discuss military strategy and tactics at the time of 
the war. Their role was political and commercial, with their primary goal 
continued military rule. The army served a semi-police role in targeting 
nonviolent protestors as well as armed insurgents, particularly in the cities. 
In the countryside, where the national guard, national police, and treasury 
police kept order, regular army forces largely stayed in their barracks.24 The 
gap between the mostly middle-class officers and their men was significant. 
Enlisted men were poorly paid, trained, and armed. Soldiers were peasants, 
many of them shanghaied teenagers as young as 14 or 15, illiterate, and 
serving for one or two years.25 They planted corn to provide their own 
rations26 and were not permitted to salute the flag.27  

Corruption was routine. Officers, who could not expect sufficient financial 
or logistical support for present or future needs, found creative ways 
to sustain their mission and assure a nest egg for their families. “Ghost 

22 Paige, Coffee and Power, p. 319.

23 Andrew J. Bacevich et al., American Military Policy in Small Wars: The Case of El Salvador 
(Washington, D.C.: Pergamon-Brassey’s, 1988), p. 26.

24 Author phone interview with Luis Orlando Rodriguez, April 21, 2010. Rodriguez spent most of the 
1980s working on El Salvador for the U.S. government.

25 Raymond Bonner, Weakness and Deceit: U.S. Policy and El Salvador (New York: Times, 1984), p. 281; 
José Napoléon Duarte with Diana Page, Duarte: My Story (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1986), 
p. 194; and James Roach, email to author, March 29, 2010. Roach, a retired army colonel, was U.S. 
military chief of operational planning and training teams from 1984–1986.

26 Author phone interview with Kevin Higgins, March 16, 2010. Higgins was U.S. military trainer of 
Salvadoran special units in Panama throughout 1982; and U.S. military advisory in San Vicente in 
1983–1984 and in San Miguel in 1986–1988.

27 Author interview with CSM Henry Ramirez, Fort Bragg, North Carolina, May 17, 2010. Ramirez, a 
retired U.S. Army officer, trained Salvadoran forces in Panama in 1982; trained the first PRAL in 
1982–1983; and was a military advisor in Chalatenango in 1987–1988.
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soldiers” on the roster, for instance, allowed an officer to collect the non-
existent men’s pay. The national guard and national police were posted on 
larger plantations in the countryside. They provided security for planters, 
receiving payment in exchange. Security included keeping workers in line. 
“Everyone wanted to make a buck, that was the game,” a Salvadoran lieu-
tenant said.28 Officers knew that they would only be able to retire and look 
after their families if they seized their opportunities. The military provided 
no support for brigade commanders, not even supplies such as gasoline.29 
Soldiers sold their weapons to the insurgents for three or four times what 
they were worth and sold information on operations as well.30 

Officers shared an interest in continued military rule, which could offer 
them a chance at lucrative state leadership roles and, later, a lucrative retire-
ment in a private business position provided by an oligarch.31 Divisions, 
however, developed in the late 1970s between older conservatives, who saw 
reform as a slippery slope to chaos and disaster, and younger reformists, 
who hoped to stave off chaos and disaster with limited liberalization.32 
Both factions agreed on the need for the military’s continued rule.33 Some 
reformist officers, however, became so frustrated that they joined the 
FMLN. Die-hard conservatives retained control of the military throughout 
the war, only acceding to the peace agreement when the George H.W. Bush 
administration withdrew its support.

28 Mark Danner, The Massacre at El Mozote (New York: Vintage, 1993), p. 66.

29 James Roach, emails to author, March 24, 2010.

30 Danner, The Massacre at El Mozote, p. 66.

31 On retirement, see Paige, Coffee and Power, p. 29.

32 Wood, Forging Democracy from Below, p. 33.

33 Williams and Walter, Militarization and Demilitarization in El Salvador’s Transition to Democracy, p. 
21.
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Civilian Elites
Civilian elites owned large plantations that employed a variety of workers, 
from drivers and resident security forces (state and nonstate) to sharecrop-
pers and casual harvest labor. After World War II, some elements of the 
landed elite began branching out to commercial and industrial activities, 
ultimately developing business interests divergent from those of the 
planters.34 

Participation in the political sphere in El Salvador was limited to elites 
under Spanish rule and later, after independence in the 19th century. 
The extent of state repression and reform ebbed and flowed with popular 
political agitation and internal military politics across the 20th century.35 
Elites’ memories of a brief 1932 communist-inspired peasant uprising, 
La Matanza (the massacre), reinforced their belief in the importance of 
repressive rule. Like the uprising of the late 1970s, La Matanza followed a 
brief period of democratic reforms, economic crisis, and popular unrest. 
Up to a few hundred peasants armed with sticks and machetes attacked 
wealthy families and government representatives in western El Salvador. 
After putting down the uprising, the military spent approximately two 
weeks killing 10,000 to 30,000 peasants. The elite saw the wealthy, rather 
than the peasants, as the victims of the massacre.36 After the uprising’s 
defeat, continued repression prevented widespread organized resistance to 
the state until the late 1970s, particularly in the western areas that suffered 
most in La Matanza. 

34 See Paige, Coffee and Power, for an comprehensive account of the Salvadoran oligarchy, its 
fracturing, and its changing interests.

35 McClintock, Revolutionary Movements in Latin America, p. 104; and Williams and Walter, 
Militarization and Demilitarization in El Salvador’s Transition to Democracy, pp. 9–10, 21.

36 See Héctor Lindo-Fuentes, Erik Ching, and Rafael Lara-Martínez, Remembering a Massacre 
in El Salvador: The Insurrection of 1932, Roque Dalton, and the Politics of Historical Memory 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2007), pp. 79–81, 28–43; and Wood, Forging 
Democracy from Below, p. 32. 
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Change and Crises
Change began creeping through the Salvadoran countryside in the 1960s. 
One factor strengthening a sense of popular agency and the development 
of civil society in this period was the Alliance for Progress, a U.S. anti- 
communism program intended to modernize El Salvador by educating 
peasants and helping them form cooperatives to develop the rural econ-
omy. Salvadorans themselves used political liberalization under President 
Julio Adalberto Rivera Carballo in the 1960s to mobilize through church 
groups, student groups, political parties, and peasant organizations.37 
Rivera supported the U.S. goal of economic modernization as a way to 
combat communism and permitted formation of opposition parties.  
In the next decade Catholic priests and laypeople began preaching liber-
ation theology, which emphasized helping the poor in the service of God 
and swept the developing world in the 1970s. These efforts made the stark 
inequalities of El Salvador appear less than inevitable to many peasants. At 
the same time, middle-class urban pressure on the government to liberalize 
politics rose. In the cities, the number of unions grew from 80 with a 
combined membership of just over 24,000 in 1966 to 127 with a combined 
membership above 64,000 in 1975.38 The political liberalization of the 
1960s, combined with growing landlessness and poverty, created a surge of 
political contestation. 

The state responded to this growing contestation with repression. The military’s 
blatant theft of the 1972 presidential election from the Christian Democratic 
candidate, José Napoleón Duarte, followed by his beating and exile, shocked 
Salvadorans who had hoped for a gradual lifting of repression and the begin-
ning of democratization. Over the next several years, the military put down 
rising numbers of demonstrations and strikes until the military’s calculated, 
widespread violence of the late 1970s drove many Salvadorans from political 
resistance to terrorism and then insurgency.39 With unrest increasing rather 
than subsiding in the face of state violence, Col. Arturo Armondo Molina, who 
became president rather than Duarte in 1972, was replaced by the conservative 
Gen. Carlos Humberto Romero in 1977. Under Molina, the army and security 
forces were linked to 37 assassinations and 69 disappearances. Under Romero, 

37 Wood, Forging Democracy from Below, pp. 88–89.

38 Williams and Walter, Militarization and Demilitarization in El Salvador’s Transition to Democracy, p. 
89.

39 McClintock, Revolutionary Movements in Latin America, pp. 104–105.
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those figures rose to 461 assassinations and 131 disappearances.40 More 
moderate military officers deposed Romero in 1979 with a plan for structural 
reforms such as land redistribution and an end to corruption and repression. 
These changes were intended to quell protests while protecting military rule.41 
Turmoil within the leadership and pressure from the United States led to a 
number of changes in the junta’s makeup, ending with it naming Duarte as 
civilian figurehead in 1980. The junta failed to fulfill its promises because doing 
so would have split the military, a risk that reformist officers were unwilling 
to take, and because conservative officers resisted changes that would cost 
them wealth and power.42 Duarte was elected president in 1984 in a vote that 
replaced the military-civilian junta, though reformists had been forced out by 
hard-line officers as early as 1980.43

During this period, from the late 1970s to the early 1980s, opposition swelled 
to insurgency as massive state violence quelled widespread popular protests 
in the cities. Opposition groups using violence to advance their political 
goals formed a united front in 1980 (as discussed below). During the early 
years of the war, neither civilian elites nor the United States restrained the 
military.44 It is unlikely that they could have had they tried, given reformist 
officers’ failure to do so. The violence reached a level that imperiled contin-
ued U.S. congressional funding for the war because of popular opposition 
within the United States. During a visit to El Salvador in 1983, Vice President 
George H.W. Bush told the Salvadoran military to rein in the death squads. 
Death squad killings fell. In the countryside, however, military operations 
targeting entire communities ramped up. In 1983, insurgent conventional 
forces were wiping out El Salvador Armed Forces (ESAF) units in the field, 
but U.S.-supplied air power rapidly broke insurgent formations by 1984, 
leading to a military stalemate. The insurgency turned back to political orga-
nizing and economic terrorism. The stalemate lasted until the war ended, 
with intermittent peace talks finally making progress under UN auspices in 
1989 and a deal signed in January 1992. 

40 Williams and Walter, Militarization and Demilitarization in El Salvador’s Transition to Democracy, 
p. 91; and William M. LeoGrande, Our Own Backyard: The United States in El Salvador, 1977–1992 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998), p. 40.

41 Williams and Walter, Militarization and Demilitarization in El Salvador’s Transition to Democracy, pp. 
100–101.

42 LeoGrande, Our Own Backyard, p. 41.

43 Ibid., pp. 46–47.

44 Brockett, Political Movements and Violence in Central America, p. 249.
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The Insurgency
Electoral fraud and extreme state violence drove moderate Salvadorans 
from the limited number of tolerated political parties to the popular 
organizations pressing for change, and convinced others that the only route 
to peace was violence.45 Urban workers and those flocking to the cities 
because of poverty sought the redistribution of wealth.46 Peasants wanted 
land and freedom from state and landlord repression. The insurgency 
included a variety of individuals and groups, from committed Marxists to 
Christian Democrats and Social Democrats, intellectuals, peasants, pro-
fessionals, union members, and even ex-military officers. These rural and 
urban groups united in 1980 under the banner of the FMLN. 

The FMLN included five insurgent groups with differing ideological posi-
tions and approaches to organizing. The groups had separate leaderships, 
methods, and goals, and to some degree operated in different areas of El 
Salvador. Leaders of the five groups made decisions in concert. The first 
group, the small, Soviet-linked Communist Party of El Salvador (PCS in 
its Spanish acronym), had traditionally focused on peaceful participation 
in politics. In the 1970s it joined an electoral coalition with the moderate 
Social Democrats and the National Revolutionary Movement. The second 
group, the Popular Liberation Forces (FPL), split from the PCS to form a 
true Marxist-Leninist party by bringing in workers and laborers; supported 
a prolonged popular war like that in Vietnam; and was most active in the 
northeastern department (province) of Chalatenango. The FPL’s violence 
primarily targeted security forces. It was allied with the Revolutionary 
Popular Bloc (BRP), the largest leftist organization in the country, com-
prising unionized teachers, students, and peasants. The third group, the 
Revolutionary Army of the People (ERP), grew from Christian Youth and 
New Left groups despairing of electoral change. Its founders were younger 
and more middle class than those of the FPL, and many were formerly affil-
iated with the Christian Democrats rather than the Communists. The ERP 
focused on military action, particularly bombings, to provoke revolution, 

45 Stanley, The Protection Racket State, p. 110; and McClintock, Revolutionary Movements in Latin 
America, pp. 259, 267.

46 Col. Lyman C. Duryea, USA, Defense and Army attaché in El Salvador, November 1983–October 
1985, Project 86-9 El Salvador, interviewed by Lt. Col. Emil R. Bedard, USMC, and Lt. Col. L.R. 
Vasquez, USA, March 4, 1986, for the AWC/MHI 1986 El Salvador Oral History Project, U.S. Army 
Military History Institute, Army Heritage Education Center, Carlisle, Pennsylvania (hereafter MHI), 
p. 85.
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rather than on long-term popular mobilization. Its base was in the north-
eastern department of Morázon. The fourth group, the National Resistance 
(RN) and its armed wing, the Armed Forces of National Resistance 
(FARN), broke away from the ERP after the ERP’s assassination of poet 
and Marxist intellectual Roque Dalton on charges of treason. Dalton had 
urged more political mobilization along with military action. FARN, which 
prioritized organizing, was responsible for many of the kidnappings of the 
late 1970s and early 1980s. The fifth group, the Workers’ Revolutionary 
Party (PRTC), was founded by students turned militants and focused on 
revolution throughout Central America, not only in El Salvador. It was 
active primarily in the northeastern department of San Vicente. The PRTC 
was the smallest of the groups.47

The FMLN demanded the end of the military dictatorship and of U.S. 
interference in domestic politics; democratic rights for all; nationalization 
of large landholdings, banks, utilities, and transport plus state stimulus for 
small- and medium-sized private businesses; increased living standards; 
replacement of the corrupt, repressive military; and equal social and eco-
nomic rights for women.48 

The FMLN received external state support throughout the war, both mili-
tary and political. Despite U.S. concerns about the FMLN serving as a tool 
of the Soviet bloc, however, external support neither created the insurgency 
nor explains its continued strength. FMLN fighters were almost entirely 
Salvadoran. According to Gen. Juan Rafael Bustillo, wartime commander 
of the Salvadoran Air Force, 90 percent of insurgents were Salvadoran. 
Bustillo regarded the small number of Cuban, Nicaraguan, and other for-
eign fighters as of little concern.49 Gen. Mark Hamilton, U.S. military group 
commander at the end of the war, stated that outside funding supported 
the insurgency’s early growth, but that the behavior of the Salvadoran state 
caused the insurgency and its development in the first place.50 

47 McClintock, Revolutionary Movements in Latin America, pp. 48–52; and LeoGrande, Our Own 
Backyard, p. 36.

48 Gettleman et al., El Salvador, pp. 122–123.

49 Col. John D. Waghelstein, USA, interviewed by Col. Charles A. Carlton, Jr., USA, January 21, 1985, 
El Salvador Papers, Oral History, Gonzalez-Waghelstein box 1 of 6, file: John D. Waghelstein, Senior 
Officers Oral History Program, Project 85-7, El Salvador, MHI, p. 23.

50 Author phone interview with Hamilton.
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The FMLN’s budget was probably less than $5 million a year and costs were 
relatively low. It did not pay its fighters, for example.51 It was not difficult 
for insurgents to meet immediate needs. Sufficient food was available year-
round, insurgents faced no risk of freezing, and El Salvador’s broken terrain 
and vegetation—jungle at lower altitudes and thick pasture and pine in the 
highlands—could hide “numberless hordes.”52 The FMLN had plenty of 
money from kidnapping wealthy Salvadorans early in the war, and the orga-
nization later raised cash from land taxes in insurgent-held areas.53 

An estimated 1,000 Salvadoran insurgents trained in Cuba, Nicaragua, 
Eastern Europe, and the Soviet Union. Communist states also provided 
the insurgency with weapons. A U.S. military observer noted, however, 
that there was little evidence of major arms and ammunition infiltration.54 
Weapons were purchased on the global arms market or captured from the 
military, and the insurgency manufactured its own weapons as well. The 
FMLN received diplomatic support from a variety of states and organi-
zations, including the governments of Mexico, West Germany, Sweden, 
Austria, and Canada.55 Anyone wounded in an insurgent area could get 
free medical care in Cuba.56 International Committee for the Red Cross 
refugee camps across the border in Honduras unintentionally served as a 
haven for insurgents.57 

51 McClintock, Revolutionary Movements in Latin America, pp. 61–63.

52 Duryea, interviewed by Bedard and Vasquez, pp. 51–53.

53 McClintock, Revolutionary Movements in Latin America, p. 62.

54 Duryea, interviewed by Bedard and Vasquez, p. 234.

55 Leamon Ratterree, email to author, April 2, 2010. Ratterree, a retired U.S. Army officer, was involved 
in intelligence and training in El Salvador beginning in 1979 and served on the ground in 1984 and 
1985–1986.

56 Author interview with Charles Clements, Cambridge, Massachusetts, April 13, 2010.  Clements, a 
U.S. doctor, worked in the FMLN-held Guazapa Volcano area in 1982–1983.

57 Duryea, interviewed by Bedard and Vasquez, p. 241.
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U.S. Interests and Goals
U.S. interest in El Salvador increased after the rapid, unexpected fall of 
dictator Anastasio Somoza to a popular uprising in neighboring Nicaragua 
in 1979. President Ronald Reagan feared that global communism was 
expanding in the Western Hemisphere to threaten the southern U.S. 
border. From 1980 to 1988, the United States deemed the military defeat 
of the FMLN a core national security interest.58 The U.S. strategy to attain 
that goal changed over time. At first, the Reagan administration supported 
the military government in its attempts to beat down its challengers 
through violence. As repression intensified, members of the administration 
who advocated for reforms as the way to defeat the insurgency gained 
influence. The U.S. strategy became one of assisting the Salvadoran state 
to transform itself into a liberalizing democracy in which the insurgency 
would lose support and thus could be defeated politically and in the field.59 
Throughout President Reagan’s two terms, the White House struggled 
against popular and congressional opposition to continued U.S. support for 
the Salvadoran state and fear that deepening U.S. involvement would lead 
to a quagmire like Vietnam.60 The Salvadoran military’s murder of several 
Americans only intensified opposition, as did the use of U.S.-supplied 
Salvadoran air power against civilian communities.61

58 Terry Lynn Karl, “El Salvador’s Negotiated Revolution,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 71, No. 2 (Spring 1992), 
pp. 147–164. See also Wood, Forging Democracy from Below, p. 221, identifying El Salvador as the 
fifth-largest recipient of U.S. aid worldwide in the 1980s.

59 McClintock, Revolutionary Movements in Latin America, p. 223; and Wood, Forging Democracy from 
Below, p. 233.

60 Karl, “El Salvador’s Negotiated Revolution.” For a magisterial account of the U.S. role in the war, see 
LeoGrande, Our Own Backyard. 

61 Susan Burgerman argues that diplomatic pressure for reform is only likely to succeed if domestic 
elites are willing and able to cooperate. See Burgerman, “First Do No Harm: U.S. Foreign Policy and 
Respect for Human Rights in El Salvador and Guatemala, 1980–1996,” in Debra Liang-Fenton, ed., 
Implementing U.S. Human Rights Policy: Agendas, Policies, and Practices (Washington D.C.: U.S. 
Institute of Peace Press, 2004), pp. 271–272.
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Struggling to Build the 
Salvadoran Armed Forces

The Salvadoran state accepted only as much improvement in its military 
capabilities as served its needs in fighting the insurgency and civilians 
it believed to be insurgency supporters. The state welcomed increased 
combat power and fighting ability. The U.S. goal of military professional-
ization, however, would have decreased officers’ autonomy and made their 
positions less lucrative.62

The United States seeded U.S. personnel throughout the Salvadoran 
military in an effort to train, equip, and build it. More than half of those 
personnel were not included in the U.S. congressionally agreed upon 
55-troop total. Medics and medical personnel provided medical support 
and developed facilities, including hospitals, for civilians and the military.63 
Other troops worked at military headquarters on personnel, intelligence, 
operations, logistics, civil affairs, and psychological operations; trained 
medics; flew and crewed helicopters; supported the U.S. military advisory 
group radio network; and administered U.S. Agency for International 
Development (USAID) and U.S. Army Corps of Engineers projects.64 
Approximately 105–125 U.S. troops worked with the Salvadoran army 
in country and approximately another 1,200 were based in neighboring 
Honduras.65 To remain below the 55-man cap, most U.S. training took 
place outside El Salvador. U.S. camps in northern Honduras trained 
Salvadoran battalions. Salvadoran officers were also trained at the  
U.S. School of the Americas, first in Panama and after 1984 at Fort 
Benning, Georgia. Inside El Salvador, the United States built a National 
Training Center in La Unión to increase Salvadoran military skills. Perhaps 
most importantly for U.S. goals, U.S. civilians and military put persistent 

62 Williams and Walter describe the effect of U.S. support as increased efficiency without 
professionalization. See Williams and Walter, Militarization and Demilitarization in El Salvador’s 
Transition to Democracy, pp. 148–149. 

63 Author interview with Rodriguez. 

64 Kalev Sepp, “The Evolution of United States Military Strategy in Central America, 1979–1991,” Ph.D 
dissertation, Harvard University, 2002, p. 110. 

65 McClintock, Revolutionary Movements in Latin America, pp. 229–230. 
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pressure on the Salvadoran security forces to treat the populace well to gain 
its support to defeat the FMLN.66 

Building the armed forces to defeat the insurgency was the Salvadoran 
military’s goal, however, not reforming itself or the civilian state it ruled. 
“This was our focus and sole manner of effectively combating and resolv-
ing the economic, social, and political problems,” stated Gen. Mauricio 
Vargas, wartime deputy chief of the General Staff. “We needed to expand 
the forces, equip and train them, modernize the army, the air force, and the 
navy.”67 Vargas argued that the U.S. focus on development ignored military 
principles: “One must neutralize the enemy on the battlefield to destroy its 
resistance and for it to accept the political conditions for ending the war.”68

The U.S. provision of equipment and matériel served Salvadoran interests 
and gave the intervener a degree of leverage, yet also limited its ability to 
successfully press for reforms because denying matériel to the Salvadoran 
military could lead to its collapse and to insurgent victory.69 Initially,  
the military had no trucks or other transport and no air support.70  
By 1983, the United States was providing heavier weapons and air attack 
capability.71 The Salvadoran military’s interest in the more visibly impres-
sive attributes of conventional force, including attack aircraft, gunships, 
and artillery, drove its desire for this type of equipment, according to 
Gen. Wallace H. Nutting, commander of U.S. Southern Command from 
1979–1983.72 Nutting opposed these acquisitions as inimical to the U.S. 
good governance approach to counterinsurgency. Nutting was, however, 
overruled by higher-ups in the U.S. government because policymakers 
believed that provision of such equipment, and the ability to withhold it, 

66 Author interview with Rodriguez. Rodriguez, like every other advisor interviewed, stressed the U.S. 
interest in training the Salvadoran military to observe the laws of war regarding civilians.

67 Mauricio Vargas, email to author, April 17, 2010.

68 Ibid.

69 Burgerman, “First Do No Harm,” p. 272, argues that civilian Salvadoran politicians could not impose 
policy choices on the military as long as the military was receiving significant aid from the United 
States. On U.S. leverage over clients, see D. Michael Shafer, Deadly Paradigms: The Failure of 
U.S. Counterinsurgency Policy (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1988); and Douglas J. 
Macdonald, Adventures in Chaos: American Intervention for Reform in the Third World (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1992).

70 Author interview with Rodriguez.

71 Gen. Wallace H. Nutting, USA (retired), interview by Dr. Michael Pearlman, January 21, 1989, Oral 
History Transcript box 2, Project – LIC, Wallace H. Nutting Papers 1959–1980, MHI.

72 Ibid.
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provided leverage.73 The Salvadoran officer corps, meanwhile, knew that 
the U.S. perception that the military was respecting human rights was 
worth millions of dollars.74

U.S. efforts to increase military capabilities required addressing the 
shortcomings of a military designed to rule rather than fight. From the 
top down, capabilities were limited. “There was no one in the Salvadoran 
National Military Headquarters…who could discuss their conflict in terms 
of strategy, campaigns and tactics.”75 During the first half of the war, the 
chain of command ran from the president through the war or defense 
minister directly to officers commanding brigades in the 14 departments.76 
The officer corps operated on the basis of consensus at the joint General 
Staff level, with meetings at the department and brigade level to discuss 
decisions and take a vote that commanders took back to the General Staff 
for a further vote. Brigade commanders also consulted with subordinate 
departmental commanders.77 A brigade commander considered directives 
from headquarters as suggestions. “If he could comply, he would. But if 
he didn’t want to, he wouldn’t – and didn’t feel it necessary to inform the 
Military Headquarters of that decision.”78 

U.S. aid fed military corruption, the systemic rot that prevented the secu-
rity forces from professionalizing or acting as an effective fighting force. 
The top-to-bottom military culture of self-enrichment, which because of 
the character of military rule meant a state culture of self-enrichment, is 
one reason why the United States made little progress in ending corruption 
and professionalizing the force.79 

73 Ibid.

74 McClintock, Revolutionary Movements in Latin America, p. 151.

75 James Roach, emails to author, April 16, 2010.

76 Brian J. Bosch, The Salvadoran Officer Corps and the Final Offensive of 1981 (Jefferson, N.C.: 
McFarland, 1999), p. 19. 

77 Duryea, interviewed by Bedard and Vasquez, pp. 174–175.

78 James Roach, email to author, March 31, 2010.

79 Williams and Walter, Militarization and Demilitarization in El Salvador’s Transition to Democracy, p. 
147.
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Fighting Ability
Much to U.S. officers’ frustration, in the field the Salvadoran conflict was 
a “Monday to Friday war” for many years.80 The term was derisive, but 
often commanders did go home on the weekend. A U.S. officer dubbed 
Salvadoran missions “search and avoid patrols.”81 One battalion com-
mander, asked why he was not ambushing FMLN supply lines, replied, 
“If we attack them, they’ll retaliate. If we leave them alone, they’ll leave us 
alone.”82 In 1982, the U.S. military group leader concluded that only two 
brigade commanders out of 14 were “worth a damn.”83 Field commanders 
had great autonomy. “Often, it appeared as if they lived on an island. They 
were warrior-kings. Some were good, benevolent kings. Some were medio-
cre kings. Some were very bad kings.”84 

The Salvadoran army’s standard infantry battalions lacked staff positions 
and non-commissioned officers to plan and to direct troops.85 The 
department of San Miguel was typical. With training, leave, and defensive 
requirements, about 100 troops out of 3,000 (four battalions) were available 
for offensive operations.86 Patrols were “a little dance where everybody 
just shifted around.”87 The brutal national police and the treasury police 
controlled remote rural areas,88 along with the feared paramilitary orga-
nization ORDEN.89 The few commanders who wanted to fight lacked 
weapons, equipment, and trained men. Teenage recruits turned and ran on 
the battlefield and were captured en masse by the FMLN.90 Early in the war, 
in particular, if commanders sent out a platoon, the bigger, stronger 
FMLN gobbled it up. If they sent out a larger force—a company or a 

80 Author interview with Rodriguez. 

81 Bacevich et al., American Military Policy in Small Wars, pp. 27–28, 37.

82 Ratterree, email to author, April 2, 2010.

83 Waghelstein, interviewed by Carlton, p. 28.

84 Leamon Ratterree, email to author, April 5, 2010.

85 Francisco Pedrozo, email to author, March 28, 2010. Pedrozo, a retired U.S. Army officer, trained the 
first group of Salvadoran cadets at Fort Benning, Georgia, in 1982; served as military advisor in San 
Vicente in 1985–1986; and served as training officer, operations advisor, and deputy commander of 
the U.S. military group in San Salvador in 1989–1992.

86 Author phone interview with Higgins.

87 Author phone interview with Francisco Pedrozo, April 1, 2010.

88 Ibid.; and Leamon Ratterree, email to author, April 4, 2010.

89 Author interview with Rodriguez. ORDEN was dissolved by the new junta in 1979, but quickly 
reinstated under another name. See Gettleman et al., El Salvador, pp. 136–138.

90 Author phone interview with Higgins.



22 Take the Money and Run: Stubborn Elites, Limited Reforms, Violence, and Success in Counterinsurgency Warfare in El Salvador

battalion—the troops found nothing because the insurgents knew they 
were coming. In 1982 U.S. advisors helped the military form two Cazador 
[hunter] battalions of approximately 250–280 men, but the FMLN was 
strong enough to envelop them and wipe them out.91 

U.S. military advisors tried to show the high command and departmental 
commanders that large operations against communities were useless. They 
advised using U.S. doctrinal counterinsurgency best practices, including 
saturating areas with troops; holding ground taken to protect the populace 
from insurgent attacks and developing a positive relationship with civilians; 
night operations; small-unit targeting of insurgents; development of intelli-
gence capabilities; and mobility against an agile adversary.92 Departmental 
commanders often ignored this advice.93 

Salvadoran regular forces remained weak when it came to joint and logis-
tical abilities.94 A typical operational order might read, “We are going to 
the volcano again. We are going to go in on the road to the farmhouse 
like we did last time and move to where we set up camp near the mango 
tree. We patrol around Finca Las Nubes [Farm of the Clouds] and make 
camp by the creek down from the little hill where we found the guerrilla 
propaganda a month ago.” None of those landmarks would have been 
known to artillery or air forces, hindering fire and air support and casu-
alty evacuation.95 Patrols were “usually pro forma with little regard for 
casualties.…In early operations [until mid 1985 or early 1986], most were 
conducted just to do them.”96 

91 Ratterree, email to author, April 5, 2010; author phone interview with Higgins; author interview with 
Rodriguez; Waghelstein, interviewed by Carlton, p. 93; and Francisco Pedrozo, email to author, April 
3, 2010.

92 Waghelstein, interviewed by Carlton, pp. 17, 40.

93 Ibid., p. 37.

94 Thomas Pickering, ambassador to El Salvador, 1983–1985, interviewed by Max Manwaring, Tel Aviv, 
Israel, August 28, 1987, box 1: “Vol. 1 Research Data Oral History of the Conflict in El Salvador 1979–
present,” El Salvador Papers Oral History, MHI, p. 14. 

95 Francisco Pedrozo, email to author, March 29, 2010. 

96 Pedrozo, email to author, April 3, 2010; and Pedrozo, email to author, March 29, 2010. 
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Force Structure
With the military staring at imminent defeat early in the war, it welcomed 
U.S. assistance, if not U.S. influence. The United States had limited faith in 
its ability to reform regular army units because of the shortage of officers 
and non-commissioned officers to lead the rapidly expanding army and 
because it lacked confidence in lower-level leaders.97 U.S. advisors hoped 
that forming new specialized units would reduce the violence against 
civilians that threatened U.S. congressional funding for the war. The new 
U.S.-trained units were to go on the offensive against the insurgents while 
poorly trained and equipped regular troops handled static defense tasks. 

Formation of reconnaissance, commando, and other specialized units 
improved the military’s fighting ability. At one end of the spectrum of the 
new U.S.-formed units were small forces such as the six-man Patrullas de 
Reconocimiento de Alcance Largo [Long Range Reconnaissance Patrols, 
PRALs]. The PRALs did reconnaissance, identified insurgent camps, and 
then pulled back and called in fire. They also served as a blocking force in 
larger operations.98 

The U.S.-built Batallónes de Infantería de Reacción Immediata [Immediate 
Reaction Infantry Battalions, BIRIs] were at the other end of the spectrum. 
They were 1,300-man units used for major sweeps and holding actions.99 The 
BIRIs were better resourced than the regular forces, supported at the national 
level, and operated across the country.100 The handpicked troops in the six 
big, well-trained, well-staffed, well-supplied BIRIs received U.S. training.101 
Yet even the fearsome Atlacatl Battalion (the first BIRI formed) had terrible 
fire control; members were reported to shoot at anything that moved.102 
The BIRIs’ lack of skill reflected the inability of U.S. advisors and aid to end 
corruption and fully professionalize the force.103 Further, the United States 
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98 Author interview with Ramirez.
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100 “They [the ESAF] got better as the war went on….The early formations, the BICs (Batallón de 
Infantería Contrainsurgencia, counterinsurgency battalions) were also only about 320 guys and got 
their ass kicked by the insurgents who were better armed, trained, led, and bigger in size.” Pedrozo, 
email to author, April 3, 2010.

101 Author phone interview with Higgins.

102 Danner, The Massacre at El Mozote, p. 50.

103 Williams and Walter, Militarization and Demilitarization in El Salvador’s Transition to Democracy, p. 
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struggled to replace weak field commanders in a system based on seniority 
rather than ability.104 Salvadoran forces, in turn, chafed at U.S. efforts to 
change the way they fought. U.S. pressure to reduce atrocities in exchange for 
badly needed helicopters elicited a “how dare they” attitude from officers.105

The BIRIs were the state’s fighting machines. They were offensive forma-
tions big enough to go into an area and overwhelm it before the FMLN’s 
excellent intelligence network could spread the word.106 It was, however, 
costly for the BIRIs to go into hardcore FMLN areas and try to stay because 
the insurgents could hold their own. The BIRIs were only moderately 
successful against the FMLN because they could not hold the territory 
they cleared, and they were more effective in flatter and more open terrain, 
which limited their utility in mountainous El Salvador. The formation of 
the BIRIs contradicted the U.S. doctrinal focus on small-unit operations 
but paid off over the course of the war as the BIRIs slowly degraded insur-
gent military capabilities with search-and-destroy missions. 

By 1989, companies from the BIRI battalions could maneuver independently 
and mass quickly against insurgents.107 Yet command and control were still 
insufficient for orchestrated operations. When regular infantry battalions 
were used with the elite BIRIs, they could not coordinate. The army tried to 
conduct guided operations with artillery and air support, but “it just never 
worked as intended.”108 Most regular army missions were mounted in hopes 
of stumbling across the enemy. “They would run patrols into areas trying to 
find the bad guys and/or their bases of operations. Because they did things 
basically the same way every time, contact was not common. Once we sug-
gested doing different things, contacts became more common and were on 
our terms rather than theirs.”109

104 Pickering, interviewed by Manwaring, p. 16. 
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With the standing up of the National Command Center and increasing 
numbers of U.S.-trained officers and units, the military moved into top 
gear.110 The General Staff was able to communicate with commanders 
across the country.111 Troops learned to hold their ground.112 Eventually, 
the army’s fighting ability improved sufficiently that in clashes with the 
FMLN, the military was likely to win.113  

Targeting Insurgents
Although the security forces controlling the countryside had an informa-
tion network in the ORDEN militias and through other informers, early 
in the war the state had no ability to centralize information, distribute it, 
or integrate it into operations.114 The only suspect individuals known to 
the state were in the cities, and they were political and social organizers 
and activists, not fighters.115 The state had little success in penetrating the 
FMLN, largely because many insurgents had family ties in rural areas, and 
few individuals were willing to give up relatives to the state, whether or not 
they supported the insurgency.116 The United States also did little direct 
intelligence collection.117 

The state was gaining more real-time information and distributing it more 
effectively by 1985–1986.118 U.S. advisors trained the military in collecting 
and handling intelligence. U.S. military personnel were assigned to regional 
intelligence fusion centers along with Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) 
agents.119 The CIA funded an effort to get intelligence into the field for 
tactical use, distributing it through “circuit riders” who made the rounds 
of departmental headquarters sharing information.120 U.S. Southern 
Command provided substantial intelligence support as well as operational 
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planning assistance.121 As late as 1988, however, the U.S. military group 
commander still did not know what one FMLN leader, Joaquín Villalobos, 
looked like.122 The populace provided relatively little information.123 In 
contrast, the FMLN’s intelligence was so good that the regular army was 
unable to move at night or for any distance during the day without meeting 
an ambush.124 Further, despite the improving intelligence situation, U.S. 
military advisors were frustrated when they provided commanders with 
solid information and then watched commanders fail to follow up on it. 
They suspected that the military was trying to simply keep aid flowing 
rather than defeat the FMLN.125 

By 1987, the ESAF was gaining the command and control capabilities, 
fighting skills, and intelligence capabilities necessary to effectively target 
the insurgency on the ground, as U.S.-provided air power had already 
enabled it to target civilians and insurgents from the skies. The military 
began running more operations targeting insurgents specifically, including 
long patrols penetrating into FMLN territory.126 

A typical BIRI search-and-destroy mission in the heavily wooded moun-
tains of northern Morazán involved sending 500 troops in at night in 
helicopters and another 1,000 in by road, sweeping part of the area for 
indications of insurgent activity, setting up a patrol base in a town or vil-
lage, and sending three or four 100-man companies on patrol in a  
clover-leaf pattern. They returned to base at night, moved the base 5,000 
feet, and started all over again. Over several weeks to two months, these 
plodding foot-mobile operations leapfrogged around each other, hoping 
to find insurgents. After sweeping the area, the troops went home, then 
moved out again next time there was intelligence to act on. 

121 Gen. Frederick F. Woerner Jr., USA, retired, interview by LTC Ila Mettee-McCutchon, USA, Project 
1992-2, Vols. 1–2, Senior Officers Oral History Program, MHI, p. 139.

122 Author interview with Manwaring.
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An intelligence-based airmobile effort called a “Pink Operation” became 
standard. Small helicopters flew in low over an insurgent camp at dawn to 
draw fire, then paratroopers aboard larger helicopters were called forward 
to land and engage with the insurgents. One or two planes circled overhead 
for aerial support. The key was the timing of the operation in the early 
morning: at 4 a.m. or 5 a.m., “people didn’t think about running a war.”127 

Terrorism and a War of Attrition

The state used widespread terrorism to end the immediate threat that 
rising disorder posed in the first years of the conflict, and then degraded 
the FMLN’s military threat with its own increased capabilities through a 
campaign of attrition. 

The Years of Terrorism
The state’s initial response to the rising popular challenge, widespread vio-
lence against an increasingly broadly defined threat, reduced the scope and 
scale of the uprising by terrorizing Salvadorans and killing individuals will-
ing to risk their lives for political change. Between 1978 and 1991, 50,000 
civilians were killed out of a population of 5 million. The vast majority of 
those civilians, more than 42,000, were killed in 1978–1983.128 The  
military’s definition of a leftist “ranged from anyone with a social 
conscience all the way to guerrilla supporters.”129 Assassination targets 
included civic group leaders, the rector of the National University, and 
the secretary general of a union federation. Six leaders of the Democratic 
Revolutionary Front party were kidnapped, shot, and strangled in 1980 
ahead of a press conference at which they were to announce their desire 
to participate in peace talks with the junta.130 The same year, a death 
squad killed the attorney general, Mario Zamora, in his own home. The 
military opened fire on nonviolent vigils and protests, and sprayed the 
50,000 mourners at the 1980 funeral of the assassinated Archbishop Óscar 

127 Author interview with Rodriguez.

128 Stanley, The Protection Racket State, p. 3.

129 Duarte with Page, Duarte, p. 161.

130 Stanley, The Protection Racket State, p. 210.
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Romero with pesticide from planes.131 Also in 1980, the state began target-
ing youths between the ages of 16 and 20 because it assumed that students 
were potential enemies of the state.132 Between October 1979 and March 
1982, an estimated 1,736 civilian members of politically salient groups 
(political activists, union activists, journalists, human rights monitors, 
and church people) were killed in military and paramilitary violence.133 
Salvadorans got the message: demonstrations got smaller and fewer and 
fewer individuals dared to publicly identify themselves with leftist or civic 
groups.134 

Retired Gen. René Emilo Ponce, the wartime defense minister and a leader 
within the most powerful group in the military ranks,135 recalls that the 
insurgency nearly brought the state to its knees early in the war. From the 
state’s perspective, violence was necessary to prevent revolution and chaos: 
“The FMLN initiated its aggression towards the Salvadoran state through 
guerrilla warfare, with small, armed groups sabotaging the national econ-
omy and public services; they ambushed and harassed military units; they 
agitated the population and mobilized them; they took over embassies and 
other public and private establishments; they kidnapped and murdered 
politicians and local and foreign entrepreneurs; and they launched propa-
ganda and disinformation campaigns aimed at tarnishing the government 
and the armed forces throughout the country.”136

Death squads, which were associated with the military apparatus, honed 
the demonstrative nature of their violence to destroy challengers and deter 
potential challengers.137 They assassinated Archbishop Romero as he said 
Mass and left the severed heads of kidnapping victims on municipal buses 
in San Salvador for morning commuters to find. The faces of kidnapped 
priests and catechists and their students were skinned and their eyes 

131 Ibid., p. 198.

132 Ibid., p. 210.

133 McClintock, Revolutionary Movements in Latin America, p. 114. 

134 Stanley, The Protection Racket State, p. 178.

135 The so-called big tanda, or cohort, from the military academy.

136 Gen. René Emilo Ponce, former defense minister, email to author, April 20, 2010.

137 Bonner, Weakness and Deceit, p. 327; and Gettleman et al., El Salvador, p. 147.
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and tongues cut out.138 Warning notes were sometimes left with dumped 
bodies, or the name of the death squad responsible was carved into its 
victim’s flesh.139 The national police used a meatpacking plant as a murder 
center, beheading its victims and sometimes grinding up the bodies for 
easier disposal.140 Speaking of the death squads, officers shrugged: “They 
may commit crimes, but the victims are usually Communists.”141

State terrorism and punitive operations in the countryside deterred 
nonviolent political action, but many Salvadorans decided that violence 
was the only route to change.142 In the spring of 1980 military activity 
increased dramatically in rural areas after the announcement of a land 
reform program. The conservative military was pushing back against the 
U.S.-pressed reform program, targeting the rural leaders who emerged to 
guide their communities in managing redistributed land. Refugees began 
streaming into San Salvador with stories of security forces entering villages 
and opening fire in all directions, raping and killing, burning houses and 
slaughtering livestock, and taking away young people who were never seen 
again.143 In October 1980, the military began wiping out entire commu-
nities in areas suspected of supporting insurgents.144 The military set up 
heavy artillery and mortars in the hills above villages to force everyone out 
and then fired on residents from helicopters.145 

After the 1980 military campaign in the countryside, refugees largely 
consisted of women and children. Men from areas targeted by the military 
joined the insurgents.146 Activists feared that they were marked for death 
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and hoped that joining the insurgency might protect them.147 Even prom-
inent civilians moved to open support for revolution. The FMLN reported 
an increase in volunteers.148 The strengthened military’s continued oper-
ations against communities raised support for the opposition as popular 
resentment of the state’s violence rose.149 

The War of Attrition
Although death squad activity declined after 1983 at U.S. insistence,150 
the United States’ building of Salvadoran military power increased the 
ESAF’s ability to target civilians as well as insurgents, especially in the 
countryside.151 Troops “saw an enemy in every civilian,” one U.S. military 
advisor recalled. “They would stomp through a community and look into 
everybody’s faces and see a guerrilla.”152 

Former FMLN member Comandante Ernesto notes that the war against 
civilians was intended to separate the FMLN from its sources of supply. He 
argues that the state’s goal was “isolating guerrilla groups so as to impede 
their contact with the population at large, preventing their political, pop-
ular, and logistical support; their organizational, territorial, and military 
growth; and their diplomatic recognition.”153 

Leading Salvadoran generals have argued that the populace was endan-
gered because of the FMLN’s choices, not the state’s. Gen. Alvaro Antonio 
Calderón Hurtado, a wartime chief of the General Staff, stated, “The people 
saw themselves affected because the subversives shielded themselves 
and blended into the civilian population and on certain occasions, [the 
civilians] ended up exposed to crossfire. Public services were attacked by 
the FMLN (transportation, the electrical grid, bridges, public transit, city 
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halls...etc.) by performing terrorist acts and [we] had to counteract that by 
any means the government possessed.”154 Ponce agreed, “The armed forces 
planned its operations aiming to affect the civilian population as little as 
possible, but the FMLN used the population to hide from or evade combat, 
and sometimes as human shields.”155 Col. Leopoldo Antonio Hernandez 
went further, presenting his treatment of civilians as beneficial: “We were 
able to rescue once again 600 masas [masses, peasants] and deliver them to 
the Red Cross and their families for relocation.”156 

The generals were correct that the peasants and the insurgents were often 
united, that the peasantry was the source of the insurgency, and that insur-
gents got their supplies from civilians. States act against violent challengers, 
and when survival is at stake human rights concerns often go to the wall. 
Insurgents often protected peasants from state violence and also lived 
among civilians in their own communities. None of these facts disprove the 
military’s human rights abuses. The state systematically targeted civilians 
throughout the war because it perceived an existential threat from those 
civilians. U.S. leverage was insufficient to change that perception and the 
behavior that flowed from it. Attempting to shape the behavior of a client’s 
military requires understanding its perception of threat and the ESAF’s 
perception was that it was in a fight for survival against the masas as part of 
the insurgency.

Officers in the field discussed the need to make an example of certain 
areas with what they called “La Limpieza” [the cleansing].157 Methods 
included murder, rape, torture, and crop burning. One of the best-known 
examples of such cleansing is the El Mozote massacre, when the elite U.S.-
trained Atlacatl Battalion killed more than 1,000 people in six hamlets on 
December 11–13, 1981. The goal was to “drain the civilian ‘water’ from the 
sea and thereby strand the guerrilla ‘fish.’”158 In earlier sweeps the military 
had only burned uninhabited houses. In this operation, troops destroyed 
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everything and everyone they found in the area.159 In one community, the 
BIRI left a graffito: “The Atlacatl Battalion will return to kill the rest.”160 

The operation served its immediate purpose: it spread fear.161 Further, 
the area remained deserted after the massacre. Residents afraid to return 
were not available to provide support to the insurgents.162 Entire rural 
areas were depopulated. In December 1983, an estimated 400,000 people 
were displaced inside El Salvador, while another 200,000 had fled to 
Mexico and elsewhere in Central America, including refugee camps 
across the border in Honduras, and an estimated half a million had 
entered the United States.163 

El Mozote’s death toll was unusually large. It indicates, however, the extent 
of the state’s rural scorched-earth campaign. In another attack by state 
forces, the approximately 300 villagers of Copapayo fled a BIRI assault in 
October 1982 that included the firing of 81mm mortars into the commu-
nity. They returned to find their homes and community buildings trashed 
and a 75-year-old man who had remained behind lying in the plaza, his 
shoulders dislocated and a bullet wound in his stomach.164 A note on his 
body stated, “This is what happens to those who live with subversives. 
Ramon Belloso Battalion.”165

The BIRIs and other special units cleared thousands of peasants from 
their homes but could never hold the territory they cleared.166 Operation 
Phoenix illustrates this dynamic. The operation began in the FMLN 
stronghold of the Guazapa Volcano north of San Salvador in January 
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1986. It included sweeps and aerial bombing that forced thousands of 
campesinos (peasants) from the area.167 The military declared victory in 
the area a year later and left. The FMLN then moved back in along  
with the displaced persons.168

For Col. Sigfredo Ochoa Pérez, known for depopulating large areas in 
a total war strategy, there were no noncombatants in FMLN areas.169 “I 
can massively bomb the red zones because only subversives live in them,” 
he observed in 1985.170 This classification of traditional noncombatants 
as combatants percolated through the troops. A soldier stated, “I killed 
children because I was told they were the subversive seeds that needed to 
be eliminated. And I killed their mothers because I was told the campesino 
women were factories for more guerrillas.”171 Many officers believed that 
terrorism and assassination were the most effective tools they had. They 
found the U.S. insistence on curbing these tools frustrating, and believed it 
had led to the growth of the FMLN.172 A leading Christian Democrat, José 
Morales Ehrlich, argued that U.S. attempts to leverage aid to rein in the 
military helped the insurgency by implicitly criticizing state behavior.173

Even Americans were not immune. Three U.S. nuns and a Catholic lay 
worker were kidnapped, raped, and murdered by national guardsmen 
in December 1980. As noted previously, state terrorism also claimed El 
Salvador’s archbishop. “In the Manichean world of Salvadoran politics, 
the Church became the enemy.” 174 The effects of this elite worldview were 
long lasting. Civilians in FMLN areas who had seen atrocities, experienced 
the aerial bombardment of their communities, or been made refugees 
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remained particularly fearful of the military, blunting later U.S.-backed 
efforts to gain popular support.175 

Elite attitudes toward the masses meant that improvement in the 
military’s treatment of the populace was “glacial” despite U.S. efforts. 
Human rights abuses never ended, but they were reduced until near the 
end of the war.176 Most prominently, the military’s assassination of six 
Jesuits, their housekeeper, and her daughter in 1989 cast doubt on the 
effectiveness of U.S. efforts to professionalize the army and sensitize it to 
respect human rights. The officers involved thought that they could “cut 
the head off the snake”177 and “solve the problem” of the insurgency by 
making an example of the priests.178 

The need to treat the populace respectfully in non-combat situations was a 
key theme of many U.S. advisors in the field.179 Some, however, shared the 
view, widespread among the Salvadoran military, that civilians in FMLN 
areas were the enemy. This belief complicated U.S. efforts to reduce the 
state’s use of force against civilians.180 Throughout the war, the military 
treated civilians considered potential or suspected insurgent supporters as 
combatants.181 These civilians, though unarmed, were not state supporters; 
they were highly politicized; and they were often related to FMLN fight-
ers.182 They were treated far more harshly than civilians in areas supportive 
of the state.183 From the beginning of the war until at least 1983, the army 
took no prisoners.184  

Improvements in state treatment of civilians were scattered and idiosyncratic. 
The ESAF reduced, although it did not eliminate, its routine mistreatment of 
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peasants.185 The extent of this improvement depended on the military com-
mander, the commander’s relationship with his U.S. advisor, and the advisor’s 
approach. By the mid-1980s civilians in some areas were beginning to 
comment on improved troop behavior. “They used to be nothing more than 
a swarm of thieves when they went through the countryside,” one man told 
a U.S. advisor.186 In San Vicente department, by 1985, masas were no longer 
routinely abused or killed if captured with insurgents. They were instead 
taken for questioning and released.187 Some officers refused to fire unless they 
were sure their target was the enemy; comrades judged them ruined by their 
U.S. trainers.188 In a battle in Chalatenango, a BIRI ran out of ammunition 
and requested close air support and artillery fire. These were denied to avoid 
civilian casualties.189 

It was not training, however, as much as fear that led to changes in the 
treatment of civilians. Officers realized that continued human rights abuses 
could cost them U.S. support in a fight that was getting tougher. With 
the continued strength of the FMLN, they faced “impending doom,” U.S. 
Ambassador Thomas Pickering said. “They were beginning to stare defeat 
in the face.”190 Routine maltreatment and abuse of civilians continued,191 
however, as did the shanghaiing of young men to fill army ranks with 
poorly trained troops.192 Despite training and continued U.S. pressure, 
direct attacks on the populace continued throughout the war, although 
their frequency and the number killed fell after 1985.193 There were 3,371 
estimated civilian deaths from May to September 1982; 6,639 civilian 
deaths and deaths attributed to the military or paramilitaries in military 
clashes in 1983; 4,274 in 1984; 3,036 in 1985; 1,709 in 1986; 1,434 in 1987; 
1,387 in 1988; 2,875 in 1989; and 1,525 in 1990. The toll rose in 1989 and 
1990 as hard-liners within the military tried to derail peace talks.194 The 
Salvadoran military carried out aerial bombing in some poorer residential 

185 Author phone interview with Hamilton.

186 Ratterree, email to author, April 2, 2010.
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areas of cities during the FMLN’s 1989 offensive,195 and more torture was 
reported in 1989—when the military feared that the peace talks would 
deprive it of status and power—than in any other year of the war.196 
Throughout the war, the military targeted communities with bombing 
and shelling, indiscriminate capture, torture, the systematic destruction of 
homes and crops, and the forced relocation of civilians to cities and camps 
where they were easier to control.197

Limited U.S. Influence over Military Choices
U.S. officers were deeply involved in the campaign, but their influence over 
operational choices affecting civilians was limited by Salvadoran officers’ 
views on what was necessary to win. There were often more U.S. officers 
than Salvadorans at meetings of the military’s Joint Staff.198 The U.S. officers 
serving as the senior member of the Operations, Plans, and Training Team 
(OPATT) in San Salvador from 1983–1988 advised the minister of defense 
and the military. U.S. lieutenant colonels advised key teams at the national 
headquarters, including the logistics, personnel, psychological operations, 
and communications units.199 

U.S. influence in the field also led to nonviolent coercive efforts against 
civilians, but with limited benefit. In some areas U.S. military advisors 
instituted military controls on civilians and resources to gather informa-
tion and reduce the flow of information and goods to insurgents. In the 5th 
Brigade Zone of San Vicente, for example, in 1985–1986 the commander 
tied civic action (the spotty military distribution of goods and services) to 
cooperation from villagers; imposed a shoot-on-sight curfew; and moni-
tored the sale of boots and food such as cornmeal, coffee, sugar, and beans. 
Those who bought more than their family could consume were suspected 
of supplying the insurgents and investigated.200 A census identified  
everyone living in every house in major communities. Residents’ 
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196 Binford, The El Mozote Massacre, p. 161.
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198 Captain Emilio Gonzalez, USA, interviewed by Col. Hershel Webb, USA, November 3, 1987, Gonzalez-
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the assistant army attaché at the embassy in San Salvador from January to December 1984. 
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identification cards bore color-coded stamps so that illiterate troops could 
tell if individuals stopped at a roadblock were within their zone of resi-
dence. The army also conducted sweeps in towns and villages, sealing off 
an area and going house to house to find where residents were and if any 
strangers were present. These tactics helped build a picture of normal and 
abnormal behavior, but were conducted randomly based on the decisions 
of the commanders and the suggestions of their U.S. advisors.201 

Attempts to protect the populace from insurgents by forming civil defense 
units met even less success because the state, not insurgents, posed the 
primary threat to most civilians in contested areas.202 These newly formed 
civil defense units remained “tools of oppression” without the confidence 
or support of other members of their communities.203 The civil defense 
program of 1985 was meant to change the dynamic of resistance to the 
state.204 If many individuals chose to participate in the state’s armed effort 
by joining state-organized groups to defend their own homes and commu-
nities against insurgents, it would show that the people were on the side of 
the state against the FMLN.

Setting up effective units was a struggle, however. Usually the first volun-
teers were the town drunks, who used their newly bestowed authority to 
extort money from their neighbors to buy Tíc Táck (a Salvadoran liquor 
distilled from sugar cane). Others were simply “armed extortionists.”205 In 
many communities, if the insurgents came looking for the civil defense 
units, the locals would probably have given them up, one U.S. advisor 
admitted.206 In a 1991 survey, 58 percent of Salvadorans said civil defense 
programs were not helpful.207 
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Given that most people did not want to cooperate in civil defense, U.S. military 
advisors traded public goods such as construction of electricity lines, wells, and 
roads for participation. But insurgents had no trouble targeting these construc-
tion efforts. Some civil defense unit members had relatives with the insurgents, 
and if the community valued the project, villagers might tell insurgents not to 
sabotage it.208 The units’ value depended on what assets the zone commander 
provided and how close regular forces were in case the unit needed backup.209 
Civil defense units made life more difficult for insurgents in some areas. 
Members provided information on insurgent movements. A unit’s presence 
within a community deterred visits from insurgents who might previously 
have strolled into town to buy a Coke or some nails.210 The civil defense units 
were not always successful in deterring insurgents, however. On one occasion 
insurgents took over a town by entering in the uniforms of a military band.211 
Few of the estimated 240 civil defense units existing in late 1987 were in con-
flict zones, and only 100 were certified as minimally trained. About half were 
preexisting state-sponsored repressive militias.212 There were no civil defense 
units in FMLN-held areas.213 

Growth and Resilience of the FMLN
The military failed to defeat the FMLN on the battlefield, but it ultimately 
did not need to. It had become strong enough to prevent an insurgent 
takeover. Yet neither the war of attrition nor the U.S. efforts to reduce 
human rights abuses significantly eroded popular support for the FMLN. 
Supporters remained covertly politically active within their own communi-
ties, hoping to avoid state attack, even as the FMLN’s fighters were beaten 
down by firepower. 

As U.S. Southern Command Commander Gen. Maxwell Thurman told 
Congress early in 1990, the Salvadoran military had defeated the existential 
threat to the state, but it could not defeat the FMLN.214 At this time, the 
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FMLN was the local government in 30 percent of El Salvador, had the 
sympathy of more than half a million Salvadorans, and was fielding 6,000–
7,000 full-time fighters and part-time militias of up to 40,000 more.215 At 
the time of demobilization in December 1992, the FMLN reported 12,362 
troops.216 In comparison, the ESAF grew from about 10,000 men in 1979 to 
40,000 in 1984217 and 56,000 in 1987.218 By war’s end, the armed forces had 
reached a high of 63,000 troops.219 

The FMLN started out training campesinos in the use of arms with rifles 
carved out of wood because it lacked real weapons. Insurgents conducted 
raids on military outposts and later on barracks to build their armory.220 
Early in the war, the FMLN developed its army and its rear zones of 
control,221 and expanded its control to 24 percent to 33 percent of national 
territory,222 though the FMLN’s 1981 Final Offensive on the cities failed to 
spark a general uprising (as did a second Final Offensive in 1989).223 There 
were an estimated 4,000 insurgents in 1980.224 In 1982, the main force of 
conventional fighters had grown to an estimated 6,000–8,000 troops, rising 
to 10,000–12,000 in 1983–1984.225 By 1983, the FMLN was making large 
battlefield gains using conventional formations of up to 1,000 fighters in 
pitched combat.226 In 1985, FMLN strength was at 9,000–11,000 troops.227 
By 1988, after four years of stalemated military action, it was down to an 
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estimated 8,000 full-time fighters supported by 25 percent of the populace 
and controlling 15 percent of municipalities.228 

With military treatment of civilians in non-FMLN areas moderating,  
better-off Salvadorans’ support for the FMLN waned. This group increas-
ingly blamed the FMLN as well as the state for the bloody stalemate.229 The 
FMLN also sacrificed support with intermittent forced recruitment and its 
economic terrorism campaign,230 which cut into backing from middle- and 
upper-class Salvadorans, who opposed abusive state behavior to a greater 
degree than they supported FMLN tactics.231 For instance, sabotaging 
electrical lines affected only the middle and upper classes, because few 
poor Salvadorans had electricity.232 The FMLN’s recourse to mines during 
the stalemated years of the war also cost it peasant support, though mines 
prevented troop buildups.233 Nevertheless, with the peasantry in contested 
areas bearing the brunt of military operations, by the end of the decade 95 
percent of insurgents were peasants, up from 80 percent early in the war.234 

The FMLN was never able to win the majority of Salvadorans to its 
cause.235 There was considerable support throughout the war, especially 
among better-off rural residents, for the state’s right-wing repression.236 
An estimated 50 percent of the rural populace was satisfied with a 
strong central authority, while wanting an end to abuse by the security 
forces and the delivery of some basic services. Areas supportive of or 
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sympathetic to the FMLN remained so throughout the war, and vice 
versa. “No one was in the middle in El Salvador. No neutrals.”237 

The critical time for the FMLN was the mid-1980s, the stalemate years of 
the war. Its main-force units were shattered by the state’s newly acquired 
air power as well as ground attacks. Many supportive communities had 
been destroyed. A mass uprising to seize the state was unlikely and military 
victory was impossible as long as the state retained U.S. backing. The FMLN 
fell back; began to rely on small-unit operations; expanded its presence to all 
14 departments; and initiated its terrorism campaign against state economic 
targets. It continued mounting attacks on military bases and ambushing 
troops in the countryside to grind down Salvadoran and U.S. support for the 
war.238 The FMLN also emphasized political development, building shadow 
governments in rural communities, rebuilding its devastated networks in the 
cities, and offering to participate in peace talks, an offer the Reagan admin-
istration consistently rejected.239 The FMLN continued to receive resources 
flowing across the Honduran border and from refugee camps on both sides 
of the border, despite military efforts at interdiction.240 

The FMLN’s November 1989 Final Offensive was evidence both of the 
FMLN’s continued strength and of its weakness. It attacked multiple sites 
inside the capital and other cities. The offensive required smuggling more 
than 1,000 fighters and their matèriel into San Salvador alone. “There was  
a torrent of arms and ammunition into the capital. That couldn’t have taken 
place had not a lot of people helped, or at the minimum, kept quiet,” one 
U.S. official said.241 The fact that so many individuals had been involved in 
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these secret preparations demonstrated that neither the state’s use of force 
nor its limited return to an ante bellum level of political openness (see dis-
cussion below) had severely curtailed political support for the insurgency. 
At the same time, the FMLN failed to spark the mass uprising it desired, 
revealing its continued failure to gain overwhelming popular support. The 
second Final Offensive had an important strategic effect. It helped convince 
the United States and the Salvadoran military that they could not achieve 
a battlefield victory against the FMLN because the insurgency retained 
significant popular support despite all efforts to counter its power. 

Thwarted Political and 
Economic Reforms 

At the same time that the United States attempted to reform the Salvadoran 
armed forces, it pressed for political and economic reforms it saw as 
critical to the defeat of the insurgency, believing that political liberalization 
would gain popular support for the state and weaken the insurgency.242 
Salvadoran elites resisted these reforms, which they viewed as inimical to 
their interests.243 The highest-profile civil society reforms that the United 
States advocated—development of a competent, civilian-controlled state 
that would meet popular needs; free and fair elections; and land reform—
were not fully implemented because they would have stripped away much 
of the wealth and power that Salvadoran elites were fighting to keep. The 
reforms that the Salvadoran state did carry out merely reinstated the lim-
ited political openness that preceded the crackdown of the late 1970s and 
early 1980s. More substantive reforms were largely confined to FMLN-held 
or -influenced areas and driven by grassroots, popular choices made in 
defiance of state violence. 
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43Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs | Harvard Kennedy School

Compounding elite resistance to reforms was the military’s belief that it 
was on the front line of a Cold War showdown: any sign of compromise 
in the form of reforms would be read as weakness.244 Officers increasingly 
feared not only for the regime’s survival but also for their own, an attitude 
not conducive to accommodation of the perceived enemy, the country’s 
masses.245 The military’s traditional attitude of entitlement, its belief in 
repression as the first and best tool to preserve the state, and its scorn for 
and lack of comprehension of the conditions and needs of the populace all 
intensified its resistance to political change. Military and civilian elites alike 
thought that any reforms at all would mean a slide down a slippery slope  
to the destruction of their way of life.246 

Resistance to Developing the Civilian State
At the beginning of the war, the state was near collapse from the rising 
cycle of protest and repression that marked the 1970s.247 Even the highest 
level of government lacked organization, planning, and funding.248 In 
addition, divisions within the government led to intra-elite violence,249 and 
the military hierarchy was reluctant to accept civilians in government or 
U.S. military advisors on the ground.250 Once the Salvadoran state agreed 
to accept advisors, the United States found it exerted even less influence 
over economic and social policy than it did over military behavior.251 “We 
seem better able to transfer organizational effectiveness from military to 
military than from civilian to civilian,” U.S. State Department official Luigi 
R. Einaudi said.252  
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Throughout the war, the military continued to resist U.S. efforts to coor-
dinate political, military, and economic activities to defeat the insurgency, 
because it was reluctant to yield control over the state it had ruled for so 
long.253 The United States found it difficult to provide direction under 
these circumstances. “We had to accept rough strategic objectives and to 
mold tactical approaches to them as we went along,” recalled Ambassador 
Thomas Pickering.254 

Efforts to build a more bureaucratized and thus more effective civilian 
state did not progress quickly.255 It was difficult for the United States to get 
the civilian leadership together to focus on and address problems. There 
was no overall coordination of military, police, intelligence, development, 
and other efforts.256 Resources were often allocated according to military, 
party, or individual preferences rather than need.257 The state’s reach 
extended into the lives of campesinos largely through its use of force.258 At 
the community level, the civil bureaucracy barely functioned. The state 
lacked direction and capability, as well as money for projects. Projects that 
the state did undertake were not attuned to local needs and the political 
appointees in office executed their responsibilities poorly.259 In 1987, 
Salvadoran efforts to reform the justice system were just beginning, for 
example, and were forecast to take 10 years or more to come to fruition. As 
of this writing, they still have not done so.260

Limited Elite Interest in 
Meeting Popular Needs 
Salvadoran elite responses to U.S. pressure to meet popular needs reveal 
the state’s lack of capability and lack of interest in popular needs. U.S. 
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officials urged the Salvadoran military to conduct civic action programs to 
gain popular support for the state. In civic actions, the military would go 
into a community for a short visit to provide residents with entertainment, 
deliver medical or dental care, food, or clothing, and make speeches about 
the state’s interest in helping the people. Both major civic action efforts fell 
far short of their goals.

The first big civic action program, the National Plan, started in June 1983. 
It was funded by USAID and directed by the ESAF. The military made an 
effort to establish a presence in the departments of San Vicente and Usulután 
and gain popular support by delivering short-term goods and services. 
Troops flooded in to drive out the insurgents and all civilians suspected of 
association with them. Military civic action teams were to follow to rebuild 
roads and the electrical grid, implement land reform, and provide basic 
services. They were also to organize civil defense units and then move on. 
By September, however, the insurgents were re-attacking throughout San 
Vicente department and the military had to bring back the troops already 
sent to Usulután. In addition, the people driven from their communities 
were unhappy. Along with losing their homes, they feared the military  
and were suspicious of plans for civil defense units, given the ORDEN  
militia and security forces’ history of abuse.261 

The military’s 1985 United to Reconstruct plan failed just as the 1983 
National Plan had.262 The plan aimed to clear insurgents and suspect 
civilians from selected areas in all 14 departments, screen the inhabitants 
for loyalty and resettle them, and reconstruct communities under military 
control. Implementation again flagged. Clearing was impossible in many 
areas, aid efforts were haphazard, and the military had little success setting 
up civil defense units to retain control after troops pulled out.263 Civilians 
did not welcome the forced movement of entire communities. One long-
time U.S. military officer and analyst considers both the National Plan and 
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United to Reconstruct “propaganda.”264 Only 13 percent of Salvadorans 
reported civic action programs occurring in their communities.265 

Regional commanders adopting the suggestions of their U.S. advisors 
conducted smaller ad hoc civic action projects. These also involved mili-
tary visits to communities. Troops were accompanied by a band and “civic 
action gals” (female entertainers) to drum up enthusiasm. Sometimes, 
the populace was glad to receive what the military offered.266 Civic action 
efforts were neither widespread nor systematic, however; they did  
not extend to FMLN territory; they were conducted by troops feared and 
disliked by residents;267 and they did not gain the cooperation of members 
of the populace who did not already lean toward the state or against the 
insurgents.268 One U.S. military advisor considers the state to have merely 
gone through the motions of implementing civic action.269 

Comandante Ernesto described the state’s approach as a “chaotic application 
of strategies” in treating campesinos as insurgents and then trying to provide 
aid after such treatment. He noted the “incoherence” of trying to follow up 
military action with palliative efforts toward civilians when those efforts were 
“unaccompanied by a viable restoration plan of the areas damaged by military 
operations [and] given the corruption affecting aid.”270 

More substantial efforts to meet popular needs were equally ineffective 
because of Salvadoran state incapacity and lack of U.S. understanding 
of what those needs were. A 1985 rural electrification program failed 
because insurgents attacked towers and lines as they were put up and the 
military lacked the troops to protect them. Most villages never received 
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electricity.271 The phone lines and highways that the United States wanted 
to build would be of little use to most Salvadorans, who could not afford 
phones or cars.272 A U.S. military attaché points out that the United States 
was building $15,000 clinics when hiring a nurse for a village would have 
sufficed. 273 

Unintended Consequences of U.S. Aid 
U.S. aid largely benefitted the military and big businesses, not needy 
individuals and groups. The United States funneled aid to its elite allies in 
an attempt to persuade them to commit as few human rights abuses as pos-
sible and thus maintain U.S. domestic support and congressional funding 
for U.S. involvement in El Salvador. U.S. aid supported the development of 
agribusiness, for example, benefiting the oligarchs allied with the military 
rather than agrarian reform programs benefiting smallholders in immedi-
ate need. In addition, the military controlled civic action funding and state 
economic institutions, which allowed officials to skim off aid money.274 
In 1987, USAID tried to solve this problem by giving money directly 
to local officials for resident-proposed projects through the $30 million 
Municipalities in Action Program. Results were meager, possibly because 
military officers were reluctant to reduce their involvement in the aid flow. 
In a survey, 64 percent of respondents had not heard of the program; 24 
percent knew about it but said it had not been implemented in their com-
munity; 8 percent of respondents said the program had been implemented 
in their community; and only one third of that 8 percent, 18 out of 621 
respondents, said it had helped “a lot.”275 

Given many Salvadoran elites’ contemptuous views of the populace, it is 
unsurprising that these efforts to better the lot of the people were executed 
in half-hearted and even contradictory ways. As one U.S. advisor argued, 
Salvadoran politicians had little understanding of the conditions under 
which most Salvadorans lived, any more than U.S. politicians did: “Neither 
had a clue about what the campesino thought, needed or wanted.” A U.S. 
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advisor in San Salvador agreed that the rich were oblivious to conditions in 
the countryside.276 

Civilian Rule and Elections: 
Return to the Status Quo 
A critical early U.S. goal in El Salvador was to implement civilian  
rule. A longer-term goal was democratization, with an emphasis on free 
and fair elections. The United States did not fully achieve either of these 
goals during the war. The junta that ousted Romero in 1979 brought 
civilians into the government in December 1980 at U.S. insistence, but 
the military remained in control and the civilian ministries remained 
ineffective.277 José Napoleón Duarte, installed as the civilian face of the 
junta in March 1980, noted, “No one seemed to be in control, neither 
the junta, the security forces nor the leftists.” The government did not 
control the military, military officers were divided, and the government 
ministries did no administration.278 An interim president elected in 1982, 
Álvaro Alfredo Magaña Borja, faced the same situation.279 

Elections changed neither the distribution of power nor the daily lives of 
Salvadorans, despite U.S. hopes. They were neither free nor fair.280 Leftist 
parties were not permitted to participate, centrists and leftists feared 
assassination if they returned from exile, and the FMLN and the military 
both mounted attacks to deter participation.281 Travel was difficult and 
dangerous for voters who had to trek a long way to get to their polling 
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station, and procedures for voters were complicated and time consum-
ing.282 In the 1982 Assembly election, balloting was blatantly rigged, 
fraught with double voting, ballot stuffing, and other efforts to manipulate 
the outcomes. Municipal authorities issued multiple identity cards to their 
allies, for example,283 and reported tallies were manipulated. The president 
of the Central Elections Council claimed that more than 25 percent of the 
votes counted in 1982 were fake, other council members put the figure at 
15–25 percent.284 Most broadly, the Central Elections Council process was 
inherently politicized. The Council consisted of three members represent-
ing the three parties that got the most votes in the last presidential election. 
Departmental, municipal, and voting-table officials were all chosen by the 
parties as well.285 

Despite advocating electoral reforms to assure free and fair balloting, the 
United States also manipulated outcomes, further reducing the transpar-
ency and fairness of the electoral process. The 1982 Assembly election 
produced a plurality of votes for the Christian Democrats,286 for example, 
but the military’s party, the National Conciliation Party (PCN in its 
Spanish acronym), in coalition with the newly formed right-wing ARENA 
party, prepared to name death-squad leader and army officer Roberto 
d’Aubuisson to the presidency.287 U.S. Gen. Vernon Walters was dispatched 
to inform the military that this outcome was unacceptable. A compromise 
president, Magaña, was selected, and d’Aubuisson was elected president of 
the Assembly.288 

Elections also took place in 1984, 1985, 1988, and 1989, supported by the 
military at U.S. insistence.289 Duarte was elected in 1984 thanks to U.S. 
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financial backing based on hope that his reformist agenda would win the 
state popular support,290 and his party gained control of the legislature in 
1985.291 Duarte, however, remained a figurehead for military rule. He had 
no say in the naming of his cabinet, for example, and had limited influence 
over the removal some of the worst human rights abusers in the military.292 
Duarte counted U.S. ambassadors Thomas Pickering and then Edwin Corr 
among his top advisors, and they continued advocating for reforms, but 
the military remained in control. Duarte asserted that conditioning U.S. 
military aid on human rights improvements undercut the president’s power 
over the armed forces.293 The military, meanwhile, pushed Duarte to chan-
nel U.S. development aid to the private sector rather than into the social 
provisions he had promised voters, weakening his popular appeal.294 

In the parliamentary and municipal elections of 1988, the ARENA party 
reclaimed a majority in the legislature and swept 70 percent of mayoral-
ties.295 Even ARENA President Alfredo Cristiani, elected to replace Duarte 
in 1989, was initially unable to persuade the military to agree to peace talks 
and did not have the power to select his own defense minister.296 Cristiani, 
like Duarte before him, recognized his limited leverage over the military 
and sought U.S. support to advance his goal of peace talks.297

The United States saw participation in elections as a vote of support for the 
state. Voting, however, fell over the course of the war, undercutting claims 
that state popularity rose as a result of reforms and helped the state succeed 
against the insurgents.298 Initially, “the public supported the elections 
because they were so exhausted by the lack of any other alternative that 
they were willing to try almost anything to try to end their own agony,” 
U.S. Ambassador Thomas Pickering said.299 Turnout fell from 65 percent 
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of eligible voters in 1984’s presidential election (a figure inflated by double 
counting and other problems) to a similarly inflated 48 percent in the 1985 
midterms.300 Turnout in 1988’s midterms was estimated at 48 percent and 
dropped to an estimated 40 percent in 1989’s presidential balloting. The 
turnout in 1991’s midterms was estimated at 44 percent. Voting in the post-
war presidential election of 1994 was estimated at 52 percent.301 The decline 
in participation reflected continued suspicion and unrest as well as the 
lack of a level playing field. In 1990, only 19 percent of Salvadorans were 
confident that there would not be electoral fraud, 41 percent thought there 
would be, and 40 percent were not sure.302 

Although balloting had little immediate effect on strengthening the state 
or weakening the insurgency, the holding of elections did reopen political 
space closed since the crackdown that began the war in the late 1970s. 
After the terrorism era, the state gradually permitted some regrowth 
of popular and civic groups, including peasant organizations, trade 
unions, women’s groups, and neighborhood associations.303 State violence 
against these groups continued: some leaders were killed and others were 
detained. Despite the violence, the groups persisted in building political 
and economic communities at the grassroots.304 The increase in popular 
participation in politics at the local level before, during, and after the 
war grew from U.S. Alliance for Progress organizing in the 1960s, work 
by liberation theology priests and laypeople,305 and the local shadow 
governments formed in FMLN-controlled territory.306 Elite resistance to 
electoral participation by centrist and center-left groups also declined 
over time, although only after 1989 did elites accept Marxist-influenced 
parties’ involvement in elections.307 
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Land Reform Limited by 
Salvadoran Elite Interests
Land redistribution was, in U.S. eyes, critical to defeating the FMLN in a 
state where 1 percent of the population owned more than 70 percent of the 
land and more than 40 percent of the rural populace consisted of landless 
sharecroppers or estate laborers.308 The land reform plan announced in 
March 1980 by the reformist military-civilian junta under U.S. pressure, 
however, did little to reduce support for the FMLN or increase support for 
the state.309 The U.S. plan was ambitious in its goals but elite intransigence 
severely limited its execution. Oligarchs remained the owners of many 
large estates.310 In 1989, 80 percent of farmland was still in its original 
owners’ hands.311 A 1992 analysis found that land reform affected 20 
percent of land area and 10 percent of the population, leaving 54 percent of 
the workforce landless, land poor, or unemployed.312

The 1980 land reform plan was to take place in three stages. In Phase I, 
which began the same year the plan was announced, the state took over all 
holdings of 1,235 acres or more (about 16 percent of all agricultural land 
in El Salvador) to form peasant cooperatives. Phase I land was used for 
cotton, cane, and cattle; up to 60 percent of it was fallow or unusable for 
anything but grazing. Some big landlords removed machinery and live-
stock or slaughtered their cattle before handing over the land.313 Thus, the 
land was of little help in redistributing resources to peasants.314 

Phase II would have broken up most of El Salvador’s coffee farms, the 
heart of the oligarchy’s agricultural wealth. Holdings between 370 acres 
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and 1,235 acres (23 percent of agricultural land and the richest land in the 
country) would be taken over for peasant co-ops. This phase was never 
implemented.315 

In Phase III, the “land to the tiller” phase, farmers of rented and share-
cropped plots of up to 17 acres were allowed to apply to purchase the land 
they worked. Phase III land was in the most war-torn departments and 
included the poorest soil in El Salvador. Many who received title to the 
land they tilled gained too little land to support their families, or found 
their land was only marginally productive.316 One-third of applicants for 
Phase III property in 1984 “were not working the land because they had 
been threatened, evicted, or had disappeared.”317 

In May 1980 the leading right-wing party in the legislature ended Phase 
I appropriations. There was little financial support for newly formed 
peasant co-ops and what funds were available were poorly administered.318 
Legislative elections in 1982 gave the right-wing ARENA party a prepon-
derance of votes in the Assembly, enabling it to cut credit, training, and 
technical assistance for land reform. The next year ARENA amended the 
constitution to reduce the scope of the never-implemented Phase II from 
1,700 properties to fewer than 700 (about 3.7 percent of farmland) and 
created loopholes in the law that permitted families to retain ownership 
of large holdings by putting them under the names of multiple relatives. 

319 From the U.S. perspective, land reform “fell far short of what everybody 
would like to see happen.”320 

The brief implementation of Phase I land reform in 1980 and its aftereffects 
included significant state violence against the populace. The military, 
which was supposed to help enact the land reform program, declared 
a state of siege and moved into traditionally leftist areas.321 Rather than 
enacting the program, the military’s goal was to “intimidate peasants into 
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abandoning the cooperatives [they had formed on plantations seized from 
their owners] or not applying for title to them in the first place.”322 Security 
forces also occupied estates to prevent state expropriation.323 Troops 
arrived at some estates, told the peasants that the land was theirs and that 
they could elect their own leaders to run it, then returned to kill the newly 
elected leaders. The military also killed co-op members when they refused 
to pay protection money and bribes as the former landowners had.324 
Military-linked death squads killed more than 500 rural leaders and land 
reform officials in 1980 and 1981.325 The death toll included two U.S. citi-
zens advising on land reform who were shot and killed as they sat with the 
head of the Instituto Salvadoreño de Transformación Agraria (Salvadoran 
Institute for Land Reform) in a Sheraton Hotel restaurant in San Salvador.

Fortuitous Changes 
Lead to Peace Talks

Economic and Political Changes
The long war splintered ties between the reactionary civilian elite and 
its allies, “tens of thousands of fiercely anticommunist peasants, petty 
landowners, and rural businessmen,” on the one hand, and on the other 
hand the more moderate financiers and industrialists who wanted to get on 
with making money and who no longer needed the military’s “protection 
racket state” to do so.326 It also broke the longstanding partnership between 
civilian elites and the military they relied upon to run the country. 

In its first major declared reform, the 1979 military junta nationalized 
commercial banks and the coffee export trade.327 This reform did not 
improve either governance or the lives of the populace. It did alienate 
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coffee growers and processors.328 It also fortuitously set the stage for ten 
years of changing economic and political interests that led civilian elites to 
finally support peace talks in 1989. 

Nationalization shifted capital and investment away from agriculture 
toward coffee milling and finance, lessening the elites’ need for the repres-
sive labor system upheld by the military government and thus weakening 
the oligarch-military alliance.329 Also weakening this longstanding relation-
ship was the military’s role in kidnapping wealthy Salvadorans for ransom 
early in the war, and its continued failure to defeat the insurgency.330 

The oligarchs also lost wealth and influence to more moderate business 
leaders over the course of the war because of war-driven structural changes 
in the economy. There were four major triggers for these changes. First, oli-
garchs lost access to their large landholdings in FMLN-held areas, meaning 
that they had to find new sources of wealth. Second, the truncated land- 
reform program broke up some big estates, which also meant that oligarchs 
needed to find new business opportunities less vulnerable to disruption 
and less reliant on military control.331 Third, civilian elites abandoned some 
agricultural interests entirely, deciding to export capital and defer invest-
ment in coffee plantations. Finally, the flow of dollars from refugees in the 
United States funded new enterprises, small and large. Agricultural profits 
fell and other types of income rose.332 Cristiani, a representative of this 
rising and more moderate class, though still a member of the right-wing 
ARENA party, won the presidency in 1989. He had not campaigned on a 
platform involving human rights or political dialog, but in his inaugural 
address he proposed peace talks as a businessman concerned about the 
economic costs of the war.333

A negotiated solution also required a change in thinking within the most 
powerful sector of the army. The high command knew that peace talks 
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would require major military reforms, and despite Duarte’s initial outreach 
to the FMLN in 1985 it still preferred fighting to reforming.334 Just as elite 
Salvadoran civilian interests shifted, though, U.S. interests changed, and 
the military was ultimately forced to follow. 

Systemic Change
Peace negotiations under UN auspices began in September 1989 and made 
little progress. Earlier confidence-building talks had foundered on distrust 
as well as on U.S. and Salvadoran military resistance.335 The end of the Cold 
War, however, reduced the heretofore persistent U.S. interest in a military 
victory over the Marxist insurgency, while the jolt of the FMLN’s Final 
Offensive and the military’s assassination of the six Jesuits, their house-
keeper, and her daughter in October of that year galvanized Washington.336 
U.S. Southern Command Commander Gen. Maxwell Thurman and 
Ambassador William Walker met with Defense Minister General Ponce 
to tell him that “[b]usiness as usual is over.”337 The security forces had to 
punish anyone involved in the killings; show that democratic values  
and professional ethics were taking hold in the military; cleanse the ESAF 
of human rights abusers, corrupt officers, and incompetents; meet visibly 
with high level FMLN officials without conditions; and accept the FMLN 
as the political opposition. Otherwise, Congress was ready to cut or condi-
tion aid; it wanted to see results for the more than $4 billion it had poured 
into El Salvador in the past decade.338 

A key hard-core element within the military believed that it could not 
defeat the FMLN militarily unless it threw off U.S. constraints and fought 
dirty. Yet if it did so, it would forfeit U.S. resources and lose the war 
anyway. Recognition of this catch-22 led to the realization that the military 
would have to accept a negotiated peace and the end of its rule.339 
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Once talks began in earnest, they focused on military reforms, a goal 
shared by the United States and the FMLN.340 Talks concluded with an 
accord on January 16, 1992.341 In the negotiations, the FMLN acknowl-
edged its limited leverage, based on its inability to take over the state,342 by 
giving up its goal of economic restructuring. It agreed to stop fighting in 
exchange for an end to the military’s role in domestic politics.343 The mili-
tary was constitutionally subordinated to civilian authority, excluded from 
any internal security role, and replaced in that role by a new civilian police 
force.344 The ruling right-wing party, ARENA, agreed to continue seeking 
power “by persuasion rather than force.”345 ARENA also agreed to let the 
FMLN become a political party. The U.S. military became the guarantor of 
security for both sides during demobilization.346 

The most powerful officers in the army saw the peace agreement as 
intended to humiliate them, but they accepted it. They, like the populace, 
were weary of war—“beaten up.”347 Popular support for talks had always 
been stronger than desire for a military victory. One survey found that 51 
percent of the electorate supported talks to end the war in 1983, and only 
10 percent wanted a military victory over the insurgency.348 By June 1989, 
76 percent of Salvadorans favored negotiations with the FMLN.349 

The decision to accept talks and the peace agreement left one of the war-
time military leaders with mixed feelings. “They [the state] accepted peace 

340 Williams and Walter, Militarization and Demilitarization in El Salvador’s Transition to Democracy, p. 
151.

341 McClintock, Revolutionary Movements in Latin America, p. 154.

342 Author phone interview with Hamilton. Álvaro de Soto, mediator of the peace talks, argues that by 
1989 the FMLN was no longer fighting to take power but to leverage political change. See de Soto, 
“Ending Violent Conflict in El Salvador,” in Chester A. Crocker, Fen Osler Hampson, and Pamela Aall, 
eds., Herding Cats: Multiparty Mediation in a Complex World (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Institute of 
Peace Press, 1999), pp. 345–386.

343 Stanley, The Protection Racket State, p. 7; and Stanley, “El Salvador.”

344 Stanley, The Protection Racket State, p. 218. Up to 20 percent of this new force was to come 
from the FMLN, 20 percent from former national police agents who could pass admission tests 
and screening for abuses, and 60 percent from civilians who had played no role in the war. 
Responsibility for domestic intelligence was taken over by a new civilian agency. Military officers 
with a record of brutality or corruption were to be purged and a UN Truth Commission and human 
rights ombudsman were to investigate abuses. Ultimately, 103 senior officers were purged.

345 Stanley, The Protection Racket State, p. 220.

346 Sepp, “The Evolution of United States Military Strategy in Central America, 1979–1991,” p. 224.

347 Author phone interview with Hamilton.

348 Karl, “Imposing Consent?” p. 27, citing a 1983 study.

349 Montgomery, Revolution in El Salvador, p. 215.



58 Take the Money and Run: Stubborn Elites, Limited Reforms, Violence, and Success in Counterinsurgency Warfare in El Salvador

accords, followed by demobilization of the armed forces down to its mini-
mal expression,” former Chief of the General Staff Calderón wrote in 2010 
[emphasis in original]. “The security forces were disbanded, the FMLN was 
accepted as a political party, and now the FMLN runs the government with 
the support of the young masses that didn’t even participate in the war.”350

Democratic Reforms Only after War’s End
There is a widespread belief that the United States won in El Salvador 
by helping the state implement broad democratizing reforms. However, 
democratic reforms only gained traction after the end of war, and democ-
ratization and development remain limited. A1989 CIA memo provided a 
stinging assessment of the lack of progress in reforming the judicial system, 
which had been a top U.S. priority. “Most Salvadorans regard the formal 
justice system as, at best, barely functioning,” the memo stated. “Poor 
Salvadorans judge that the judicial process, although enshrined in a new 
constitution, is capricious and serves principally the interests of the rich 
and powerful.” The conclusion was painful, “Despite improvements over 
the past five years, we judge that the economically and politically powerful 
do control the judiciary in El Salvador.” The judiciary’s problems included 
intimidation, corruption, cronyism, inadequate facilities, and archaic pro-
cedures.351 More than 20 years later, the assessment is nearly as bleak.352

After the Chapultepec Accords, the integration of the FMLN into the polit-
ical party system strengthened the democratization process, though other 
good governance changes, such as anti-corruption efforts, still lag.353 The 
military has stayed inside its new lane, forsaking internal politics. The new 
civilian police force has been “far more efficient, responsive, transparent 
and accountable than the old police,” and judicial reforms have begun,354 
though painfully slowly.355 Criminal violence has risen, but political vio-
lence and human rights abuses have diminished. There is greater freedom 

350 Calderón, email to author.

351 Memorandum, “Subject: Assessing the Judicial Process in El Salvador,” December 18, 1989, folder: 
“CIA Doc’s [sic] Vol. 1,” box 24, Unpublished Material on El Salvador, El Salvador 2 Collection, 
National Security Archive, Washington, D.C.  

352 Author interview with U.S. military officer with years of experience in El Salvador, 2010. Stanley 
does note that El Salvador’s justice system is equal to or better than those of its neighbors in terms 
of effectiveness, accountability, and transparency. See Stanley, “El Salvador.” 

353 Vaz Mondo, “Transitions to Good Governance.” 

354 Stanley, “El Salvador.” 

355 Popkin, Peace without Justice, p. x.
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for political activity, but economic development has primarily benefited the 
elites and income inequality is rising.356 The oligarchs remain a powerful 
political force.357

Conclusions and Policy 
Implications

The U.S. backed campaign in El Salvador helped prevent an insurgent 
takeover of the state. It did so by strengthening a military that fought the 
insurgency to a stalemate through the use of terrorism and an attrition 
campaign against civilians as well as insurgents. Salvadoran elites did not 
implement the reforms that the United States insisted were necessary for 
success, because reforms would have stripped elites of wealth and power. 
In addition, the state’s success stemmed in significant part from factors 
outside U.S. control, including wartime changes in elite interests within El 
Salvador and the major systemic change brought about by the end of the 
Cold War. 

It is reasonable to conclude, given the Reagan administration’s determina-
tion to gain a military victory over the FMLN, that the United States did all 
it could to force Salvadoran military and political reforms. Any argument 
that the United States could have done more, given client resistance,  
bears the burden of proof.

The lessons of the El Salvador campaign are painful for those who hope 
that U.S. assistance to counterinsurgent states can be transformational. 
Client elites take the money and run: they do what they think they have to 
do to survive while keeping patron aid flowing. Client elites are unlikely  
to commit regime suicide by implementing demanded reforms. Their 
determination to return to the status quo ante bellum is only likely to 
waver when their sponsor threatens to remove all support. 

356 Paris, At War‘s End, pp. 122–128.

357 Paige, Coffee and Power, p. 13.
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This case underlines several constraints on a Western great power’s ability 
to shape a client’s choices. A patron’s leverage over its client is likely to be 
limited by two key factors: the strength of the patron’s commitment to the 
client and misalignment between patron and client goals. This mechanism 
of misaligned patron-client interests is likely to operate in larger-footprint 
state-building campaigns as well as small-footprint security force assistance 
campaigns such as El Salvador. By contrast, domestic opposition within the 
patron state to supporting the client may give the former leverage over  
the latter. A significant degree of what leverage the United States had  
over El Salvador derived from U.S. congressional and popular resistance to 
U.S. support for the repressive Salvadoran state. 

Policymakers and military leaders should recognize that intervention 
counterinsurgency requires realistic, achievable goals and some alignment 
of interests with the client beyond client survival. In addition, the case of 
El Salvador suggests that major reforms are unnecessary to counterinsur-
gency success. Keeping a client in power against a revolutionary insurgency 
is likely to involve client resistance to patron advice, limited patron influ-
ence, and hard fighting against insurgents paired with persistent military 
targeting of civilians. All this serves client interests rather than those of 
a patron dedicated to supporting and spreading democracy and human 
rights. This course of action has high humanitarian and moral costs for the 
patron as well as the client.









International Security Program

Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs

Harvard Kennedy School

79 John F. Kennedy Street

Cambridge, MA 02138

www.belfercenter.org/ISP

Copyright 2017, President and Fellows of Harvard College

Printed in the United States of America


	Abstract
	Introduction
	Gaps and Elisions in Work on Counterinsurgency in El Salvador
	Research Design
	El Salvador: Background
	Military Rule
	Civilian Elites
	Change and Crises
	The Insurgency
	U.S. Interests and Goals

	Struggling to Build the Salvadoran Armed Forces
	Fighting Ability
	Force Structure
	Targeting Insurgents

	Terrorism and a War of Attrition
	The Years of Terrorism
	The War of Attrition
	Limited U.S. Influence over Military Choices
	Growth and Resilience of the FMLN

	Thwarted Political and Economic Reforms 
	Resistance to Developing the Civilian State
	Limited Elite Interest in Meeting Popular Needs 
	Unintended Consequences of U.S. Aid 
	Civilian Rule and Elections: Return to the Status Quo 
	Land Reform Limited by Salvadoran Elite Interests

	Fortuitous Changes Lead to Peace Talks
	Economic and Political Changes
	Systemic Change
	Democratic Reforms Only after War’s End

	Conclusions and Policy Implications

