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TERRORISM IN EL SALVADOR _

THE JUNTA'S

WAR AGAINST
THE PROPLY

On October 15 1979 a coalition of left and cen-
‘trist political groups joined refo_rm15ts and right-
ist military factions to form a revolutionary jun-
ta, proclaiming their intention to redistribute
land and democratize El Salvador. Thirteen
months later a number of the civilian reformers
who had participated in the formation of the
original junta were kidnapped and murdered.
The November 27 assassination of the six
leaders of the Salvadoran Democratic Revolu-
tionary Front (a federation of several opposition
groups) was only the most recent in the junta’s
| all-out effort to eradicate its opposition with the .
army serving. as its “‘enforcer.” The active col-
laboration between the regime and the security
forces was evident in the scores of armed soldiers
who surrounded the meeting place where the
kidnapping took place while helicopters circled
the building. '
~ The U.S. State Department and the _]unta :
predictably blamed anonymous *‘right-wing €x-
tremists.”” The protestations of innocence were
so transparently false that even a New York
“Times editorial doubted their credibility. The
subsequent murders of four American women
should at last force Washington to admit that, in
a little over a year, El Salvador has passed from
rule by a well-intentioned reformist coalition to a
murderous regime of the extreme right. Agrarian
' reform has been taken over by the army and
used as a cover to hunt down peasant activists.
The October 15 coalition was a brief flare of
“hope in the long darkness of Salvadoran history.
For the past fifty years, El Salvador has been run
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by repressive military (or mihtary-cmhan) regimes. Begin-
ning with the massive staughter of 30,000 citizens in 1932, El .

Salvador’s landlord-mxhtary governments have sustained
their rule through an all-too-familiar combmatxon of elec-
toral fraud and outright political terrorism. :
El Salvador’s landlords, who continue to hold its
economic reins, are very strongly backed by a powerful fac-
tion in the military. Thus, if is not surprising to learn that.

‘the peasantry has suffered disproportionately at the hands =~

of FEl Salvador’s latest ruling junta: between- January and
- August, 52 percent of those assassinated in El Salvador were
peasants, followed by students (7 percent) and workers (3
" percent). Not only does the recent ¢lampdown on the.
peasantry reflect the ever-increasing . political and social'
“organization of the landlords and their supporters in the
military but it also highlights the conflict over land that has
-always lain at the heart of Salvadoran politics. El Saivador
is a small country in which the availability of land plays a
leading (1f not all-important) role: the conceniration of rural
- property in a very few hands and the resultant demands of

- the peasantry for land redistribution have led the regime to

" concentrate on suppressing political—or any other—organi-
zations in El Salvador’s rural regions. This, in spite of the
~ fact that the present junta came to power as purveyors ofa
supposed “‘agrarian reform.”

In the late 1560s, broad-based social movements ‘began to
gain increasing influence among a wide range of Salvadoran
occupational groups. Urban-based trade unions and rural-

" based peasant associations proliferated: factory workers,

. teachers, rural day laborers and peasants holding small plots
organized themselves and began to’ demand recognition
from employers, landlords and the state. Religious, univer-

- sity, civic and professional groups began to cooperate with .

these associations, defending their claims for legitimacy and
equity. The landlordfmllttary regimes—{rightened by the
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'potentta.{ polmcai power of these organizations—responded - -

by escalating repression, causing support for the mass

_organizations to grow and solidify as individual victims

sought protection in numbers. A counterresponse followed.

-_Soon both sides were carrying armas; guerrilla organizations
- proliferated, protecting the unarmed mass orgamzauons'_
-and’ retaliating against attacks from the reglme: and its

paramilitary organizations.

This cycle of increasing mass opposumn to stepped-up
repression by the Government was described by a leacler
of El Salvador’s teachers’ union (ANDES):

" Fifteen vyears ago the teachers unton was orzamzcd in
"’ response to economic tircumstances. We began our organiz-
Uing drive with the primary school teachers and then moved
:-on to the high school teachers, basing curselves on the need

% 1o improve the status and condition of teachers. Primary

teachers were first organized. The growth of the tradé union
led the Government to force teachers employed in the capital -

" to take jobs in distant provinces. Our first mobilizations were

-in opposition to the power of the administrators over the
teachers. Besinning in 1970, secondary school teachets were
_ organized by ANDES in oppositicn to Government-coa-
- trolied policy changes. Between 1970 and 1975, Government
repression took the form of taking and dispersing militant
teachers to remote areas, taking prisoners and an occasional
_ assassination or prisoner disappearance. By 1975 one hun-
" dred percent of the primary and ninety percent of the second-
ary school teachers were organized. Beginning in 1976, state
. violence began to escalate. The original trade union focus on
- immediate economic issues began to shift, the organization be-
~gan 'to be politicized. Under the General Molina regime
(1972-1977) 150 teachers disappeared and 36 were killed; under
General Romero (1977 to October 1979) 96 were killed; under
.. the current junta 181 school teachers were killed between Oc-
-tober 15 and July 31. There are 22,000 teachers in total.

This is the history of the regime’s repressive tactics in vir-
tually every area that has been organized by the people.
Prior to the present period, the military and parami.itary

‘groups were more selectwe——-—targehng specific leaders and ,'
~ spokesmen. But now assassination has come to be used rou-
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tinely as a tool of the Government Asone teacher sald “A
common saying in El Salvador these days is, ‘I am leavmg
the house but I don’t know if I will return!’
Accompanying the widespread kﬂlmg are dehberate at-
tempts to ‘terrorize those who might protest: public
‘assassinations, the display of mutilated corpses and the
[aroetmg of prominent individuals. One teacher was killed
in front of his class. Another teacher, active in the union,
was killed two days after receiving a teaching award. And,

most gruesome, the head of an assassinated teacher was put

in front of the school to teach the other instructors a lesson.
The institutionalization of terror on a massive scale has led,

on the one hand, to the closing of institutes and the flight of
teachers (there are at least 150 exiled Salvadoran teachers in

Costa Rica) and, on the other hand, to the extension of

organization among employees in the Ministry of Education’
‘and closér teacher collaboratlon with revolutmnary political

ofganizations.

conflict between the Salvadoran people, clamor-
ous for popular representation, and an autocranc

organization independent of the state have permeated the
society, and have propelled a nervous regime into state
. violence. The repression has not only deepened but has also

become more extensive, covering all occupational groups.

Middle class and working class, rural and urban areas—all
have been affected. Members of religious groups and small-
business people have also been assassinated—neither prop-
erty ownership nor church status offers protection against
. the Salvadoran junta.

The operational - procedure of the repressive forces is
Spf.'lled ‘out in a document published by the Sa]vadoran
Archblshop s Legal Aid group:

July 19, 1980. At least 1,000 strongly armed, masked men
wearing bullet-proof vests, with badges 1dent1fymg them as

- members of the Death Squad, accompanied by members of -

the Army and agents of the National Guard invaded the Ha-

‘¢ienda *“Mirador”” in which the majority of peasant members -

belonged to Union Comunal Salvadorefia [the Government-
- recognized Christian Democratic Union]. . . . Witnesses pres-

-ent indicated that agents of the Natjonai Guard and masked

individuals shot 60 peasants. They were selected beforshand

-after 300 peasant cooperative members were captured,

In this case, even peasants supporting the regime—or at
Tleast the civilian faction of the regime—were not immune to

- its violence. All wha are involved in seeking social change,
whatever their formal affiliation, are considered suspect.
Moreover, as a number of parish nuns and priests testified,
the military carries out a policy of collective’ guilt: whole:
. families and villages are attacked and destroyed because of

7James Petras has published many books on Latin America, -

teaches sociology at the State University of New York,
“Binghamton, and is the author of a forthcoming book en-
titled Class, State and Power in'the Third World (Matthew
Held and Osmun). He was a member of a human-richic

M he experience of the teau‘*lers upion t}’}')'tles the

state, dead set against it. Demands. for a popular

the act1v1txes of particular mdlv:duals The Legal Ald report
records: :
On July 9, 1980, 31 members of the Mojica Santos peasant
family, all residents of the village ““Mogotes”” of San Pablo
Tacachico, department of La Libertad [31 kilometers north-
west of the capital] were shot by the para-military organiza-
tion, ORDEN. Fifteen children were killed hugging their
mothers, all of them under ten years of age. That same day
the National Army and agents of the National Guard oc-
cupied the area and began to sack the peasants’ homes.

The savage nature of the Salvadoran junta has been
obscured by the systematic effort of the U.S. Government
and media to displace responsibility onto nongovernmental
forces, a tactic also used by the junta, which constantly

- denies its collaboration in the repression. The official U.S.-

view is that the regime represents a ““centrist political move-
ment . . . against extremists of the left and right.”” The full
statement of the U.S. position was presented in Congres-
sional testimony by William Bowdler, Assistant Secretary of
State for Inter-American Affairs:

_The extreme right, still powerful and unrepentant, ﬁnds its
econofmic interests mortally endangered by the JRG’s [the
Revolutionary. Governing Junta’s] reforms. Two tight-wing
coup attempts have been thwarted, but the threéat remains.
Rightist elements are financing a campaign of assassinations
against civilians who might cooperate with the military in the
reform process. :

-Secing power slipping from their grasp in the wake of the
reforms, Ieftist cadres first attempted to induce massive street
confrontations, even exploiting the fumeral of Archbishop

- Romero for this purpose. This effort failed, leaving the in- -
-surgents with clear responsibility for the violence and deaths
that resulted. More recently, the left has shifted its focus to
the countryside, assassinating agrarian reform officials, at- _'
tacking the security forces, and terrorizing peasants who——"
cooperate with the reform program. :

Our position is clear. We believe that the October 15 pro-
gram, which is now being implemented by the'Revolutionary
Governing Junta, offers the best chance for social change,
political liberalization and respect for human rights in El
Salvador. Both publicly and privately, we have vigorously
.supported the Junta and opposed a repressive or- non-
reformist solution for El Salvador. . ) :

We believe violence from both !eft and right- must be’
curbed. Terrorism exacts a tragic human and even political
toll, Terrorism by the right is particularly damaging just now

’ because the former association of elements of the security
forces with the extreme right has left suspicions that under-
-mine the moral authority of the new regime.

The U.S. policy is thus directed toward condemm’hg *‘vio-

lence’” from both the left and right, and supporting the
tegime. U.S. policy makers frequently cite **human rights

and church sources” for their estimations of the loss of life.
However, they never proceed to examine the data presented
by these same sources concermng the 1dent|ty of those carry—
ing out the violence.

The data collected by Legat A]d clearly refute the .S,
position. The J.R.G.’s repressive forces, according to Legal
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Secretary of State Bowdler), for only 20 percent. Clearly,
‘the scope and the duration of the violence indicates
that the juntais not a “moderate centrist”’ regime but rather
that it is even more repressive than the forces U.S. policy

makers choose to describe as ‘“extremist.”” The organization -
" responsible for the greatest number of political murders—
the National Army—is part of the junta. (Between Juneand

August, the National Army was cited by Legal Aid as the

_ perpetrator of 1,092 political assassinations, while the

number of assassinations committed by all of the seven
other groups mentioned only came to 969.)
- Political assassination thus must be seen as a principal in-

. strument of ‘rule, and U.S. policy, therefore, must be. "
described, not as supporting certrist reform but as sustaining -

extreme right-wing terrorism. Moreover, in addition to their
responsibility for political assassinations, the army and the
official military security units must be held accountable for
the arrest and disappearance of a growing number of politi-
cal opponents. Not only ‘did the number of political

- prisoners taken: ‘BIOW. from ten mojanuary to elghty-one e
. August but tlie as sumption by most observers is that the 211~
political prisoners who have disappeared so far this year
‘have also been killed. The evidence strongly indicates that

the U.S. Government, its ambassador in El Salvador and

‘the junta’s supporters in Washington are deluding the

American people when they say that the Salvadoran dic-

. atorship is a ““centrist™ regime, dissociated from the terror.

To the contrary, it appears that Washington has put in
power and has been sustaining an extreme rightist regime
that is systematically exterminating its opposition, Certainly,
Washington’s attempt to blame the violence on nongovern-

mental groups is undermined by reports that clearly link the
~ paramilitary death squads with the regime’s security forces.

A report published by Legal Aid describes the takeover of

the peasant village of San Vicente by a death squad on July h

‘7—the torture, rape and assassination of seven peasants,

followed by the decapitation of one. The report concludes

by describing the scjuad’s curious departure; ““The members

.of this so-called ‘squad’ after committing these acts, were

evacuated by a Salvadoran National Army helicopter.”

Another report, dated April 17, noted the arrival of the

" paramilitary group Orden: “‘Several hundred members of
. Orden, protected by the National Army and agents

- -of the National Guard, militarily invaded Christian peasant
communities. .

.”* They killed sixteen peasants that day.
And nuns and prlests working in rural communities say that

Orden members collaborated with the National Guard by

providing names of community activists, meeting in Na-

~ tional Guard headquarters and participating with the army

in the liguidation of independent peasant leaders elected by
agricultural co-ops. One small farmer described military at-
tempts to coerce him mto joining Orden

1 did not join Or_den because of the injustices that it com-
- mits. The National Guard and National Police began to ask
about me—~to frighten me to join Orden. The local Com-
mandant of the National Guard pressured ine to join Grden.
I told him I don’t belong to any group. 1 just dedicate myself
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" groups (the “‘right-wing extremists’’ referred to by Assistant

" - "to my work. To them anyone that didn’t join was obligated '
to collaborate. According to the Cornmandant "He who
does not collaborate is opposed.

The junta’s intervention in El Salvador s economy has

- not liberated the peasants from landlord oppression, and
‘has deepened and extended state oppression. ‘“‘Agrarian
_reform*’ has in fact become a vehicle for building a vast net-
“work of rural police informers and paramilitary agents
linked to the military machine. These “‘reforms’” have trans-
" formed a traditional dictatorship into a ruthless totalitarian

police state The right-wing terrorist groups are as integral a
part of the Salvadoran police-state operation as the Gestapo _

" and the NKVD were to the Nazi and Stalinist regimes. The
: tolerant U.S: attitude toward thé J.R.G. has only served to
ﬁ‘absolve the regime, thus allowing it to contlnue its nmahsnc
- political murders without having to answer to world opinion.

j 1 Salvador is a country that has been occupied by

its own military; there is only one authority that

| |exercises power ‘and acts with impunity: the 7
ik armed forces. The armed forces treat ine civiian

‘population like an enemy in a full-scale war: momnzed in-

vasions of rural areas, search-and-destroy missions and the
sacking of rural property are the most common. manifesta-
tions of the rampant militarization of Salvadoran society.
Between January and May of this year, the armed forces en-
gaged in 274 military invasions of peasant areas. In the same
period, eighty-six military operations took place in urban

- areas. The purpose of these actions is to destroy any and all
" organizations and activities that exist outside the hierarchy
"of the militarized police state and to terrorize the rest of the

populatlon into acquiescence. Church, student, trade union

-and other meeting places have - been systematlcally R
destroyed.

Along with the anmhllatlon of the soczal basns of polmceg,

-opposition, the regime has been silencing all forms “of

cultural dissent: the universities have been taken over by the

- military, opposition newspapers have been bombed and'

machine-gunned into submission and a large percentage of

" the iatellectual comimunity has been killed or has fied into

exile. One Salvadoran writer describes the regime’s pracuce
of cultural terror in the followmg te:rms

We were a hterary group of young wnters—uudar 30-—
sympathetic to the left. I left the country after four of the

_ twelve members were killed. The death squad took pictures
of our group meeting in a café. Later, one was killed in the
café, another was captured in his house and has disappeared.

" They searched my house for me. . . . I worked at La Cronica
{a daily newspaper of the democratic opposition]. 1 was an
editor. There were constant death threats. Our offices were
machine-gunned twice in a row, .-. . 1 was a merriber of the

_ Cultural Workers® Center. They blew up the meeting hall. A
popular cultural movement was beginning to emerge. Dance,
_theater and literary—entire groups were exterminated. Five
- publications stopped. The Cultural Workers’ Front began in
solidarity with the Nicaraguan Revolution, before’ ‘the fail of
.Somoza. It included leading writers, theater and dance peo-
ple and others. We were not affiliated with any political
group. We were approached by [leftist] political groups wher




