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Summary  

  

This thesis investigates the role of memory narratives in transitional justice as they have evolved in  

El Salvador in the aftermath of the country’s civil war. Transitional justice is a term describing the 

process in which a society advances from a violent conflict, authoritarian regime or other societal 

condition marked by systematic human rights abuses to a just, peaceful society. The term covers both 

an academic field and conceptualizes a political practice, both of which are subject to international 

preoccupation. All over the world matters of transitional justice are considered, whether regarding 

regimes or practices that occurred months or decades ago. Transitional justice encompasses various 

elements, one of which is the search for the truth of what happened. This is often a challenge in 

transitional societies, as different groups in the (former) conflictual society are likely to have different 

understandings of the past. The scholar Francesca Lessa has proposed the term memory narrative to 

encompass the way in which a particular group or society order and interpret the past. In this thesis I 

investigate the role of memory narratives in the Salvadoran transition, focusing on some stemming 

from official bodies, as well as one that has emerged as a counter-memory to these.   

To analyse the different narratives, I have borrowed Greimas’ actant model from narrative 

analysis, supported by elements from Fairclough’s discourse analysis, namely wording and 

foregrounding. The sources of analysis include the 1993 Truth and Reconciliation Report From 

Madness to Hope, The Salvadoran History book Historia de El Salvador II, monuments found in San 

Salvador, and the narrative that emerges in the department of Chalatenango through looking at murals, 

interviews, as well as a yearly commemoration of the victims of a massacre that was executed in the 

area of Las Aradas in 1980.   

The main chapters of the thesis constitute these analyses, while the introduction includes a 

presentation of the theoretical framework, Chapter 1 presents a short outline of the civil war, and 

chapter 2 presents methodology and sources. Chapter 3 constitutes an analysis of the report of the 

Commission on the Truth for El Salvador within the context it was written. The report presents an 

interpretation of the civil war that is highly reconciliative. It denounces the actors that fought the war, 

being mainly the guerrillas, the Salvadoran government, and the military. The government in place at 

the time rejected the Commission’s findings as biased, which meant that the report had no immediate 

effect on the transitional justice measures that were implemented. The influence of the report has 
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grown since then. Chapter 4 deals with different narratives promoted in the period of 1992-2009. One 

is a history book still in use in primary schools and high schools across the country. The narrative 

promoted in the book presents the guerrilla and the military as the main actors of war, while it does 

not include the government. It highlights peaceful dialogue as a virtue to achieve peace and 

democracy. The governments in place between 1992-2009 promoted a forgetand-move-on policy 

regarding the war, which is expressed through two monuments inaugurated in 1992 and 1994 

respectively.  During the 2000s two monuments were created in San Salvador that reject this policy, 

instead promoting the past as something that can inspire visions for the future. Chapter 5 explores the 

narrative that has evolved in the towns surrounding the Sumpul massacre, a massacre in which 100s 

of people were killed by the military. This narrative significantly differs from the official narratives, 

as it constitutes an understanding of the war in which the guerrillas are seen as actors that fought 

repression and social injustice. Chapter 6 shortly presents how the FMLN government in power from 

2009, have incorporated the narrative presented in the Truth and Reconciliation Report.  

The thesis concludes that the different narratives promote the same vision for the future: 

Democracy, peace and human rights adherence. However, they constitute different ideas as to how to 

achieve the goals. The Truth Commission report supports an approach that ensures two-sided 

recognition of the crimes committed during the war as a way to further reconciliation. The 

statepromoted narrative of the 1992-2009 period favours forgetting to further peace, while the civil 

society in Chalatenango understand projects that decrease social inequality and poverty as the most 

essential in obtaining a just transition. Thus, the thesis demonstrates how memory narratives establish 

projections for the future and directly affect which transitional justice measures are implemented on 

both local and national level in the relevant society.  
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Introduction  

  

“I have cried, it has hurt. But there are results of this effort, of all these intitiatives, the sacrifce. The 

problem is when we do not want to tell others what happened. For this to be lost” 

- Manuel Antonio Rodriguez, survivor of the Sumpul massacre 

 

“[…] the desire of the Salvadoran people, which is forgiving and forgetting all that happened in 

this past that was so painful, and brought so much suffering to the Salvadoran family” 

 

- Alfredo Cristiani (1993), President of El Salvador 1989-1994 

  

Every year on the 14th of May big groups of people walk to Las Aradas, a site at the Sumpul River in 

Chalatenango, in the North-Western department of El Salvador. A priest gives a sermon, students 

perform, the people speak and sing. And remember. They remember the victims of the massacre that 

was conducted on the site on the 14th of May 1980. A massacre in which more than 300 people were 

killed1 as they tried to cross the Sumpul River to reach Honduras. The massacre was the first major 

act of violence in the country’s civil war, a war that lasted 12 years and left around 75,000 dead.  

In the fall of 2015 I did an internship with the Salvadoran NGO (non-governmental 

organization) CRIPDES (Asociación para el desarrollo de El Salvador)2, that has a regional branch 

in Chalatenango. On our first official day, my fellow interns and I joined our supervisor on a trip to 

some of the villages surrounding the Sumpul River to conduct interviews with survivors of the 1980-

massacre. As they told their stories, grim as they were, they all agreed that it was important to do so. 

They wanted to ensure that the events of the massacre were remembered. This however, is not the 

case in the rest of the country. El Salvador is a country still marked by the war and there are great 

tensions between differing notions of what happened and how to move forward.   

Transitional justice is a term describing the process in which a society advances from a violent 

conflict, authoritarian regime or other societal condition marked by systematic human rights abuses 

to a just, peaceful society. Transitional justice is an international preoccupation: The nonprofit 

organization the International Center for Transitional Justice (ICTJ) currently works to support 

                                                 
1 Numbers vary. In 1992 witnesses of the massacre filed a judicial complaint, asserting the killing of 600 

people. In Salvadoran media different newspapers use different numbers. The Commission on the Truth for El 

Salvador verifies “at least 300 non-combatants” in their report From Madness to Hope (1993, IV.C.2).   
2 Abbreviation derived from “Comité Cristiano Pro Desplazados de El Salvador” (Christian committee for the 

displaced in El Salvador). The organization was originally supported by the church and founded to aid 

displaced people during the civil war.  
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institutions and civil society groups in matters of transitions in the aftermath of vast human rights 

abuses in 32 countries, including South Africa, Burundi, Afghanistan, Timor-Leste, Argentina, and 

the US. The list demonstrates not only the vast amount of countries that are in some way in a phase 

of transitional justice (the list is of the organization’s work, and not exhaustive of all countries in 

transition, El Salvador and Spain for instance are not included), but also the scope of the field: In the 

US the organization supported a truth commission on the 1979 Greensboro killings, where the Ku 

Klux Klan and Nazi Party opened fire on a group of activists, killing five; in Argentina they support 

the process of achieving criminal justice for victims of state terrorism during the 197080s 

dictatorships; and in Afghanistan they seek the promotion of justice-sensitive policies following the 

aftermath of the soviet invasion and the Taliban regime, as well as the current conflict. Efforts to 

create transitional justice thus follow human rights abuses of different scope, and of local, as well as 

national and transnational character. Furthermore, the process is often open-ended: In February this 

year (2016) the National Prosecuting Authority in South Africa announced that it will charge four 

former apartheid policemen with the murder of the activist Nokuthula Simelane – 33 years after the 

murder happened, and after (or as part of) an already well-ordered process of reconciliation.3   

In processes of transitional justice several issues emerge. These differ relative to the situation – 

whether there has been institutional collapse, violent upheaval, state repression, whether there is 

continuous conflict etc. There are immediate issues - setting up a functional bureaucratic system, 

ensuring stability and putting an end to violence, as well as issues that can surface years later such as 

criminal prosecution, as the South African case demonstrate. The main themes include institutional 

transition that restore the legitimate function of, and faith in, state institutions; criminal justice that 

constitutes the investigation and persecution of rights violators and war crimes; and the search for 

truth involved with setting up a reliable record of the events of the conflict and the abuses committed. 

The search for truth in a transitional society is never straightforward. Following violent conflict 

different versions of the truths will emerge, and so will different understandings of these versions. 

The state, civil society groups, former power holders, and victims will all believe in certain 

interpretations of the past and these are likely not to align. They are likely to change over time too. 

Truth commissions constitute a recognized way of creating a reliable record of the past and stand as 

a fundamental pillar of transitional justice. However, they can present only one, static version of the 

truth, and “there will always be other stories, other memories, and alternative interpretations” (Jelin 

2003, p. xviii). Thus a growing body of literature is preoccupied with the role of memory in 

                                                 
3 The truth and reconciliation process in South Africa included the controversial truth-for amnesty mechanism, where 

amnesty was granted those that admitted their crimes (TRCSA, vol 1, p. 7).   
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transitional justice. In this framework, it is often the concepts of “social memory” (Barahona de Brito 

2010) or “collective memory” (Osiel 1997) that is treated. The terms transcend the idea of memory 

as a neurological process of the individual, instead focusing on its communicative and historically 

embedded nature (Barahona de Brito 2010, p. 362). Social memory consists of the narratives of a 

particular group or society that order and interpret the past. These  

“memory narratives” (Lessa 2013) can be marginalized or hegemonic, but are never static. They are 

affected by the present, just as they affect the present. This is apparent in transitional justice societies, 

where the implementation of specific policies depends on the understanding of the past. After all, to 

introduce reparations, you must recognize a wrong. At the same time, specific policies may affect 

memory narratives - commemorations, criminal prosecutions, and state apologies all legitimize 

certain interpretations of the past. Most often the official state narrative will be hegemonic, while 

alternative narratives may evolve within civil society groups.  

It is the objective of this thesis to investigate the role of memory narratives in transitional justice 

as they have evolved in El Salvador in the aftermath of the civil war. This includes identifying 

different memory narratives stemming from different sources, as well as exploring whether they 

constitute different notions of how to create justice. Because memory narratives are multiple, so are 

the ways in which they can be researched. In this thesis, I look at three different sources of memory 

narratives: The Commission on the Truth for El Salvador (henceforth, the Commission), the 

government as it was dominated by the ARENA party from 1992-2009, and civil society groups, 

mainly from Chalatenango. This will allow me to compare narratives stemming from sources that 

differ in time, place, and level of influence. The first chapter will provide the theoretical and historical 

framework of the thesis, presenting the main concepts of transitional justice, collective memory, and 

an overview of the Salvadoran civil war. This will be followed by the main part of the thesis, analyses 

of memory narratives, which will be divided in three: First I will present the Commission’s report 

(the TCR), the context in which it was written, and analyse the narrative it creates. Secondly I will 

analyse the civil war narrative as established by the Salvadoran state in the 1990s and 2000s as it is 

expressed in the country’s official history book and public monuments. I will also investigate which, 

if any, transitional justice policies were implemented during this period. This will include an analysis 

of two civil society monuments in San Salvador, as their range of impact can be compared with that 

of the state monuments. Thirdly, I will explore the memory narrative that has emerged in 

Chalatenango in the area affected mostly by the Sumpul massacre. For this, I will look at three 

sources: 1. Public displays, mainly murals and monuments in the villages surrounding Las Aradas. 2. 

Interviews with survivors of the Sumpul massacre, in which they describe the event, and 3. The 
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Sumpul commemoration walk. I will conclude with a reflection on how memory narratives can shape 

transitional justice measures.  

Transitional justice encompasses a vast research field, but the centrality of collective memory 

has only recently become subject to wide academic inquiry, however, the hypothesis of this thesis is 

that they are in in fact central: Not only does radical societal transformations generate a wide range 

of memory narratives, but perceptions of the past are essential in understanding which and why 

specific transitional justice mechanisms are implemented in a country, both on the state and civil 

society level. Therefore, the main part of the thesis consists of an analysis of the different memory 

narratives in order to expose the underlying differences in the interpretations they present.   

I have a bachelor’s degree in comparative literature, and my choice of methods will reflect this. 

I have been in El Salvador several times, and every time I have worked with people who were involved 

with the guerrillas during the war. As I did research for this thesis, I have made an effort to understand 

the conflict from different angles. While in El Salvador I have talked to former and current soldiers, 

and I visited the military museum in San Salvador. Unfortunately, I never managed to get an interview 

with an ARENA representative, but I have taken care to read articles from rightwinged media, as well 

as essays from the former US ambassador to El Salvador, Edwin Corr.  
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Chapter 1  

Transitional justice, collective memory, and El Salvador’s armed conflict  

  

Collective memory and transitional justice theory will constitute the framework for the thesis and in 

the following chapter I will present and define transitional justice, as well as highlight some of the 

main issues connected to it. Truth and memory are part of this, and the subject of memory will be 

explored in depth. This will be done through the conceptualization of collective memory and memory 

narratives in a transitional justice setting.   

Transitional justice  

Transitional justice refers to both an academic inquiry and political practice. It was developed as a 

recognizable term in the 1980s-1990s, mainly as a way to address the great political transformations 

of Latin America and Eastern Europe. 4  Transitional justice became an issue of international 

cooperation in the 1990s, as the mass atrocities committed in the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda 

caused the UN to set up ad hoc international criminal tribunals in 1993 and 1995. In the early 2000s 

the concept was institutionalized through the establishment of the ICTJ in 2001, and incorporated into 

official UN language in the 2004-report of the Secretary-General, The rule of law and transitional 

justice in conflict and post-conflict societies, and the Human Rights Council resolution on transitional 

justice and human rights from 2009.  

In the 2004 report the UN Secretary-General introduces the definition of transitional justice as 

referring to   

“the full range of processes and mechanisms associated with a society’s attempts to come to terms 

with a legacy of large-scale past abuses, in order to ensure accountability, serve justice and achieve 

reconciliation” including both “judicial and non-judicial mechanisms” (S/2004/616).  

This definition will be used here, as it allows for a broad understanding of transitional justice both in 

terms of what comes before the transition and what the transition entails. This is helpful as it points 

to the great variation of issues that can arise in phases of transitional justice, but still narrow enough 

to allow for comparisons across countries.  

                                                 
4 Exact coining of the term is not agreed upon. It grew out of the discussions on the transitional state many 

states were found to be in at the point in time. The jurist Teitel credits herself with proposing the term in 1991 

(Teitel 2014).   

http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/refworld/rwmain?page=search&docid=47fdfb22d&skip=0&query=A%20more%20secure%20world:%20our%20shared%20responsibility.%20%20Report%20of%20the%20High-level%20Panel%20on%20Threats,%20Challenges%20and%20Change
http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/refworld/rwmain?page=search&docid=47fdfb22d&skip=0&query=A%20more%20secure%20world:%20our%20shared%20responsibility.%20%20Report%20of%20the%20High-level%20Panel%20on%20Threats,%20Challenges%20and%20Change
http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/refworld/rwmain?page=search&docid=47fdfb22d&skip=0&query=A%20more%20secure%20world:%20our%20shared%20responsibility.%20%20Report%20of%20the%20High-level%20Panel%20on%20Threats,%20Challenges%20and%20Change
http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/refworld/rwmain?page=search&docid=47fdfb22d&skip=0&query=A%20more%20secure%20world:%20our%20shared%20responsibility.%20%20Report%20of%20the%20High-level%20Panel%20on%20Threats,%20Challenges%20and%20Change
http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/refworld/rwmain?page=search&docid=47fdfb22d&skip=0&query=A%20more%20secure%20world:%20our%20shared%20responsibility.%20%20Report%20of%20the%20High-level%20Panel%20on%20Threats,%20Challenges%20and%20Change
http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/refworld/rwmain?page=search&docid=47fdfb22d&skip=0&query=A%20more%20secure%20world:%20our%20shared%20responsibility.%20%20Report%20of%20the%20High-level%20Panel%20on%20Threats,%20Challenges%20and%20Change
http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/refworld/rwmain?page=search&docid=47fdfb22d&skip=0&query=A%20more%20secure%20world:%20our%20shared%20responsibility.%20%20Report%20of%20the%20High-level%20Panel%20on%20Threats,%20Challenges%20and%20Change
http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/refworld/rwmain?page=search&docid=47fdfb22d&skip=0&query=A%20more%20secure%20world:%20our%20shared%20responsibility.%20%20Report%20of%20the%20High-level%20Panel%20on%20Threats,%20Challenges%20and%20Change
http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/refworld/rwmain?page=search&docid=47fdfb22d&skip=0&query=A%20more%20secure%20world:%20our%20shared%20responsibility.%20%20Report%20of%20the%20High-level%20Panel%20on%20Threats,%20Challenges%20and%20Change
http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/refworld/rwmain?page=search&docid=47fdfb22d&skip=0&query=A%20more%20secure%20world:%20our%20shared%20responsibility.%20%20Report%20of%20the%20High-level%20Panel%20on%20Threats,%20Challenges%20and%20Change
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In being transitional the term expresses a process from something to something else – a before 

and an after. The before is a societal condition of injustice, a repressive regime, violent conflict or 

other kinds of systemic human rights abuse. The after is less straight-forward. In the following 

transitional justice is understood as open-ended. To the people affected, the immediate transition from 

repression or war may not seem just, and transitional justice matters can arise many years after the 

formal transition to democracy or peace. While transitional justice can be said to have a fixed aim, 

peace and justice, it is less certain when the aim has been achieved. Over time societies change, so 

does power structures and collective and individual memories. Transitional justice, writes Chrisje 

Brants, is a permanent process (Hol, Brants, and Siegel 2013, p. 5). The justice in transitional justice 

invokes several legal and cultural concerns, and opens the door to a vast subject field. In phases of 

transitional justice, as Osiel writes, consensus on moral principles is unlikely to exist (1997, p. 4), and 

conceptualizing justice is a central dilemma in “the context of a massive normative shift” (Teitel 2014, 

p. 38). In academic and institutional discourse however, the concept of transitional justice has 

developed to encompass a notion of universality. As the concept developed academically the 

surrounding discussions have been enlightened by UN endeavours and thus by the principle of human 

rights as a fundamental, universal norm. Transitional justice is therefore understood as a transition 

from systematic abuse of human rights to the adherence and promotion of these rights. Human rights, 

as well as other international legal sources such as international humanitarian law, international 

criminal law, and international refugee law are central to transitional justice. Utilizing a notion of 

justice based on universal norms helps preventing a form of ‘victor’s justice’ where individual 

interests determine the principles on which a transitional society should be based. This does not mean 

that traditional local notions of justice should (or does) not inform transitional justice mechanisms, 

and the UN emphasizes the relevance of “traditional dispute resolution mechanisms” (S/2004/616, 

paragraph 7). The relationship between international transitional justice norms and local justice 

initiatives is complex - mechanisms that adhere to international principles of justice may not be felt 

as such among the affected communities, and the transitional justice measures implemented may not 

adhere to international norms. The issue is somewhat addressed if transitional justice is understood in 

a broad sense, and with attendance to local needs and priorities.5 However, local priorities may vary, 

and national transitional justice actors can transform international norms to fit their own agenda. 

Justice then is an aspiration not always attainable, but an important aspiration non-the-less. In the 

                                                 
5 See e.g. Shaw et al 2010 for a thorough (and more critical) examination of the relationship between universal 

ideas and local realities.   
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following human rights and humanitarian law will provide the normative framework for interpreting 

justice in the relevant transition(s).   

Transitional justice measures  

The issues that arise in phases of transitional justice are abound and may differ greatly from case to 

case. However, it is possible to detect four key issues that reoccur across institutions and among 

theorists, expressed in more or less similar language as: Institutional reform, reparations, transitional 

criminal justice, and truth and memory. I will shortly present the main aspects of these issues, though 

only truth and memory will be explored in depth.  

 Institutional reform  

Institutional reform in a transitional justice phase involves the (re)establishment of a functional 

bureaucracy and civil service, and may include demilitarization and reintegration of military and para-

military groups. In cases where inequality, discrimination and poverty were central to the 

pretransitional conflict (as in South Africa and El Salvador) these issues should be addressed as part 

of institutional reform. This is never a straight forward endeavour, and connected policies cannot 

necessarily be pinpointed as specific transitional justice measures, though they are crucial in ensuring 

the aimed justice of a transition. Classic transitional justice measures include reformations of the legal 

and governing institutions.  

 Transitional criminal justice  

Transitional criminal justice is one of the most prominent issues of transitional justice, and often 

utilized in discourse as if interchangeable. Transitional criminal justice involves the prosecution of 

crimes committed during the phase considered as being before the transition. Trials may be held 

domestically, internationally, or in hybrid courts composed of international and domestic actors. 

Criminal trials are powerful markers of political and normative transition. “In the public imagination” 

writes Teitel, “transitions to liberal rule are commonly linked with punishment and the trials of the 

ancien regime” (Teitel 2014, p. 31). From Louis XVI through Nuremberg to Saddam Hussein - the 

punishment of former powerful wrongdoers has had great symbolic value in transitional societies. 

They establish an official and legal break with the past and express commitment to the rule of law. 

Criminal trials however, also pose challenges. In literature on the subject two dilemmas are often 

highlighted: The justice vs. fairness dilemma and the peace vs. justice dilemma. The first issue is 

connected to the ex post facto principle – though not always, many atrocities committed by former 
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regimes were not illegal at the time. How to promote the rule of law and at the same time prosecute 

retroactively? In many instances, this can be addressed by invoking human rights and jus in bello 

principles, which also should protect against a form of victor’s justice. Practical limitations arise in 

matters of financing, finding and providing evidence, and in the discussion of how far down the chain 

of command responsibility should be placed, as the ‘bigger fish’ often have the means to go free 

(Kritz 1995, p. xxviii). The other dilemma, often invoked as peace vs, justice, concerns transitional 

stability (Eisikovts 2014). In transitions that follow state repression, lustration or prosecution of state 

officials can leave the country without a functioning bureaucracy, further weakening important 

institutions. Legal prosecution can also enhance societal divisions, and create resentment among the 

prosecuted groups. This was seen in Argentina, where the armed forces exerted immense pressure on 

the newly elected civil government in opposition to legal trials (Lessa 2013, p. 57), and in South 

Africa, where the National Party openly threatened The African National Congress with civil war if 

its members insisted on trials against apartheid officials (Eisikovits 2014, wp.). This is one of the 

main reasons amnesties are widely utilized in phases of transitional justice - as is the case El Salvador. 

The difficulty of ensuring fair, legal prosecution while maintaining stability is even harder in societies 

where groups active in the pre-transitional period are still in power as they are in El Salvador, where 

the two warring factions are now institutionalized in political parties. The details of this will be 

addressed in the third section of this chapter.   

 Reparations   

Reparations refers to several transitional justice mechanisms of both material and symbolic nature 

granted by the state. This includes economic reparations, improving social services, official state 

apologies and commemorations. Issues of reparations include the state’s unwillingness or inability to 

grant sufficient compensation. These depend on the political climate in the country, which may favour 

a forget and move-on approach or refuse responsibility for crimes current representatives did not 

commit. It also depends on the capacity of the state, which may be severely weakened institutionally 

and economically as a result of its political transition. Another issue is that of selectivity. Reparation 

programmes often require a strong civil society that demand them, and they can be very politically 

charged as they necessitate the acknowledgement and sometimes prioritization of victims.  

 Truth and memory  

The issue of truth plays a prominent role in transitional justice. The right to truth in the aftermath of 

grave human rights abuses has been established by both national and international judicial bodies 
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(González and Varney 2013, p. 3) such as Additional Protocol I to the Geneva Conventions and the 

International Convention for the Protection of all Persons from Enforced Disappearances. As an issue 

of transitional justice, it is often the truth (actuality) of past wrongdoings that is focused upon. On the 

individual level, the telling and uncovering of truths may help create disclosure and promote 

psychological healing (Stan and Nedelsky 2013, p. 260), while a broader view highlights how the 

revealing and acknowledgement of grave human rights abuses may prevent them from happening 

again (ibid, p. 261; González & Varney 2013, p. 4). This is widely agreed upon by human rights 

groups (ibid.), and reflected in the names of truth commission reports such as the Argentinian Never 

Again (Nunca más) and the Salvadoran From Madness to Hope (De la Locura a la Esperanza). The 

assumption however, is questioned. Stan & Nedelsky hold that “there is no empirical evidence to 

support the claim” (2013, p. 261), and there are examples of peaceful, democratic transitions that had 

no official uncovering of past truths, such as the one found in Spain. Barahona De Brito et al note 

that, while truth-telling may be cathartic, it can also reinforce an ‘us vs them’ mentality (2001, p. 36). 

However, the uncovering of past wrongdoings can represent and reinforce a break with the past, 

decrease societal mistrust by promoting a society of openness and accountability, and it can enable 

other justice mechanisms, such as reparations or criminal trials, impossible without knowledge (and 

acknowledgement) of past events (Stan & Nedelsky 2013, p. 261). Without unveiling of past wrongs, 

they are hard to transit from. “Human rights violations target the voice” Slaughter writes, “and 

therefore, the voice should be the focus of international human rights instruments” (Slaughter 2007). 

Truth-seeking is ensuring the voice of victims is restored, and thus central to transitional justice.   

As part of transitional justice, the main truth-seeking instrument is truth commissions. Truth 

commissions are temporary bodies that investigate a specific period of the past, focusing on patterns 

of abuse. They are granted authority by the state and/or other official institution, such as the UN 

(Hayner 1998). The main task of truth commissions is creating an official record, while they may also 

give recommendations on reparations programmes, institutional reforms, and judicial action, though 

they have no executive power (ibid.). The first truth commissions were carried out in Latin America 

in the 1980s. Following the fall of the military regime in Argentina, a demand emerged among the 

citizens to know the truth of the clandestine activities that had defined the dictatorship (Stan and 

Nedelsky 2013, p. 99). The right to know the truth was regarded a human right. The civilian 

government authorized a truth commission that documented forced disappearances, torture centres, 

and abusive military activity. The commission’s report became one of the best-selling books in 

Argentinian history, and provided powerful evidence in the subsequent trials of military officials 
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(Hayner 1998). Truth commissions must face the challenge of creating reliable, unbiased records in 

societies where the truth is often contested. They are “highly political instruments negotiated between 

countless actors” (Brants and Klep 2013, 37), and must navigate through information given (or 

supressed) by various groups with different agendas. Getting access to information may be 

challenging in a transitional (or still conflictual) society, and few commissions can be expected to be 

exhaustive. Though truth commissions are often highlighted as an appropriate and encompassing form 

of victim narration, they face limitations of mandates, financing, and time that limit their scope 

considerably. Even the most detailed truth commissions cannot include all victims’ stories, the 

individual narrative must abide to create one fact-based and coherent (ibid. p.  

47). Truth, after all, “is not one thing, but many” (Stan & Nedelsky 2013, p. 261), it is founded on 

documentary proof as well as personal experience and cannot be confined to one limited document. 

The South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission Report (TRCSA), part of a process where 

truth was given priority (for instance through the amnesty for truth mechanism) utilizes four notions 

of truth: Factual or forensic truth; personal or narrative truth; social or ‘dialogue’ truth; and healing 

and restorative truth (vol. 1, p. 110). The first kind of truth regards facts that can be documented, 

while the second notion regards personal experience. Social truth is established through interaction,  

(and to be found in the connection between the truth commission’s process and goal, p. 113) – and 

becomes “the way in which a country comes to think about the past” (Stan & Nedelsky 2013, p. 262). 

Healing truth is one that contributes to reparation of past damages and safeguards against recurrence 

– for the truth commission this could be achieved through the integration of factual, personal, and 

social truth understood in their social context and in a way that ensured acknowledgement (TRCSA, 

vol.1, p. 114). This vocabulary is helpful in recognizing the various ways ‘truth’ can be interpreted, 

and how nothing can encompass a pure truth – the truth commission itself interprets and presents the 

truth within a certain form and to contribute to a certain aim (disclosure and reconciliation) – maybe 

most remarkably it recognizes that truth is constituted within a social context. This aspect is central 

to memory, as will be discussed beneath.  

Collective memory and transitional justice  

When memory is made subject in the debate on transitional justice it is in two ways. Of course the 

memory of human rights abuses is fundamental in providing witness in criminal courts and truth 

commission reports, but the centrality it takes in transitional justice discussions lies in its ability to go 

beyond the courts. This is either as a term that encompasses elements of transitional justice that are 
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directly connected to memory, such as memorials and commemoration (see e.g. ictj.org on Truth and 

Memory) or, as is seen in a growing body of academic literature, as a theme that encompasses the 

memory of collective groups, and that has a decisive influence on the way truths are determined and 

interpreted in a society. It is to this second idea of memory I will now turn.  

 “Collective memory is a woolly concept” Osiel wrote in 1997 (p. 18), noting how it was used 

in various ways, referring to more or less defined ideas. The concept was introduced by the sociologist 

and philosopher Maurice Halbwachs in La mémoire collective published posthumously in 1950, and 

has been developed since then as a wholly interdisciplinary subject. The concept is founded on the 

idea that memory is “intersubjectively constituted”, meaning that while it is individuals who 

remember, their recollections are shaped by, and in relation with, others (Misztal 2003, p. 6). 

Memories are shaped by cultural context, specific events, symbols, and, specifically, language (ibid. 

p. 11), thus they are socially communicated, and memory is social (Barahona de Brito 2010, p. 360). 

Collective memory refers to a past that is commonly shared and collectively commemorated (Misztal 

2003, p. 13), and as such encompasses the previous events and customs that have affected a group, 

but also the present-day representation of these. As such they are part of a culture’s “meaning-making 

apparatus”, because they impose meanings of the past that shape present reality (Misztal 2003, p. 13). 

Furthermore, memories are “deeply constructive acts” (Lessa 2013, p. 17) that continuously reorder 

the past according to the present, so past events acquire new meaning. This reordering to a high degree 

follows conventions of narrative organization (Misztal  

2003, p. 11). Lessa introduces the term ‘memory narratives’ to articulate the different forms in which 

people “set out specific interpretations and understandings of the facts” (2013, p. 19). Because 

memory is social, being part of a group enables individuals to remember, and this membership shapes 

the way in which memory narratives are formed (ibid. p. 18). Misztal employs the term ‘mnemonic 

communities’ to articulate the social context in which collective memories are shaped (2003, p. 15), 

and memory narratives are formed. The “main” mnemonic communities are the nation, the family or 

ethnic group, though Barahona de Brito notes that the concept can easily be extended to include other 

kinds of social groups (2010, p. 362). Osiel’s definition of collective memory centres around events, 

and how given groups are linked together by reminiscences of certain events and how these guide 

their collective action (1997, p. 18, footnote). Thus collective memory guides historical 

understanding, and is important in the formation of a common group identity. Mnemonic groups 

socialize us in what we remember, how far back, and what we forget – new members are familiarized 

with the group’s past, and by identifying with it, “attain a required social identity” (Misztal 2003, 

p.15). This process is not necessarily deliberate, though it can be. When it is, this is due to ‘memory 
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entrepreneurs’ - social actors (individuals, groups, or institutions) that create and preserve them (Lessa 

borrows the term from Jelin 2013, p. 19). The need to preserve certain memory narratives point to the 

fact that there will always be several narratives in one society. While a specific memory narrative 

may become hegemonic, there are always alternative versions (Lessa 2013, p. 20). These often stem 

from “informal, private or socially marginalized contexts” and may “coexist with or openly dispute” 

official narratives (ibid.). Official narratives can be state-sponsored or stem from another authoritative 

body, such as UN authorized Truth Commissions. Lessa utilizes the term counter-memories for 

memory narratives that openly challenges the hegemonic, and notes that the two may very well shift 

places as time goes by (ibid.).  

Memory narratives then, are socially constituted and very dynamic. They are never fixed, and 

evolve over time. This can be because of memory entrepreneurs, or present events, as “major changes 

in the way we view the past usually correspond to major social transformations that affect mnemonic 

communities” (Misztal 2003, p. 12). On the other hand, memory narratives can have immense effect 

on social transformation. “Memory” according to de Brito et al “is a struggle for power and who gets 

to decide the future” (2001, p. 38) – memory narratives can legitimize (and delegitimize) ideas, 

policies and visions for the future. This process is particularly evident in phases of transitional justice, 

where perceptions of the past is crucial in legitimizing new authorities (Lessa 2013, p. 21). 

Transitional justice also marks a phase where the past is often markedly subjected to conflicting 

memory narratives, and where the hegemonic narrative can be especially susceptible to contestation. 

Transitional justice actors, such as victim groups, former power holders, perpetrators, military, the 

church etc. are not just strategic actors, but also bearers of “particular constellations of memories and 

particular meaning-engendering social narratives” (Barahona de Brito 2010, p. 363). It is these social 

narratives that justify transitional justice policies and initiatives (and whether there even is a phase of 

transitional justice, or just a political transition). It is the official recognition of past wrongs that 

legitimize criminal persecution, and the collective memory narrative of a local hero that ensures his 

or her commemoration. Conversely, transitional justice initiatives can greatly affect collective 

memory (Lessa underscores the mutually shaping process in a text box: “memory narrative(s) ↔ tj 

policies” 2013, p. 22). For instance, Osiel describes how criminal trials shape collective memory 

effectively, creating incentive for people to reassess fundamental beliefs and provide a 

“transformative opportunity” in the commitment to liberal legality (1997, p. 2). On the other hand, 

the official memory narrative must recognize perpetrators as such, to instigate trials. While criminal 

trials may have remarkable symbolic value, commemorations, memorials, and reparations also 

effectively endorse one specific memory narrative and can strengthen its authority.  
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Specific places and sites “play an important role in helping to preserve group memory” (Misztal 2003, 

p. 16), and overtly symbolic varieties, such as monuments, may reinforce a memory narrative, just as 

it was shaped by one. This has been explored by the historian Pierre Nora, in his conceptualization of 

Liex de Mémoire, sites of memory. Certain minorities, he writes, will defend specific memory 

narratives “that has retreated to jealously protected enclaves” and this, “intensely illuminates the truth 

of lieux de memoire - that without commemorative vigilance, history would soon sweep them away” 

(Nora 1989, p. 12). The sites reinforce the collective identity of these minorities, minorities because, 

if the memories incorporated in the sites were not threatened, they would be unnecessary (ibid.). 

Memory sites are material, functional, because they serve the intention to remember, and symbolic 

because they refer to something experienced by one group, but characterizes something larger (ibid. 

p. 19). Specific sites of memory, be it commemorations or memorials, then become the locus of 

Lessa’s memory entrepreneurs. Transitional justice policies are the privilege of the state, and the 

memory narrative supported by the main official body can be backed by official commemoration 

dates and monuments, as well as legal action – and through school books. However, civil society 

groups, though less resourceful than the state, develop their own “strategies of remembrance” (Lessa 

2013, p. 21), including the establishment and continuous commemoration of liex de mémoire. 

Sometimes memorials and monuments are sponsored by nonstate actors, while various forms of art, 

such as books and films provide other mediums for memory narration.   

Shifts in transitional justice mechanisms and the status of memory narratives can be understood 

through the tracing of critical junctures – a concept shaped by Lessa to frame the two themes. She 

defines critical junctures as “different moments that trigger a phase of change” (2013,  

p. 23). The timespan of concern in this thesis covers two critical junctures, the negotiated transition 

from war to peace, and the political moment when the FMLN (Frente Farabundo Martí para la 

Liberación Nacional) party won the presidency in 2009, ending twenty years of ARENA (Alianza 

Republicana Nacionalista) dominance.  

El Salvador at glance  

The Republic of El Salvador is nestled between Guatemala and Honduras bordering the North Pacific. 

It is a small country, measuring some 20,721 sq. km, but densely populated. Of the 6 million 

inhabitants around 20% live abroad, mainly in the US. GDP in 2014 was US$25.16 billion, of which 

ca. 20% came from remittances. Compared to its other Central American neighbours, it has a small 

indigenous population. In 2014 estimated 31% lived below the poverty line (numbers derived from 
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the World Factbook, cia.gov). One of the main national issues is gang activity, due tos which violence 

has sky-rocketed and homicide rates are nearing one per hour (Watts 2015). El Salvador is dangerous 

at night for most of its people, and many small businesses are forced to pay monthly contributions to 

one gang or the other.  

There are currently five political parties in the legislative assembly, 66 of whom are 

representatives form ARENA (35%) and FMLN (31%) (cia.gov). ARENA held the presidency from 

1989-2009, where FMLN gained plurality in the National Assembly and the party’s Mauricio Funes 

was elected president. The presidency is currently held by Salvador Sánchez Cerén from FMLN.   

Prior to the war  

“Most of the Salvadoran tragedy has its roots in the story of land and who held it” writes journalist 

Joseph Frazier in his account of the civil war (2012, p. 3). Through colonization, independence, as 

part of the Federal Republic of Central America, national sovereignty, and until the civil war started 

in 1980, land in El Salvador has been in the hands of the few. When indigo was no longer viable as 

an export due to the invention of synthetic colouring in the mid-1800s, the country’s financial elite 

seized the land of the subsistence farmers (mainly indigenous communal land), as the often volcanic 

soil proved good for cultivating coffee. Vast majorities were left with no other alternatives than to 

take badly paid jobs for those that now owned the land and tensions rose accordingly. The first attempt 

to create democratic reform was initiated in 1927, but its effect was greatly challenged by the fall of 

coffee prices in 1927 and the financial crack in 1929. In 1931, following an attempt to introduce a 

free election, General Martínez instigated a military coup and took power (Moodie 2013, p. 24). In 

1932, indigenous workers and supporters of the newly founded communist party led a series of 

protests, ending in a violent uprising.6 Consequently Martínez ordered all insurgents to be killed, 

resulting in bloody massacres where people were killed by the thousands (Ching 2014, p. 4). This is 

one of the main reasons the indigenous population in El Salvador is comparatively small by Central 

American standards. One of the instigators of the revolt, Farabundo Martí, would later inspire the 

political party FMLN that is named after him.   

After the coup, El Salvador was ruled by a series of military regimes until 1979, “such that the 

country holds the dubious distinction of having the longest run of uninterrupted military rule in 

modern Latin American history” (Ching 2014). Land and wealth continued to be distributed 

                                                 
6 ”Approximately one hundred people” according to Ching (2014, p. 2) and “no more than fifteen to twenty 

people” according to Moodie (2013, p. 24) were killed during the insurgency.  
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unequally, the majority of it kept by 14 families (Moodie 2013, p. 28). The pronounced inequality 

inspired a growing affiliation with socialist ideals, especially in the rural areas. This was partly 

inspired by the growth of liberation theology (or new pastoralism) within sectors of the catholic 

church. Liberation theology provides a reading of the bible that emphasizes God as a god for the poor 

and oppressed, legitimizing that the people actively seek justice, breaking with ideals of Chistian 

submission, which effectively inspired people in the rural areas to organize (Pearce 1986, p. 113). 

The movement was especially triumphed by Jesuits, local and foreigners. Meanwhile fear of 

subversion made anti-communism a prominent sentiment among the power-holders in the country. 

Throughout the 1960s and 1970s ideological tensions rose, inspiring, among other initiatives, the 

foundation of ORDEN (Organización Democrática Nacionalista), a para-military intelligence body, 

the ERP (El Ejército Revolucionario del Pueblo) and RN (Resistencia Nacional) left-winged 

revolutionary organizations (Moodie 2013, p. 29; Frazier 2012, p. 6). As ORDEN created a thorough 

network of spies and effectively assassinated suspected leftists, the left-winged organizations carried 

out kidnappings of high-profile businessmen and diplomats, and violence increased on both sides in 

response to the measures taken by the opponent groups (Frazier 2012).  

The presidential elections in 1979 became defining in cementing the hope of democratic reform. 

Public opinion gave a coalition lead by Christian Democrat José Napoleón Duarte victory, but it was 

claimed by the military party and Duarte was forced into exile (Moodie 2013, p. 30). Subsequently 

state oppression grew and so did resistance, especially among students and poor farmers, some of 

whom were organizing in guerrilla-groups (ibid. p. 31).  

The civil war7  

The assassination of the Salvadoran Archbishop the 24th of March 1980 would eventually become the 

date that marks the start of the civil war. Óscar Arnulfo Romero was appointed Archbishop in 1977. 

Following the murder of his friend, Jesuit priest Rutilio Grande, Romero became increasingly 

outspoken against the oppression and inequality that dominated the country, strongly advocating for 

a peaceful dialogue – in his last homily called on the military to disobey orders to open fire on  

                                                 
7 This thesis rests on the hypothesis that there exists no consensus on the civil war, making it impossible to 

make a neutral account. For this reason, I depended on non-Salvadoran sources in this section (though I have 

read various Salvadoran accounts). Frazier’s account is based on his own experiences as foreign  

correspondent during the war, and his sympathies mostly lies with those that were caught in the middle of the 

fighting. The anthropologist Moodie writes from a more leftish persuaded point of view, while the 1991 

Americas Watch account concentrate on human rights abuses committed by all the actors in the war. Corr is a 
seasoned US ambassador, who served as ambassador to El Salvador in 1985-1988.  
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“fellow citizens” (Americas Watch 1991, p. 9). The Commission on the Truth for El Salvador 

concluded that he was assassinated by right-winged military affiliates while giving mass, but the 

matter was, and continues to be, surrounded by great speculation. According to the Commission the 

attack was planned by former major Roberto d’Aubuisson, who at the time went at lengths to pin the 

murder on the guerrillas (TCR, IV.D.1). The murder polarized the nation even further. It marked a 

stark systematization of violence and increase in forced disappearances, murders of political leaders, 

and attacks on labour unions and human rights organizations (Americas Watch 1991, p. 9).  

In late 1980, a coalition of the five armed opposition groups united in the Frente  

Farabundo Martí para la Liberación Nacional (FMLN). In 1981, they launched a “final offensive” 

in San Salvador, but it failed create the public uprising hoped for, rather sparking a violent response 

in the military (Americas Watch 1991, p. 10). In the early 1980s however, the guerrillas would assume 

more and more actual control and by 1984 they controlled most of the departments of Morazán, La 

Unión, Cabañas, and Chalatenango (ibid. p. 11). They were based in slopes of the mountains of the 

department of Chalatenango and Morazán, occasionally leading offensives on the capital (namely in 

1981 and 1989) and other departments as they pushed forward and recruited supporters. One of their 

main strategies was to incessantly weaken Salvadoran infrastructure, aiming at bringing the national 

economy to a collapse (Frazier 2102, p. 137). This included planting land mines (Americas Watch 

1991, p. 64). They carried out extrajudicial executions on intellectuals, municipal politicians, and 

other people they deemed to be against them (ibid.). Arms were mainly supplied from other Latin 

American left-winged groups, such as the Sandinistas in  

Nicaragua, though they denied it at the time (Frazier 2012, p. 104).   

 In spite of the turmoil, and the growing influence of the guerrillas, there were semi-democratic 

elections during the war (always boycotted by the guerrillas and their support base). After a military-

civilian junta instigated a coup in 1979, exiled José Napoleón Duarte returned as provisional 

president. He was outset by conservative powers in 1982, but in 1984 he became El  

Salvador’s first civilian president since 1931, leading the Partido Demócrata Cristiano (PDC) 

(Frazier 2012, p. 123). He was opposed by aforementioned Roberto d’Aubuisson, a military man who 

had co-founded the right winged Alianza Republicana Nacionalista (ARENA) as a reaction to the 

growing influence of the guerrillas in 1981 (ibid. p. 133). In 1989, ARENA won legislative power 

under Alfredo Cristiani and Duarte made history once again by handing over power peacefully 

(Frazier 2012, p. 123). While there were governments in place, none of the “three branches of 

Government - judicial, legislative or executive - was capable of restraining the military's 
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overwhelming control of society” (TCR p. V.1).8 Clandestine armed groups, the so-called death 

squads, basically operated under complete impunity, and as guerrilla activity increased, so did their 

influence (Americas Watch 1991, p. 86). According to Americas Watch, Duarte attempted to limit 

the use aerial bombing after his election in 1984, but the order was disregarded by the military (1991 

p. 54). Strategies of intimidation and violence prospered throughout Salvadoran society, and it 

became a custom to target anyone with seemingly leftish persuasion. Aimed in particular at students, 

human rights activists, and peasant and union leaders, targeted killings, torture, and forced 

disappearances grew (ibid. p. 17).   

In the shadow of the cold war  

While the guerrillas were supported by the Sandinistas, and probably other left-winged affiliates, the 

government and military received immense support from the US. As part of their international, anti-

communist strategy, the US would support the Salvadoran government with more than US$6 billion 

over the cause of the war, covering economic, military, and “covert aid” (Frazier 2012, p. 140; Moodie 

2013, p. 34). With the aid, the Salvadoran military grew from 15,000 to 60,000 people. The support 

included on-the-ground training in counter-insurgency, which included the formation of the Atlacatl 

Battalion that would be responsible for some of the worst atrocities of the war (Moodie 2013, p. 34). 

Duarte, even as he was backed by the US, complained of his lack of influence: Aid was always tied, 

and he saw his position becoming “’weaker and weaker’” as the US started dealing directly with his 

defence minister (quoted in Frazier 2012, p. 128). Triumphing military as well as institutional 

reforms, “U.S. intervention thoroughly penetrated and transformed Salvadoran society” Robinson 

writes (quoted in Moodie, p. 35), also thoroughly affecting economic and social policies (Corr 1995, 

p. 149).  

In the end, the civil war claimed more than 75,000 lives (cia.gov),9 and displaced thousands 

internally and externally – at the height of the violence around 1984, ca. 400,000 were internally 

displaced, while an estimated 500,000 had fled to the US, and 200,000 to neighbouring Latin 

American countries (TCR, III.II). The TCR concludes that, on the basis of the testimonies they 

received, 85% of grave human rights abuses such as torture, extrajudicial killings, and enforced 

                                                 
8 Frazier sympathetically describes a pre-1984 interview with Duarte, during his time as provisional president: 

“At the end of the hallway on the left a stocky man in a small office sat on packing crates and hunched over 

more crates he used as a desk, going over piles of papers and slowly shaking his head. One light bulb. No 

type-writer. No phone that I remember” (2012, p. 127). The presidency was not necessarily a powerful 

position.   
9 This is the most standardly used number, other deem the numbers to be closer to 94,000, with an estimated 

50,000 to 60,000 civilians (Wood 2003).   
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disappearances could be assigned to the State, including the affiliated armed bodies and death squads 

(IV.A). While the TCR did not constitute any exhaustive investigation, the proportions match those 

of the human rights organization Pro-Búsqueda, founded to find children that went missing during 

the war (Frazier 2012, p. 61).   

One of the early strategies of the military, systematic mass killings, is one reason deaths 

assigned to the military are high. During the early 1980s civilian population in areas where the FMLN 

were strong were deemed legitimate targets of military oppression (Americas Watch 1991,  

p. 47). The mountainous regions of el Morazán, Chalatenango, and the flat lands of San Vicente all 

had high concentration of guerrilla activity, and were all targets of massacres. The massacre in El 

Morazán (the Mozote massacre) has become a symbol of the immense brutality of the conflict, and 

constitutes the most violent incident in the cause of the war. In 1981, the Atlacatl Battalion attacked 

men, women, and children in the village of El Mozote, brutally killing around 1,000 people (Medina 

and Binford 2014, 513). The town was close to the headquarters the FMLN faction ERP (ibid.), and 

El Mozote was targeted as part of the anti-insurgent Operación Rescate (TCR, IV.C.1).  

The massacre of concern here is the Sumpul Massacre, carried out at the Sumpul riverside, at 

the border to Honduras. On the 14th of May units of Military Detachment No. 1, the National Guard 

and ORDEN initiated a series of violent acts in the villages surrounding Las Aradas, pushing the 

people to flee. Believing they could cross to the Honduran side under safety of the demilitarized zone 

at the border, they aimed for Las Aradas, where a bridge crossed the river. The military closed in on 

the fleeing people that were prevented from crossing the border by the Honduran military that awaited 

them. The Salvadoran soldiers then attacked the fleeing people, firing at them “in cold blood” as the 

TCR states – men, women, and children alike (IV.C.2). Some of those that survived to tell the tale, 

recollect hiding beneath fresh corpses to escape the bullets.  

Peace Accords  

Peace negotiations were already initiated (in secret) in 1981, and frequently revisited without result 

throughout the decade (Americas watch 1991, p. 10; Frazier 2012, p.151). Finally, following 

negotiations in 1990-1991, UN Secretary-General Javier Pérez de Cuéllar brokered the negotiations 

between the FMLN and the government (Núñez, Calderón, and Gil 2010, pp. 118-126), and the peace 

accords were signed the 16th of January 1992. At this point it had become clear that neither side would 

ever claim victory, and the foreign powers so significant in providing support for the fighting groups 

were losing interest (Frazier 2012, p.153). With the peace accords, FMLN became a legal, political 
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party, and ARENA and FMLN would become the two dominating parties in national politics. Other 

crucial elements will be described as part of a transitional justice framework in the following chapters.  
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Chapter 2 

Sources and methods 

.  

It is the objective of this thesis to investigate the role of Salvadoran memory narratives in the country’s 

phase of transitional justice. To do this, I will compare different narratives, and the main part of this 

thesis will be to explore the different interpretations of the civil war inherent in different 

representations of the armed conflict. This will be done through a structural narrative analysis, 

informed by methods derived from discourse analysis as presented beneath. In assessing how these 

interpretations affect notions of transitional justice and the measures implemented I will utilize the 

concepts of forensic, personal, social, and healing truth, collective memory, counter-memories and 

memory entrepreneurship.  

Main methods: Structural narrative analysis and discourse analysis  

A narrative is an account of connected events, narratology the theory and study of the narrative. The 

analytical tools proposed by narratologists is then fit to determine and analyse the kind of narratives 

that are produced in texts.   

The two main principles of narratology, fabula and sujet, were introduced by the Russian formalists 

Vladimir Propp and Victor Shklovsky. The terms have been translated and developed in various ways, 

but are always invoked in some form among theorists of narratology. Fabula is the chronological 

order of events, while sujet is the way in which they are told. In this thesis I will analyse fabula, as I 

seek to identify the basic structures of narratives across mediums. This will enable a comparison of 

the different interpretations of certain events in spite of them being presented in different forms 

(history book, oral interviews etc.). I will analyse the narratives through Greimas’ mythical actant 

model, that is based on the idea (first presented by Propp) that a narrative is constituted by functions 

that are characterized by their relation to the fabula of the text. In the mythical actantial model 

(mythical, because it is based on myth analysis) Greimas proposes a simple structure made of the 

relation between the functions of a text (Greimas 1974, p. 287).  

Greimas utilizes the notion of an actor or an actant, to embody the fabula’s functions (in a classic 

fairy tale the subject is the hero, the object is the prince or princess, the helper a magic creature, the 

receiver the hero who marries the object etc.).   
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The object is what is sought after (ibid. p. 282) by the subject, the helper helps the subject achieve the 

aim, the opponent the opposite and so it goes. The existence or prominence of a function vary from 

narrative to narrative (sometimes there is no opponent), and some of the functions can collide, so the 

receiver and the subject can be the same acatnt, as is the case in the classic fairy tale, where the hero 

also is the one to benefit from the marriage into royalty (ibid. p. 292). Based on the conceptualisation 

of Mieke Bal, I will deal with the functions in the form of actants and actors. Actors are agents that 

cause or experience an event, they can be divided in groups if they share certain characteristics (Bal 

1997, p. 26), being for instance old people, victims or perpetrators, and have the same function in the 

fabula of the text, such as subject, receiver or opponent. This will allow me to uncover basic narrative 

structures in the texts I analyse, while enabling a differentiation between different actants (e.g. 

soldiers and the guerrilla) that still play the same role in the narrative (e.g. opponents to achieving 

peace). It should be noted that the relation between the fabula and actors/actants is not necessarily 

constant during a narrative and that actors not necessarily are human (peace can be an object, and 

poverty an opponent).   

The study of the narrative is mostly based on fiction texts (though Greimas for instance makes an 

actant analysis of an investment account, 1974, p. 290), and thus I will be very selective in my use of 

narratology’s methods. However, because all texts are structured by one or more authors, their 

ordering is the result of a series of very specific choices, that are never predetermined, not even when 

dealing with actual events. Bal hints at the possible importance of the structure of sentences in 

determining the relationship between actors and events (1997, p. 15). She invites to caution in 

invoking the principle, but it may be of use here, as the objective of the analysis is not fiction texts, 

and less subjected to aesthetic manipulation. This leads to the next departure of analysis, found in 

Fairclough’s critical discourse.  

The basic structure looks like this:   

  

  

  

    

  

Sender   Object   Receiver   

Helper   S ubject   Opponent   

  

    

    



22  

  

Discourse analysis  

Critical discourse analysis as presented by Norman Fairclough combines sociological insights of the 

social nature of language with elements of close reading as they have developed within linguistics.  

Fairclough’s analysis is helpful for three reasons. First of all, it concerns all semiotic activity 

(Fairclough 2008, p. 120), that is discourse as texts and spoken language, but also visuals. Secondly, 

it is built on the idea of discourse as socially and historically situated, and in a dialectic relation to the 

social world. Thirdly, Fairclough’s analysis is specifically focused on discourse as an entity that 

establishes, maintains, and changes power relations and group identity (Fairclough 2008, p. 120). 

These dynamics are very latent in transitional justice narratives, and so a method that can effectively 

identify them is appropriate. Fairclough’s analysis consists of three dimensions: The text itself, the 

discursive practice (processes of production and consumption), and sociocultural practice (the social 

context). I will mainly use elements from Fairclough’s text analysis to support my narrative analysis. 

I will only utilize selected elements, namely wording (the way meaning is created through specific 

use of words – e.g. guerrillas vs. insurgents), grammatical agency (ten were killed vs. insurgents killed 

ten), nominalization, presuppositions (what is taken by the text as already established or ‘given’), 

foregrounding and backgrounding (what is highlighted, what is not). Through these means, the 

methodology can help establish social identities, social relations, and systems of knowledge and 

meaning as they are produced or expressed in the text.   

Narrative representation in the visual  

Some of my sources are non-verbal, but yet present certain narratives. Kress & Leeuwen have 

demonstrated how linguistic analysis methods can be translated into methods to analyse visuals 

(1996). Notably, this approach includes the analysis of the relation between actors in a visual, which 

includes whether they (the people or objects portrayed) are subject, object (i.e. goal), or opponents 

(Kress and Leeuwen 1996, p. 48). This methodological principle is echoed in the monument analyses 

made by Gill Abousnnouga & David Machi (2010 and 2011), who compare the choice of words, 

foregrounding, and agency in discourse analysis with the choice of form, arrangement, pose, and gaze 

of monuments, as they translate the terms from discourse and narrative analysis to the analysis of 

visual representation. They use the method to discover what “view of the world is being 

communicated” (2010, p. 139). I will do the same in my analysis, focusing on the values that are set 

forward in the monuments. The analysis will also be informed by Nora’s notion of memory sites as 

symbolic, functional, and material, as well as Reinhart Koselleck’s essay on war memorials from The 

Practice of Conceptual History. In his essay, Koselleck writes how European war memorials provide 
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a means of identification, both among the dead and among the observers. Questions of justification 

of the deaths are evoked in a memorial, and the observers must react to do this (Kosselleck 2002). 

My analysis of monuments will thus focus on how they represent narratives, and which values and 

identities they promote.   

  

It is the aim of the analyses to use a qualitative method, based on close-reading of a limited amount 

of sources, to identify the characteristics of certain civil war narratives as they exist within different 

groups in El Salvador. It is a presupposition of my analysis that we, as humans and producers of texts, 

speech, and art, think in narratives. It is also a presupposition that these narratives are socially 

constituted, and thus form – and are formed by – the social.  

Sources  

In the analysis, I will look at narratives that play very different roles in El Salvador’s phase of 

transitional justice: One from the immediate phase of transition, and others as they have developed 

since, stemming from both the political power and civil society. As such I hope to provide a sense of 

the breadth of narratives existent in the country and how they can vary across space and time. I will 

look at official narratives because they have extraordinary potential to affect which transitional justice 

measures are implemented, while I will look at civil society narratives to explore the tensions that 

exist between the different levels. I will include the two civil society monuments of San Salvador to 

look at two very different counter-memories that are offered to the public in the capital, while I have 

chosen to focus on the narrative of Las Aradas because it provides a substantial and forceful counter-

memory, and because I had unique access to different sources of narrative, via the commemoration 

and the interviews. I believe these narratives will be sufficient to conclude on my research question, 

though had the project allowed it, I would have included narratives stemming from civil society 

groups that differed from that of Lad Aradas regarding civil war affiliation and economic position.  

The analysis will be divided into three sections. The main source of the first section is From 

Madness to Hope: the 12-year war in El Salvador: Report of the Commission on the Truth for El  

Salvador, written by the Commission on the Truth for El Salvador (Columbian Belisario Betancur,  

Venezuelan Reinaldo Figueredo Planchart and North-American Thomas Buergenthal). The 

Commission invited the people of El Salvador to give testimonies and complaints of human rights 

abuses. It received thousands of submissions, and in the end picked the gravest incidents for further 

investigation (TCR, II.C). The scope of the report was restricted by the limited amount of time and 

resources available to the commission. The great time span of the war, and the amount of cases, forced 
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the Commission to choose only a certain amount, based on their graveness, the evidence available, 

and their representativeness (ibid. II.A). The document is available in Spanish in most Salvadoran 

bookstores, as well as online in English and Spanish. Since its publication it has been used as reference 

in media as well as education material.  

In the second section, it is my aim to establish which narrative the government has promoted in 

the public sphere. The political party ARENA has held presidency from 1989-2009, which has given 

them the power to control the state’s official narrative for 20 years. To find out which kind of 

narrative, I will look at how the civil war is portrayed through means directly aimed at the wider 

public. I will primarily analyse the civil war section of the history book Historia El Salvador II, edited 

by Luis Guillermo Bernal Ramírez, and published by the Ministry of Education in 1994 (second 

edition 2009). I will look at the two official monuments, Monumento a la Constitución (Monument 

for the constitution), and Monumento a La Paz (Monument for peace), that were both erected in the 

aftermath of the civil war (1992 and 1994 respectively). I will also look at a monument dedicated to 

Roberto d’Aubuisson that was inaugurated in 2002 on behalf of ARENA, and El Monumento a la 

Memoria y la Verdad (The monument for memory and truth) from 2003, that was made on private 

initiative, and not endorsed by the government.  

In the third section I will look at the narrative that has evolved around Las Aradas, where the 

Sumpul massacre was executed. To identify the narrative that is dominating around Las Aradas, I will 

look at three main sources: 1. Murals and monuments that commemorate the war in the area 

surrounding Las Aradas, especially as they are displayed in the public parks. 2. A sample of interviews 

of survivors of the Sumpul massacre, and 3. The Sumpul commemoration walk of May 2016. The 

interviews were made as a collaboration between CRIPDES and the University of Miami, as part of 

a research project on “The role of historic memory in healing and resilience after the Rio Sumpul 

massacre, El Salvador”. Courtesy of CRIPDES I have been allowed access to six interviews, made in 

different towns around Las Aradas in 2015. In section two and three I include non-written sources, 

because the written language is not necessarily the predominant setting for memory narratives, 

especially not in a country like El Salvador, where the literacy rate is below 90%, and written accounts 

are not as widely accessible as visual ones. Quotes from the interviews, excerpts from the monuments, 

books and articles written in Spanish will all be in my translation. The type of sources used in the 

three sections vary widely, because the people that promote them vary widely. This gives me the 

opportunity to compare narratives created by very different actors, with differing experiences and 

interests, and different means to express the narratives.  
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Chapter 3 

Truth and reconciliation: The Report of the Commission on the Truth for El Salvador  

  

The civil war officially came to an end the 16th of January 1992. While there had been attempts at 

negotiations between FMLN and the government since the beginning of the civil war, it was only in 

the early 1990s they began to yield results. In 1990, the two parties, led by five FMLN commanders 

and El Salvador’s newly elected President, ARENA’s Alfredo Cristiani, resumed negotiations under 

mediation of the UN and the Secretary-General. Following the first round of negotiations, the two 

parties agreed to ensure respect for human rights, and the Security Council established the United 

Nations Observer Mission in El Salvador (ONUSAL) in 1991 (un.org). The initiative was followed 

by the so-called Mexico agreements, signed in Mexico City in April 1991, that established 

commitment to constitutional reform, as well as the mandate for the Commission. It also constituted 

FMLN as a political party. Later the National Commission for the Consolidation of Peace (COPAZ), 

composed of representatives of all political parties, was set up to oversee the peace process. Together 

with COPAZ a process of purification and reduction of the armed forces was initiated, by 

establishment of an ad hoc commission consisting of three high profile civilian Salvadorans that 

would make recommendations of dismissals on the ground of human rights violations (Negroponte 

2012, p. 136). The final agreement was made at the Chapultepec Castle in Mexico City, and included 

demands of land reform, demilitarization, and reinforced the mandate of the Truth Commission. It 

also mandated a Human Rights Ombudsman’s office (Procuraduría para la Defensa de los Derechos 

Humanos). Lan reform was one of the main demands of FMLN, which they obtained, though it was 

met with difficulties in the implementation phase (Garibay 2006, p. 473). The demilitarization 

however was quite effective. By demand of the peace accords, the military structure of the FMLN 

was disbanded and their weapons destroyed (Popkin et al 1993, p. 2), several military bodies were 

disbanded, and the army was reduced to half its size by 1993 (Frazier 2012, p. 153). Screened and 

accepted guerrilla and government combatants joined the new national police force, though new 

recruits were mainly non-affiliated (Garibay 2006, p. 469).  

The Truth Commission, its mandate, and process  

The Commission worked under mandate to investigate acts of violence, while taking into account   

a) The exceptional importance that may be attached to the acts to be investigated, 

their characteristics and impact, and the social unrest to which they gave rise; and  
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b) The need to create confidence in the positive changes which the peace process is 

promoting and to assist the transition to national reconciliation. (Mexico 

Agreement Annex).  

The Commission was given broad powers, the access to “any establishment or place”, without giving 

prior warning, and the freedom to use and find any information they deemed appropriate. It was not 

given any judicial power, though the signings parties undertook "to carry out the  

Commission's recommendations” (Mexico Agreements Annex, 9.). The legal principles that defined 

the scope of its mandate were found in international human rights law (including International 

Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the American Convention on Human Rights) and 

international humanitarian law, which the Commission applied to both the military and the guerrillas, 

as the latter assumed governmental powers in the territories they controlled (Buergenthal 1994, p. 

526-27).  

The Commission consisted of three commissioners appointed by the UN Secretary-General: 

Former president of Colombia Belisario Betancur, former Venezuelan foreign minister Reinaldo 

Figueredo, and United States law professor and former president of the Inter-American Court of 

Human Rights (IACHR) Thomas Buergenthal. They were all foreigners, which is telling of the 

political polarization of the country at the time, as international truth commissions (contra national, 

or mixed) are quite rare. But as, Buergenthal notes “the country was too small for [having national 

commissioners], the conflict too bitter, and the domestic political culture too immature” (Buergenthal 

1994, p. 542). The commission hired an executive director and additional staff of 2030 lawyers, 

sociologists, and forensic anthropologists from various countries in Latin America, the US and 

Europe, but not El Salvador (ibid. 1994, p. 542).  

The initial work of the Commission included meetings with representatives from different 

institutions and civil society groups, and a wide reaching call for testimonies throughout the country. 

Subsequently it carried out interviews all over the country, visited sites of massacres and violent 

struggles, and sought information from the governments of El Salvador and the US (ibid. p. 505). In 

the end, the report was based on information gathered from public sources (newspaper articles, books, 

pamphlets), official bodies (US and El Salvador governments), and thousands of individual 

testimonies (Buergenthal 1994, p. 425). Collins puts emphasis on the fact that the Commission took 

care to reach remote areas of the country (in Stan & Nedelsky 2013, p. 456). The report consists of 

three volumes – one with the main findings (the focus in this chapter) and two annexes with details 

of the forensic findings of the Mozote massacre, the peace accords, and a compilation of statistical 



27  

  

information of the accounts received by the Commission, as well as a list of names of identified 

victims.  

In the end, the Commission received 22,000 complaints of acts of violence. The report presents 

some 30 illustrative cases. Within the scope of its mandate the Commission decided to focus on  

(a) Individual cases or acts which, by their nature, outraged Salvadorian society 

and/or international opinion; (b) A series of individual cases with similar 

characteristics revealing a systemic pattern of violence or illtreatment 

which, taken together, equally outraged Salvadorian society, especially 

since their aim was to intimidate certain sectors of that society (TCR II.A)  

The report thus contains detailed description of cases referring to prominent incidents such as the 

murder of Monsignor Romero, that of the 1989 murder of six Jesuit priests, their housekeeper, and 

her daughter, and patterned crimes such as the massacres carried out in the early 1980s and the 

assassination of mayors.  

The report followed Argentina’s Nunca Más from 1984 and the Chilean Truth Commission Report 

from 1991 but significantly departed from them. Both the Chilean and Argentinian commissions were 

investigating crimes committed during an authoritative regime, and focused solely on crimes 

committed by the state, while the Commission on the Truth for El Salvador was mandated to 

investigate serious acts of violence that had occurred since 1980, “regardless of the sector to which 

their perpetrators belong” (Chapultepec Agreements, 1.5). It also departed from them (and other 

reports such as the TRCSA) by not focusing on victims, their traumas and positions, but 

predominantly on the crimes committed and their perpetrators. 10  Quite controversially, the 

Commission decided to name the perpetrators in cases where they were “absolutely convinced by the 

evidence” (TCR, II.C). This meant establishing guilt without due process - something the  

Chilean Truth Commission made a point not to do (see Report of the Chilean National Commission 

on Truth and Reconciliation, Introduction to the English Edition). According to the Commission not 

“to name names would be to reinforce the very impunity to which the Parties instructed the 

Commission to put an end”, and thus interpreted that establishing guilt was part of telling the truth as 

the Commission was mandated to do (TCR, II.C). Buergenthal describes how there was initially 

                                                 
10 Nunca Más which was created to investigate disappearances, presents statistical information on victims as 

well as excerpts of testimonies, while the Chilean report has dedicated a chapter of some 50 pages to analysis 

the impact of human rights violations on families and social relations.  
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support from both the government and FMLN leadership to “name names” in the report. This, 

however changed, as it became clear how thorough the investigation was, and which names were 

implicated. One of the names, General René Emilio Ponce, is presented in the report as implemented 

in the murder of the Jesuit priests. He was the Minister of Defence and leader of the military fraction 

that controlled the military establishment, and he had been instrumental in the signing of the peace 

accords prompting fear of a military coup if his name was incriminated, or at least fear that it would 

severely hurt the reconciliation process (Buergenthal 1994, pp. 520-21). President Cristiani fiercely 

tried to influence the outcome in this regard, but in the end, the report makes a point of identifying 

the responsible by name. Another challenge was identifying FMLN fighters by name, due to the 

tradition of adopting nom de guerres, which would sometimes apply to a military positions, rather 

than persons.   

Challenges due to the social and political climate11  

The first election after the civil war was executed in 1994, which meant that the government in place 

when the truth report was written was the same as before the peace accords, and that the same military 

officers were functioning until the military reforms were completed. The transition that the report 

was part of was a negotiated transition, rather than one that constituted complete transformation of 

the regime in power. This also meant that there was no effective judicial system in place, all of which 

affected the outcome of the report. The latter meant that the Commission omitted to make certain 

recommendations, such as the trial of high profile military commanders, because it did not believe 

trials would be held on just grounds (TCR V.I.F).   

According to Buergenthal the first three months were especially challenging as the Commission 

was met with distrust from the Salvadoran society, and only few were willing to testify. The 

Salvadoran citizens doubted the commission’s credibility, and many were afraid to come forward – 

incidentally a fear that was not unwarranted (Buergenthal 1994, p. 511; TCR, II.C; Stan & Nedelsky 

2013, p. 456). Gradually, the situation was amended, as the commission took measures to ensure 

confidentiality. According to Buergenthal, the process was supported by the ad hoc commission’s 

                                                 
11 Some of the background information presented here is predominantly information based on 

Buergenthal’s accounts, which may seem contradictory as he is one of the authors of the text to be 

analysed, and thus the background information is likely to support the narrative set forth there. 

However, he is one the few primary sources to the work, and the only one to provide the necessary 

information that would otherwise have been a secondary account of this same information (as for 

instance Popkin 2004).   
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report, which marked a change regarding impunity, and also the election of a Democratic government 

in the US, believed to be less supportive of the Salvadoran military (1994, p. 518). The report itself 

regrets that it was limited by time restrictions (six months), and that “owing to the destruction or 

concealment of documents” some cases remained untold, due to “the burden of proof” (TCR, I.D). 

Buergenthal also regrets to have had limited access to military files, both from the US and El Salvador 

(1994, p. 507). Due to this, and the fact that many witnesses were protected by confidentiality or 

anonymity, the Commission categorized its findings in three categories, those of ‘overwhelming 

evidence’, ‘substantial evidence’, and ‘sufficient evidence’, with very strict demands on reliability in 

the cases where the report gives names of perpetrators (TCR, 3.C). In this sense the report differs 

from reports such as the Truth and Reconciliation Report of South Africa that prioritizes the personal 

narrative (the kind of truths it calls social and personal truths, covering investigations of “the broader 

social environment” and victims accounts). Instead the TCR deals with a kind of truth that is 

predominantly factual or forensic (according to the TRCSA terminology), dealing with the truths to 

which it could find proof. For instance, it led a forensic investigation of the Mozote massacre, which 

established that the victims had been predominantly children, and not guerrillas as claimed by the 

Supreme Court president (Popkin 2004, p. 112). A great deal of the report regards the truth narrative, 

how the truth was found out, the sources of proof, and the degree of proof. In the antagonist climate 

of post-war El Salvador, it was crucial to the Commission that the report was viewed as truthful and 

objective. Thus the Commission “had assumed and hoped” that they would be able to assign an equal 

number of crimes to both of the warring sides. This would have demonstrated the Commission’s 

neutrality, and made the task “politically easier” (Buergenthal 1994, p. 528). The fact that the 

commissioners also assumed they could do it, was telling of the extent to which the government and 

military had been able to control information during the war (the “massive wartime propaganda” as 

Buergenthal calls it; ibid.). This fact further complicated the Commission’s task as it was part of their 

mandate to assist in “national reconciliation”, not further antagonism on either side.  

All this is illustrative of the fragile point in time in which the TCR was made, and the different 

external conditions that affected the outcome of the report. These conditions were, to a certain degree, 

determined by some of the people being investigated, complicating the process. The rest of this 

chapter will investigate the result of the investigations of the Truth Commission in the midst of all the 

chaos.  
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From madness to hope12  

The TCR is divided into eight sections: I: The introduction, in which the armed conflict is presented 

as well as elements of the peace process and the process of establishing the Truth Commission; II: 

The mandate including applicable law and methodology; III: Chronology of the Violence, in 

overview; IV: Cases and Patterns of Violence – this section presents the “serious acts of violence” 

the commission has chosen to highlight. They are subdivided into ‘Violence against opponents by 

agents of the State’, ‘Massacres of peasants by the armed forces’, ‘Death squad assassinations’, 

‘Violence against opponents by the Frente Farabundo Martí para la Liberación Nacional’, and  

‘Murders of judges’. Section IV constitutes the majority of the report, from page 35 to 161 out of 209. 

Section V presents recommendations; VI: An Epilogue, and VII-VIII presents the Instruments 

establishing the Commission's mandate and persons working on the commission.   

In the report several narratives emerge: The main narrative is presented in the title of the report: 

From Madness to Hope. It is the tale of Salvadoran society going through a state of madness and war, 

ending with hope and peace. A fellow narrative to this is the narrative of how the Commission 

discovered the truth of what happened during the civil war, and the obstacles that emerged due to 

persons covering up acts of violence (the truth-narrative). This narrative emerges throughout the 

report. The two narratives provide the framework of the report, while the “serious acts of violence” 

constitute various subnarratives, presented case by case in section IV. Here, various military fractions, 

individuals, and organizations are named. I will deal with them as part of the actant-group they are 

part of, so that the National Police, the Treasury Police, the Atlcatl battalion and other military 

fractions all form part of the actant “armed forces”, just as it is presented in the report. Accordingly, 

the ERP forms part of the actant FMLN, all death squad groups form the same actant, and as does 

human rights organizations (HROs). Named individuals are mainly senior military officials, the 

FMLN leadership, or HRO representatives, who will also be dealt with as actants, so as not to deal 

with all individuals that have the same role in the fabula. In the following I will look at the different 

actants.  

“Between 1980 and 1991, the Republic of El Salvador in Central America was engulfed in a 

war” until the Peace Agreements were signed “and brought back the light and the chance to reemerge 

from madness to hope” (I.). Thus the report introduces its main narrative, in which the protagonist is 

El Salvador, and the object is peace. It is a narrative in which the protagonist goes from ruins to future 

(I.K), war to “new people rising from the ashes” (I.K), the ending is glorious and hopeful, which 

                                                 
12 Unless else is indicated all references in the following reference the report.  
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means that the object aligns with the values presented in the report. The fabula that emerges in the 

report presents the actors that have either helped El Salvador reach the goal (helpers to peace), or 

constituted opponents (opponents to peace). The object is mainly described in the negative, that is, as 

what determined that there was no peace. The main indicators of the nonpeace presented in the report 

are violence and the absence of the rule of law (I.A). The main opponents to peace are those that have 

acted outside the rule of law, being those that have committed grave human rights violations or 

violated humanitarian law, as well as those that have contributed to impunity. Thus, the truth-narrative 

supports the main narrative, truth itself being a contributor to peace, and impunity (enabled through 

the concealment of truth) an opponent.  

Another element highlighted as part of the “madness” is the mentality that “singled out as an enemy 

anyone who was not on the list of friend” (I.A), this is mentioned several times throughout the report 

as a violence-furthering element.  

Helpers for peace  

The ones who reconcile, sign the peace agreements, and “brought back the light” are the “parties” (I). 

The two parties are the “peace negotiators” (I.C), namely President Cristiani and his government and 

the “former insurgents” (I.K. my italics). The two parties, the government and the FMLN leadership, 

constitute the main actants in achieving the goal of peace, especially President Cristiani, who is given 

the title “the peace President”, and mentioned as the “driving force behind the peace agreements”. 

Furthermore, his role as a civilian authority and Commander-in-Chief is underlined, presenting him 

as a democratic, non-military president (I.G.).  

The wording of the FMLN is worth noting, as it differs whether they are mentioned as that, as 

insurgents, or as guerrillas. In the report “insurgent” is only used a couple of times, specifically when 

it is a point in the text that they have had governmental authority in some places (II.B) and thus are 

bound by humanitarian law. In other instances they are mentioned as the FMLN or “former 

commanders of the FMLN” (I.K), and while invoked in their role as Helpers of peace, they are never 

invoked as “guerrillas”. The Commission establishes a distinction between the FMLN as peace-actor 

and opponent through wording, even though the actors themselves were the same. Sub-helpers, that 

is actants that help the two main actants achieve the goal of peace, include the UN  

(II.A.), the then Secretary-General and “visionary” Javier Pérez de Cuéllar, (I.A), and the Presidents 

of Colombia, Mexico, Spain and Venezuela (I.A.).  

The truth Commission is the protagonist and main actor of the truth-narrative, while the UN, 

ONUSAL, non-governmental organizations, Salvadoran political parties, Colombia, Mexico, Spain 
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and Venezuela are helpers. President Cristiani and the members of his government, as well as the 

Commanders and members of the FMLN emerge as co-operators of the truth narrative, as are the 

Salvadoran people “without exception” (I.J).  

Salvadoran society  

The Salvadorans, whether invoked as the Salvadoran people or Salvadoran society are mainly 

described as passive. They have shown courage and outstanding spirit (I.J.), they constitute a society 

of sacrifice and hope, but peace “is always made by those who fought the war” (I.K.), so this task is 

left to other actants, while the Salvadoran society “is watching” (I.K.). Even though the report 

concludes that “all Salvadorians were so unfair in one way or another to their fellow countrymen”, 

this if followed by the statement that: “Moreover, the nation was a pawn in the EastWest conflict; 

Salvadorians were buffeted by a turbulent sea of waning ideologies and global contradictions” (VI). 

So while the report has to admit that the opponents in the narrative were also Salvadorans, both the 

people, the society, and the nation are mainly described as passive victims and reactors. They can be 

outraged (II.A.), hope, believe, and support (V.3.II), but are not, as an actant, attributed any active 

parts in the fabula. They are given a more active role in the future prospected in the report. Here 

Salvadoran society has a primary objective (V.3.I.F), hinting that they may have to act. Until the 

peace, the Salvadorans were victimized, fearing the representatives of other actants, but now “El 

Salvador needs new souls” (I.H.), and it is the people that will rise from the ashes (I.) The latter being 

a metaphor pointing to the utter destruction of El Salvador, and referencing the Phoenix, implying 

that the Salvadoran people will be glorious and powerful in the future, leaving behind the legacy of 

war. The wording supports a nationalistic narrative, preserving faith in the nation and its people, to a 

certain degree indicating that the opponents form part of some other group.  

Main opponents to peace  

In the introducing sections (I-II) the main opponents to peace are presented as “sides”. As such,  

“both sides” have committed “flagrant acts” (II.A), both sides “were encouraged” (I.B) by an idea.  

In some instances, the sides are specified to be armed forces and insurgent or guerrilla forces (I.C.; 

I.B.). As such, the report maintains the distinction between Salvadoran society and these two sides, 

whose main characteristic is their narrative function as opponents to peace. The flagrant acts they 

have committed refer to violations of humanitarian and human rights law, and these are the ones that 

are investigated in section IV.  

Section IV.B is titled “Violence against opponents by agents of the State” and describes one  
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“illustrative case”, “extrajudicial executions” cases a-k, and “enforced disappearances”, cases a-c. All 

cases are presented through a summary and description of facts with some variations in whether there 

is description of the background or analysis presented as well. However, all the cases follow the same 

narrative, with the same main actants. Every case is an event, a description of a crime, in which there 

is a victim. The victim actant is either FMLN members, civilian groups, church workers, journalist, 

or NGO-members. The main actant, the one to have committed the crime, is senior military officials, 

most often named, and on whom the Commission assigns the main responsibility of the act. The 

soldiers that in most cases commit the crime are also presented as main actors, but as less prominent 

than the senior officials. In some cases, the main responsibility is directly assigned to the Salvadoran 

state. Here the report makes no clear distinction between state authorities, state bodies (such as the 

judiciary), and the government. The connection between the state and the military is less clear 

however, and for the most part the report invokes the two as different actants. While the report notes 

that neither the judicial, legislative or executive branch of government were in a position to control 

the military (V.1), the military is sometimes invoked as government forces (the massacre in Las 

Aradas is called “Anti-guerrilla operations by the Government of El Salvador” IV.C.2). In the end, 

the two groups constitute an inter-connected actant. The narratives are connected to the second over-

arching narrative, the Commission’s search for truth. Thus, every narrative is followed by a 

description of a cover-up of the crime, and the institutions that helped. These helpers, or opponents 

to truth, include senior officials that have taken steps to conceal the truth, the Commission for the 

Investigation of Criminal Acts, named judges, and the Salvadoran state. In section IV.C “Massacres 

of peasants by the armed forces” the fabula follows the same pattern, in which civilian groups are 

victims, while the armed forces, namely senior commanders (IV.C.4), and the state constitute the 

main actant, in both the crime-narrative and as opponents in the truth-narrative. Section IV.D. presents 

‘Death squad assassinations’. The death squads play a very particular role in the over-all narrative of 

the report, and the descriptions of illustrative cases is supported by a description of the death squad 

pattern, including an account of how they originated. In this narrative, they are connected to the 

history of El Salvador, as a custom created by state suppression and landowners (IV.D.2), connecting 

the practice to the 1932 massacre as well. Named the “problem par excellence of that dirty war” 

(IV.D.2) the death squads are given a special status of being not just a temporary opponent to peace, 

but one of the reasons for the war, and everything unjust in the Salvadoran society. They are death 

squads, or “murderous paramilitary groups” marking their very existence as having only one goal: 

death. The fabula of the death squads present them as actors fighting an “alleged foreign conspiracy” 

of a Marxist insurrection and protecting the interests of wealthy landowners (IV.D.2). Thus the report 
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makes clear that the threat the death squads are fighting is non-real, and that they have no 

legitimization whatsoever. Their very existence is illegal, and thus violates the central value of the 

report, the rule of law. Helpers include businessmen and “members of moneyed families” who have 

supported the death squads economically, as well as the state, that has “supported or tolerated” the 

practice (IV.D.2). Roberto d’Aubuisson (who founded the ARENA party in 1981) is given his own 

narrative as head of a death squad, in which he provides the connection between wealthy civilians 

and the intelligence network of the security forces, as well as notable international “anti-communists” 

(IV.D.2). While the report presents many names as opponents to peace, d’Aubuisson is the only one 

whose actions are presented in a singular narrative, instead of him being mentioned as one of the 

actors in one or more cases, as is the case with all other actors in the narrative. This marks him as a 

remarkably essential opponent to peace.   

  

Section IV.E. describes “Violence against opponents by the Frente Farabundo Martí para la 

Liberación Nacional”, and is structured the same way as section IV.B, presenting cases in which 

representatives of the FMLN have committed actions that violate humanitarian law. Here the main 

actant is FMLN, and the victims include mayors in conflict zones, judges, and US soldiers in 

noncombatant situations. The truth-narrative is less evident in these cases, as the FMLN takes blame 

for the majority of the cases (that they do not perceive as illegitimate), and do not conceal their actions. 

In one case, the FMLN leadership tried and imprisoned the main actors of the crime presented 

(IV.E.(g)). In two instances, IV.E.2(b) and IV.E.2(f), the Commission concludes that it did not have 

sufficient time or information to determine whether the crimes were committed by the FMLN or 

another party, the death squads for instance.  The cases take up considerably less space than section 

IV.B. This aligns with the fact that the Commission received 22,000 complaints of serious acts of 

violence that occurred in El Salvador between January 1980 and July 1991, 800 of these complaints 

regarded the FMLN, and the Commission concludes that those giving testimony attributed almost 85 

per cent of cases to agents of the State, paramilitary groups allied to them, and the death squads, while 

the FMLN was accused in 5% of the registered complaints (IV.A).  

In spite of this, the style of the introducing sections makes a point out of the fact that the FMLN 

were responsible for serious acts of crimes. It highlights the fact that the Commission were to 

investigate “flagrant acts by both sides in the Salvadorian conflict and not just by one of the Parties” 

(II.A) and that “repeated human rights violations had been committed by members of the armed 

forces; these same rights had also been violated by members of the guerrilla forces” (I.B) the style of 

the sentence emphasizes the role of the FMLN, and indicates that both sides played the same and 
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equal part in the narrative. However, this is not the impression one gets after reading the whole report, 

especially not in section V, recommendations, where only little space is dedicated to 

recommendations to the FMLN, contrary to recommendations regarding state bodies and the military.   

Yet it is emphasized that it was “a war where all were unjust” (I.K) and that the Commission does not 

want to assign blame to any particular individual or party (VI). Instead the ‘blame’ “can be attributed 

to a complex web of events in El Salvador's history and to unique circumstances in world history” 

(VI), the report concludes. These reference the “East-West conflict” that is mentioned a couple of 

times in the report. While the Commission takes care not to assign all that happened in El Salvador 

to this conflict it does describe the country as a “pawn” or “victim” (VI; V.I) in the ideological 

struggle. It is only in reference to the international sphere that the report mentions ideologies. No 

Salvadoran actant in the narrative is described through its political conviction. It is the crime that is 

at the center, not its reasons.  

It is because of the reference to the (so-called) cold war, which are not expanded upon, that I 

will include the US as an actor. US presence in form of diplomacy and military advisers is mentioned 

throughout the report, though their role never receives extensive scrutiny. It is mentioned that the US 

Administration restores and increases economic and military assistance in 1981 (III.I), and that US 

diplomatic pressure “could bring about a reduction in the number of violations”, which it does a 

couple of times regarding death squads (III.II). Several instances are mentioned where it is made clear 

that US presence in El Salvador has been prominent, also regarding the truth narrative (e.g. 

IV.B.2.(c)). However, the US is not mentioned in section I.J of the report, where the truth Commission 

presents its expressions of gratitude. It is mentioned that the FMLN decided to consider the US 

military a legitimate target in 1985 – it is not explained why, nor how strong US military presence 

was in El Salvador. The mentioning of the weight of diplomatic pressure hints at the fact that the US 

could have done more to stop the violence, and the fact that it continued to support the Salvadoran 

government in spite of the grave human rights violations places the US as a helper of the armed forces 

and opponent to peace. This role, however, is remarkably underplayed in the narrative.  

One kind of truth  

The civil war narrative presented by the Commission is the narrative of a nation that goes from 

madness to hope, from violence and impunity to a democratic, peaceful society that adheres to the 

rule of law. The nation has been helped on its way by the government and its president, FMLN, and 

parts of the international community. The main opponents to peace have been the FMLN, to a certain 

degree; the government, to some degree; the armed forces to a high degree; and the death squads to a 
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very high degree. Another opponent came in form of the international context, leaving the US with 

an ambiguous role in the narrative.   

The Salvadoran people have been passive victims, and are thus blameless of the “madness”. 

This leaves El Salvador with hope – if it becomes completely democratic, with a party of former 

combatants, no death squads, and a powerful civilian rule with decreased military presence, the 

madness can end. The use of the word “madness” contributes to this narrative: Madness is a state that 

avoids blame and guilt. While the report does provide active opponents to peace, El Salvador (and 

thus the bulk of its citizens) itself remains blameless, victim to its historical context and the actions 

of certain, specified actants (especially the death squads) – and this enables the hope and 

reconciliation that is at the end of the madness. Making El Salvador the protagonist, almost 

personifying it, creates a sense that everyone in the country are responsible for it, and enforces a sense 

of imagined community.13 Neither ideology nor economic status play big parts in the narrative, which 

creates the sense that as soon as everyone adheres to the law, all the struggles of the country will 

disappear. By invoking the actant as Salvadorans or Salvadoran society, the report reinforces their 

societal function, and enables them (the passive civilians) to represent the nation – contrary to the 

military, government or guerrillas. By creating a distinction between the Salvadoran people and the 

two incriminated sides, the report challenges any one fraction that claimed it fought for, or was made 

of, the people (as both did).  

When FMLN representatives are described as former combatants and insurgents it is made clear 

that they are not fighting anymore. Just as the report needs to credit Cristiani’s role as “Peace  

President” it distinguishes him from the government that is an opponent to peace. In section I.F the  

Commission describes that it received hints from “highest level” to not name names in the report. The 

fact that no names to indicate who highest level is, is noteworthy, and even more so, when knowing 

that this is Cristiani. But making “the peace President” opponent to Truth would ruin his role in the 

narrative. This exemplifies how, ever through the narrative, the Commission balances between the 

changing roles of actants, aware that too much truth may endanger the reconciliation.  

FMLN’s role as an opponent to peace is exaggerated, as it is at first glance assigned crimes it did not 

necessarily commit, and its role as actant is emphasized. This means that those that only read parts of 

the 200-page document will view the crimes committed as equally distributed between the warring 

sides. This creates more balance in the opponent picture in an attempt to decrease societal resentment 

                                                 
13 Borrowing Benedict Anderson’s term that describes the nation as a socially constructed entity, constituting 

an imagined community where the inhabitants perceive themselves to be part of a larger group, even though 

they will never all meet (Anderson 1983)  
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and division - if both sides were guilty, reconciliation is the only way out. The report, after all, is a 

‘truth and reconciliation’ report, and reconciliation is given as much priority as it can without 

completely compromising the truth part.  

  

 
 

Aftermath and reception  

The findings of the report were met with controversy. Shortly after the publication of the report the 

Defence Minister General Ponce, named in the report for his involvement in the Jesuit murder case, 

issued an official response on national television. In his statement he describes the report as “unfair, 

incomplete, illegal, unethical, and insolent, and which partial treatment indicates a clear intention to 

destroy institutionalism, social peace, and the armed forces”(Orgambides 1993). He started his 

statement by saying that his televised presence was in accordance with President Cristiani (ibid.), who 

said that the report went against the desire of the Salvadoran people, which was to forget and move 

on (Hatcher 2016). The report was also denounced by the Salvadoran Lawyers Federation and  

“the entire Supreme Court” (whose resignation the Commission recommended) that accused the  
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Commission of exceeding its mandate and violating national sovereignty (Popkin 2004, p. 115).14 

Five days after the publication of the report, the congress passed the "Ley de Amnistía General" 

((Decreto No 486), an amnesty law that covered all crimes described in the report. The conservative 

PCN (Partido de Concertación Nacional) issued a statement declaring that the Salvadoran society 

should be committed to reconciliation, not to “revanchist and vindictive attitudes” (Caravantes and 

Peña 2014). Members of the FMLN have since complained that the law was passed in a hurry, and 

without proper representation of the FMLN, though Collins questions this as the law also benefitted 

FMLN commanders, and that there was existent FMLN representation at the time (Stan and Nedelsky 

2013, p. 456). Within the FMLN representation there seems to be different versions (Caravantes and 

Peña 2014). Popkin et al emphasise that the law was pushed through in spite of objections from the 

opposition parties (1993, p. 7).   

Most of the officers named in the Truth Commission and the ad hoc-commission were removed 

or retired from their positions due to pressure of the UN and the US (Popkin 2004, p. 115).  

The Commission’s recommendation regarding purging of named individuals in public offices was 

rejected as unconstitutional (ibid.), meaning that named individuals from both “sides” remained in, 

or obtained, high prestige positions within the public sphere after the publication of the report. The 

judiciary was reformed considerably, following some of the recommendations of the Commission, 

including removing selection from direct political control, and raising salaries. However, the Supreme 

Court maintained its control over most aspects of the judiciary, contrary to the recommendations of 

the TCR (Popkin 2004, p. 118).  

These two elements, purging of military officers and reform of the judicial system, were the 

only recommendations of the Commission to be carried out by the Salvadoran government, even 

though this was a breach of the peace accords. Without the support of the government, and the political 

opposition more “immediately concerned about other aspects” of the accords, civil society was not 

strong enough to demand them implemented (Popkin 2004, pp. 105-124). In the end, it was a matter 

of prioritization – the transitional justice measures implemented were those that would ensure peace, 

and when this was secured the negotiating actors could make sure that their interests were not 

negatively affected (Segovia 2009, p. 27). As part of a negotiated transition, and not a transformative 

transition like many other truth reports, the report and its reception was highly affected by the fact 

                                                 
14 Most literature on the subject does not mention the reaction of other sectors of society, though one can 

assume that the reaction of the FMLN was less intense as its representatives to a higher degree cooperated 

with the Commission to reveal the truth. A representative of the left-winged publisher Equipo de Maiz, 

Alfredo, told me that he found the report “excellent”, though noted that the Commission had not had much 

time to do its job.  
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that the main culprits presented in the report were still in power at the time of publication. A truth 

commission, writes Popkin, is a unique opportunity develop consciousness about the violence of the 

past, and to create a new discourse about what happened (2004, p. 106). In the end, there were many 

with no interest in promoting the kind of discourse presented by the Commission. The “major Achilles 

heel” of the TCR, writes Popkin, was the official response and reaction that at the time attracted more 

attention than the content of the report (2004, p. 116). At the time, 15 the truth report did not become 

the authoritative narrative that truth reports have the potential to be. Whether any one narrative ever 

becomes completely authoritative in El Salvador is not for me to conclude. Instead I will turn to some 

of the narratives promoted by ARENA, who would be in charge of the official civil war narrative for 

the next 17 years.  

  

  

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
15 It is beyond this thesis to conclude the status of the report today. It is available in larger bookstores, and 

referenced by the media of both conservative and non-conservative persuasion (e.g. from the centre-right La 

Prensa Gráfica, see the article by Chávez, 2016). A history professor from UCA (Central American  

University "José Simeón Cañas") told me that he always had parts of the report on the curriculum, and that it 
differed widely whether the students had read it before (though more often not, especially regarding students 
from public schools).  
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Chapter 4  

Narratives of war 1992-2009  

In this chapter my focus is truth and memory as part of a transitional justice setting. The larger part 

of the chapter will deal with the narratives sponsored by the state, which includes the analysis of the 

history book, Historia El Salavdor II, as well as an analysis of two monuments constructed in the 

wake of the peace accords. Finally, I will include an analysis of two additional monuments, sponsored 

by an independent committee and the ARENA party respectively. I have included these two 

monuments because they promote a different narrative, and a different principle of collective memory 

than the official document and monuments, while still being available to the public (in San Salvador).  

The national history of civil war  

Writing history books in a transitional society is a daunting task. Different and opposing versions of 

the past are latent, and it is the job of the text book writer to make sense them, shaping the 

understanding of future generations. The rewriting of history books in a transitional setting can, on 

one side, be a way to acknowledge past wrongs, and on the other, cement certain interpretations, 

presenting them as unequivocal truths. They will often aim to develop a new national consciousness 

and vision, signal a break with the past, and contribute to reconciliation (history books traditionally 

being connected to the nation-building project), and while some text books dealing with events of 

which the interpretation is contested may present the differing views, many history books aim to 

create a shared narrative (Stan and Nedelsky 2013, p. 93).   

The history books, Historia I-II El Salvador,16 were first published in 1994, with a new edition 

published in 2009. They were published by the ministry of education, and are used in public education 

centres throughout the country. The ministry of education estimates that it is currently used in more 

than 5,000 education centres, on various levels (see attachment 1). The introduction to the book is 

signed by the Minister and Vice Minister of education, Darlyn Xiomara Meza and José Luis Guzmán 

(ARENA). The books are traditionally written textbooks, in the sense that they aim to create a shared 

national narrative within a socioeconomic interpretative framework (only occasionally are different 

historians’ interpretations of the history presented, and never regarding the war). Historia II (2009 

edition)17 covers units IV-VI, starting in 1870 and ending in 2009 with the 2009 election of Mauricio 

                                                 
16 Unless otherwise indicated page-references in this section are to Historia II.  
17 Unfortunately, I have been unable to acquire the 1994-edition, though the ministry of education has been 

helpful in assisting my search. According to the foreword, changes include additions to the first chapters. 
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Funes. Unit VI deals with "Social crisis, armed conflict and the new realities after the peace accords" 

in five chapters. Chapter 30 “The beginning of the crisis” deals with the 1970s as a prelude to the civil 

war, chapter 31 specifically with the civil war, chapter 32 with the peace accords, chapter 33 with the 

societal transition that followed, and chapter 34 presents the effects on El Salvador of natural disasters 

and globalization. In the following I will investigate which civil war narrative the text presents in 

chapters 30-32. The chapters constitute 42 out of ca. 300 pages in total. Thus the conflict is not given 

spatial priority compared to other events in the history of the country, though the war is alluded to 

throughout the book as a part of a wider process. It is described how the lack of a reformation of the 

existing economic system in the early 1900s to one that better handled the social inequality served as 

a preamble to the continuing polarization of the country (p. 53). The civil war is later named “the 

crisis”, or national trauma (p. 220; p. 203), and thus serves as a culmination of all the unrest and social 

repression that characterized the 1900s in El Salvador.  

El Salvador again emerges as the subject of the narrative, being the entity that goes from a 

situation of crisis, to one of “new realities”, and from stubborn polarization to democracy. The object 

aligns with the values set forth in the introduction to the book - a just, democratic and peaceful society 

(p. 3). Just as in the TCR, human rights are repeatedly invoked as a norm to measure actions by, and 

human rights again emerges as the object in the fabula, together with democracy, the second focus of 

the unit. The civil war is rooted in the lack of functioning democratic institutions, increasing 

militarization, poverty, and failed agrarian reform as all these aspects became increasingly dominant 

in the 1970s (chapter 30). It is presented as the ultimate challenge the subject has to overcome to 

achieve democracy, which it does with the establishing of the peace accords. The democracy, 

however, is presented as incipient, and the result of great effort and sacrifice (p. 244). The ending is 

not glorious, but hard-won and the process problematic as chapter 32 presents - where various 

problems concerning the peace accords and their implementation are presented. Even though the war 

is presented as rooted in social injustice, the reader is reminded that “in social matters, everything is 

created, the result of human liberty” (p.  

203). Conflict of interests and even egoistic attitudes are presented as the main culprits. Thus any 

opponent to democracy is deemed an antagonist, no matter their (alleged) motives. Chapter 31 starts 

by describing how the social actors closed for a dialogue, showing more interest in their own 

particular positions (p. 221), which sets dialogue up as an option from the outset. The social actors 

                                                 

expanding on the ideological tensions as they evolved in the 1920s, the different interpretations of the 

Hernández Mártinez, and “new dates” regarding the 1970s and civil war.       
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alluded to, are then presented as the extreme left and right (p. 221), also described as “the two 

antagonistic forces” (p. 203). Thus the opponents to democracy are introduced, establishing an 

interpretation of the war as being between two parties, both framed through their political positions 

(they are predominantly left and right, not e.g. rich and poor). This establishes a fabula that leaves the 

wider population caught in the middle, subjected to the radical ways of the two groups – victimized, 

just as in the TCR.  

The one side, the left, are explained to be a formation of various insurgent sub-groups finally 

constituted in the FMLN. They are presented to be encouraged by the Sandinista victory in Nicaragua, 

and of left-wing persuasion, but are never called communists. Rather they are insurgents, FMLN, or 

to a lesser degree, guerrillas. Thus they are mainly described through their function in relation to the 

subject, the Republic of El Salvador. This is specifically notable as no other actor is called insurgent 

in the book. The uprising of 1932 is called popular rising, or peasantindigenous revolt (p. 113), but 

described in a much more sympathetic manner than that of the 1980s, notable especially because the 

guerrillas saw themselves in direct prolongation of the 1932 uprising. Various examples of the use of 

violence by the FMLN is given, notably kidnappings (p.  

211), the assassinations of mayors (p. 211-12), the “massacre of Zona Rosa” (p. 225), sabotage (p. 

226; p. 231 expands on the social consequences of sabotage), and the general offensives of 1981 and 

1989. The use and harmful effect of landmines is mentioned (p. 229), but not specifically assigned to 

either side.  

The other side is presented as the part of the extreme right that opted for violent solutions, 

including the armed forces. It is less specified what the deplorable illegal deeds of the military was.  

Deaths squads and their habits of torture and forced disappearances are mentioned, though as a “on 

the other side” to the assassinations of mayors (p. 212). It is mentioned that the military had grand 

operatives in the early 1980s, and that the US implores them to uphold human rights due to these 

operatives, but, except for the mentioning of the Mozote massacre, their character are never specified 

(p. 224). It is described that the grand operatives of the military in the early 1980s caused great losses 

among the insurgents and their support bases, that the population suffered immensely in these years, 

and that in the first years of the war the massacres of El Mozote and Zona Rosa occurred (p. 224). 

This establishes a continuity of sentences that partly excuses the operatives of the soldiers as part of 

a military strategy, while at the same time demonizing the effects of war on the  

“innocent civil population”.  
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On the following page is a text box, presenting the two “massacres”. The events are given the same 

space, though the picture shown is of a monument in El Mozote showing a family, giving this story 

slightly more weight. Both descriptions are derived from the TCR, though it should be noted that in 

the report the killings in La Zona Rosa (an FMLN attack on unarmed US state marines, in which four 

marines and nine civilians were killed) is not called a massacre. The excerpt from the TCR asserts the 

number of Mozote deaths to be 200, and the book mentions another source that points to  

819 victims in Mozote and the surrounding areas, while the number of deaths of the Zona Rosa 

“massacre” is not specified. This establishes an equilibrium of harmful deeds done by the “two sides”. 

The death tolls of the Zona Rosa incident are left to the imagination, and it is never noted that the 

peasant massacre carried out by the armed forces was not a singular occurrence. In this manner, the 

text creates a balance between the two sides of war perpetrators. The issue of “who committed the 

worst crimes” that is thematised in the TCR is glaringly non-existent in the school book, and in the 

narrative both the extreme right and the left are equal obstacles to democracy, with a slight emphasis 

on the crimes of the guerrillas, as these are described in more detail. This is balanced out by the fact 

that the driving force of the guerrillas is explained as being lack of democratic possibilities and deep-

rooted inequality (this is clearer in the first chapters of the book, while unit VI, to a less clear degree 

prescribes self-interest as an additional motive). The explanations of the actions of the extreme right 

(and military) is harder to find. Their motives are prescribed a military tradition of holding power 

throughout the book (see e.g. p. 184), but also a determination to defend the interests of the wealthy 

(p. 219). Thus the economic power holders of the country are grouped in the same opponent group as 

the military, as they chose to maintain their riches instead of neutralizing the revolutionary movement 

(p. 219). Like in the report, this rich group remain on the side line of the narrative, as motivator and 

enabler, but never main actor. It does however place the actions of the military firmly on the side of 

those with egoistic attitudes. If the reader should become sympathetic to the guerrilla movement in 

chapter 30, this is prevented in chapter 31 which opening part shows a picture of “civilians seeking 

refuge during the guerrilla offensive of 1989”, in which women and children are running, one of them 

with a white flag. The equilibrium is maintained. Contrary to the TCR, actors of both sides are solely 

described as part of their actant group. No names, or concrete places of origin are mentioned.  

Other actants that constitute obstacles in the democracy narrative are those that support either 

of the two groups. Beside the financial elite, these are found mainly in the form of other states. 

According to the book, the guerrilla movement received support from various countries, as well as 

the US solidarity network, but most emphasised is the support it received from Cuba and Nicaragua, 

who had a special interest in the revolutionary victory to get “more power to their own governments” 
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(p. 223). This makes the two countries actors on par with El Salvador’s financial elite – supporting 

the prolongation of the war solely in their own interest. The US plays, as in the TCR, a 

multidimensional role, though mostly it is an enabler of war. The textbook emphasises that the vast 

amounts of economic and military aid sent to the country by the US “not only served to defeat the 

left, but also to build and promote democracy” (p. 226), and mentions a couple of times that the US 

insisted that the military should have human rights in mind (p. 226). However, in chapter 31 the US 

is mentioned enough to become a prominent military player in itself. The introduction to the chapter 

presents the cold war and the support of the US and the USSR as one of the reasons for the war (p. 

221), and later the arrival of the US Secretary of Defence causes a change of military strategy that 

intensifies the violence in the war (p. 226). Ultimately chapter 31 concludes that peace was only 

facilitated after the US conceded that a military victory was not possible (p. 232). The reasons behind 

Reagan’s policy is explained purely to be founded in national security and regional strategic interests 

(p. 223). This ultimately makes the role of the US an egoistic actor, that works as actor against peace 

and democracy, in spite of insistence in the text that is was also working for democracy. It is notable 

that the US are never mentioned in chapter 32 on the peace accords as anything but a facilitator of 

war (p. 234).  

  

Actants for democracy are all the actors, named and unnamed, that “tried to initiate accords that could 

allow a negotiated solution” (p. 221). This include Archbishop Romero and President Duarte, both of 

whom, according to the text, worked for dialogue and negotiated solutions (p. 221; p. 227).  

It also includes the “social forces” that sought to set the bases for a new political system - this being 

all the political parties (p. 226), including the newly founded ARENA. Interestingly, the Salvadoran 

government is hardly ever mentioned. As such they become a non-actor, and, if anything, subject to 

the government of the US or the military itself. The opportunity this kind of textbooks have to present 

“official acknowledgment of past harm” (Stan & Nedelsky 2013, p. 97) is thus surpassed (though the 

actions of violence is condemned), creating instead a narrative that presents two independent groups 

as the perpetrators, leaving the state itself guilt-free.  
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The book sets up a narrative that equalizes and denounces the forces that made the war, whichever 

their motivations. As especially the box concerning massacres illustrates, any act of war is deplorable. 

It does not directly adopt the language of one group (the guerrillas are insurgents, but never 

communists), though it does concede to the left-winged narrative that blames the military for 

defending the interests of the rich. Overall, the two sides are placed in the same actant group: Those 

that are obstacles to peace. The narrative is not so much reconciliative, as it is democracy promoting 

– democracy is mentioned several times as the only acceptable way forward. The absence of the 

government as an actor in the narrative also supports this. It was supposedly a democratic institution 

even during the war, and while it was not actually unconnected to the military,18 this is the dominant 

idea you get from the text. The book is aimed at school children and high school students, those that 

came after the war, not those that fought it. The narrative it sets forward is one that promotes 

democracy and human rights, and ensures that any use of violence is condemned: No matter the 

circumstances and the motivation, violence should not be seen as an option for the younger 

generations. Thus they are presented with a narrative of how the country and the people of El Salvador 

were held hostage by two antagonistic forces, thus enabling a sense of nationalist opportunity. 

However, while the extreme right and left are presented as antagonists in the narrative, their actions 

are never described or explained in ways that completely demonizes them. This is supported by the 

fact that, even though the text does condemn personal interest as motivator, no specific representative 

of either side is mentioned. In contrast, the US Secretary of Defence, Caspar Weinberger, is 

                                                 
18 A tour of the military museum in San Salvador shows that the military explains their role in the war as one 

that was part of the state, directed by the government, and as such a defender of democracy.  
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mentioned by complete name. Thus, the arming sides become, to a certain degree, subject to foreign 

state interests. The text does encourage that the antagonisms of the war are left behind, and that no 

concrete grudges are maintained, while not exactly reconciliative, the text does take care not to be too 

divisive. It does attempt a shared narrative that upholds the values of solidarity and cohabitation.  

Christ and the naked woman  

Two monuments directly related to the war were constructed by the government in the early 1990s: 

The monument for the constitution, and the peace monument El Cristo de la Paz. They were both 

created by the Salvadoran Rubén Martínez Bulnes.19   

El monument de la Constitución, mainly known in El Salvador as La Chulona, the naked 

woman, is placed on a central roundabout not far from the national university, on the Calle de la 

Constitución. It was inaugurated in 1992 to symbolize national commitment to the constitution. The 

monument depicts a woman in black material standing on a white, square pedestal. The top of the 

pedestal carries the words “TODAS LAS PERSONAS SON IGUALES ANTE LA LEY” (all persons are equal 

before the law). At the bottom of the pedestal, beneath the figure, are several plaques. One with the 

first article of the constitution (that was signed in 1983), one with its signatories, and one declaring 

the 20th of December the national constitution day. The roundabout is in the middle of four roads, and 

as it is placed on a hill, it can be seen from quite a distance. The woman is standing erect and agile, 

and as the classic Lady Justice she is holding a sword in her right hand and a scale in her left. The 

sword is held high and erect, making it an active instrument. The woman is not blindfolded, though 

does appear to have closed eyes. This makes her an active figure as the objectivity usually represented 

by the blindfold, instead becomes an active choice. This indicates that commitment to the constitution 

and justice needs to be an active and personal choice to be continuously renewed, and not be taken 

for granted. According to the artist the woman is naked because justice has nothing to hide, and young 

because justice was new in the country (Murcia, Arias, and Baires 2009). The square pedestal that 

carries the figure represents the constitution, establishing adherence to the constitution as the 

foundation for justice. The place also functions as a square where people hang out, especially in early 

evenings. This symbolizes that the constitution is a public affair of the people, serving democratic 

ends, not merely politicians.   

                                                 
19 In 2012, the legislative assembly honoured Bulnes with the title “distinguished sculptor of El Salvador” 

(notable escultor de El Salvador), cementing his continuing support from the various political parties.  
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The overall narrative of the monument is one that acknowledges, but mainly breaks with, the past. 

Justice is new and young, but strong and glorious – ready to lead the Salvadorans forward. From what, 

remains unsaid.  

   
El Monumento de la Constitución, photo taken 16th of May 2016  

El Cristo de la Paz was inaugurated the 10th of January 1994, ready to celebrate El Salvador’s role as 

host for the Central American Games. It stands high above a big square, in the outskirts of San 

Salvador, close to the highway that leads to the airport. It depicts a black Christ-figure (3.5 metres) 

held up by a large white pedestal (some 15 metres high). The naked Christ is has his arms stretched 

outward with the fingers on the right hand forming a V, while there is an almost flying dove in his 

left hand. On the pedestal letters form the words “LA PAZ SEA CON VOSOTROS” (may the peace be 
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with you). The monument is big and glorious, depicting a hovering, or maybe ascending, Jesus, in a 

version that is strong and active (Jesus with a six-pack). The monument seems to display Christ, the 

Saviour, saving the Salvadorans with peace. The peace is something mandated from above, a gift and 

a prerogative. The dove in flight, symbolizes a peace that is not calm and passive, but active and in 

constant motion. Peace is a prerogative that should be worked to capture, and in the hand of the strong 

Jesus figure it seems fragile, something to be protected. The pedestal is backgrounded by the Christ 

figure, but gives an impression of stability. While Jesus centres the monument, the pedestal is larger, 

leaving an impression that even if Jesus reaches the sky, the foundation will remain, representing the 

new-found and newly mandated peace. It flanks the figure to the left and right, representing the two 

sides that have now made peace. The monument is partly made of discarded weapons shells, further 

symbolising reconciliation and peace. Behind the monument there is a smaller obelic, that states that 

the square is “commemorating the peace accords”, under the administration of Cristiani, named 

FMLN commanders and government representatives. This is the only way to ensure which peace is 

alluded to, making the monument itself universal. The square the monument stands on is large, and 

though a little outside San Salvador’s centre it is in use on dates that commemorate the end of the 

war, making it actively symbolic, also in the El Salvador of today.  

The two monuments are made by the same artist, in the same style. Dramatic, glorious, strong, 

singular figures in dark material on white pedestals. This establishes a connection between the two, 

between peace and justice. Concerning the context in which they were made, both monuments are 

hopeful, giving all power to the strong figures and what they stand for. Peace is mandated by heaven, 

and the country is now committed to justice and adherence to the constitution that ensure the rights 

of all citizens. It is a new, peaceful, political reality for the country – It has broken with the past and 

is looking forward. The religious motives of the peace monument are lacking in la Chulona. Peace is 

mandated by heaven, but must be protected by the politics, rights, and laws of men. Even though the 

monuments are not memorials as the ones Koselleck focuses on, they do create an identity for the 

intended viewers: The Salvadoran people as the Christian citizen (emphasis on both) that will pave 

the way for a new El Salvador, uphold the law and the newly found peace.   
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Monumento El Cristo de la Paz, 12th of May 2016  
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The warrior and the victims  

In 2004 the party of ARENA inaugurated a monument and square dedicated to the former major 

d’Aubuisson, placed in the municipality of Antiguo Cuscatlán in the Southern part of the metropolitan 

area of San Salvador. The monument is in the middle of a nice, well-ordered square, in the centre of 

a round-about. It is a modest monument, consisting of a granite square, surrounding a flag pole, with 

the inscriptions (selected d’Aubuisson slogans): “Country YES/ Communism NO”, “Present for the 

country”, “El Salvador first/ El Salvador second/El Salvador third”, and “The most powerful weapon 

of free men is the VOTE”. There is no statue or plaque portraying d’Aubuisson himself, just the 

slogans, known to be his by Salvadoran society. This indicates that the monument is not so much 

honoring a man as it is honoring his ideas – those of Salvadoran nationalism.20 A nationalism that 

entails democracy, self-sacrifice, and, anti-communism. By having the power to vote on one side and 

“No to communism” on the other, these two are made oppositions. By mentioning communism at all 

in a 2004 monument, the monument’s authors justify anticommunism as a just cause – contrary to 

both the TCR and the textbook where the threat of communism is ever “alleged”. Underneath one of 

the inscriptions is a smaller plaque defining the “pure nationalist” as (among other things) someone 

who “loves his country and is dedicated to defending it” written as a quote by d’Aubuisson’s son, 

Eduardo, also indicated to be just that - a pure nationalist. These words were added after Eduardo 

d’Aubuisson died in Guatemala with two other ARENA members in 2007. 21 The addition of this 

definition adds to the interpretation of d’Aubuisson as a rightful defender of the country, and the 

symbolism created by the monument suggests that the visitor, aspiring to be a true nationalist, submits 

to the ideals.  

This narrative is backed up by the official ARENA website, under “The history of Major  

Roberto d’Aubuisson”, in which his life is told in rich detail. This includes the description of how he 

became aware that the opposition in the country had radicalized and become revolutionary (and thus 

undemocratic). The chapter ends with d’Aubuisson receiving the Order of José Matias Delgado for 

“eminent services for the Republic”, and him dying “when the socialist block had fallen” (arena.org).   

                                                 
20 It may also be due to a fear that if d’Aubuisson was invoked too demonstratively in the monument, it 

would have created too much among other sections of society.  
21 While the exact circumstances of the assassination are not clear, it is widely believed that they were drug 

related (Redacción El Faro 2010). A friend of mine was annoyed with Eduardo’s part in the monument: “At 

least the father (Roberto) led a national movement” he told me, “the son was just in the drug business”.   

http://arena.org.sv/partido/historia/
http://arena.org.sv/partido/historia/
http://arena.org.sv/partido/historia/
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Monumento de d’Aubuisson 16th of May 2016 d’Aubuisson is a controversial figure in Salvadoran 

history, and while celebrated as a hero by the ARENA party, the monument has been subjected to 

vandalism in the past, when a group of activists protested the monument, asserting d’Aubuisson to be 

responsible for the assassination of Romero (see Arias 2010). This kind of controversy cannot have 

been a source of surprise for ARENA, as the monument is commemorating the party’s founder in a 

public square, with sources such as the TCR establishing him as an enemy to the Salvadoran people. 

The identity it establishes in its observers is based in a highly politically charged sense of nationalism: 

Democracy and the best for the nation are the core values of d’Aubuisson – and his party.  

  

At the other end of the interpretative spectrum, and in the other end of the city, there is another 

monument, a memorial committed to the victims of the armed conflict. In the TCR the authors 

recommend that a national monument is constructed, bearing the names of the victims of the war 

(TCR, IV.B). Such a monument does exist, though it was funded by an independent organ (The Pro-

Monument Committee for the Civilian Victims of Human Rights Violations), and not by the state. 

This monument is placed in the central park, Parque Cuscatlán, and consists of a long granite wall in 

which the names of civilian victims of human rights violations during the repression of the 1970s and 

the subsequent Salvadoran civil war are inscribed. The first part, made in 2003, consists of 25,965 

names, while a second part was made in 2008 including 3,169 more names. The names are divided in 

homicides and disappeared, set up by year. Finally, there is a list of places where massacres occurred. 

The left side of the wall (the beginning) shows a mural, while the end shows a plaque commemorating 

anonymous victims. The wall is some 20 meters long and 2.5 meters high. The introducing plaque 

tells us that it is the monument for memory and truth, mandated by the UN through the truth 

commission, and a memorial for “meeting, to never forget them, to honour their memory, reclaim 

their dignity, to not permit that the horror repeats, and to feel the foundation for a culture of peace 
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and truthful recollection”. Initially what strikes the viewer is that of the immense amount of names 

that seem to continue forever.22 Additionally, 194 massacres are mentioned. First and foremost, the 

monument displays the horrors of war. The monument does not tell us of soldiers dying gloriously in 

battle, but of individuals (civilians the memorial tells us) that were brutally killed. The monument 

hardly mentions perpetrators, only the victims. These become the protagonists of the narrative, 

contrary to the ones that committed the crimes who are given no role in a monument for truth and 

memory. The memorial is equalitarian in nature - all the names are written in the same way, 

highlighting no one, not even Oscar Arnulfo Romero who, in spite of the prolific role he plays in the 

Salvadoran imagination, is named victim and martyr along with the rest of the people killed in 1980. 

The only place perpetrators are mentioned is above the list of massacres. In an introducing text, the 

observer is reminded that the massacres happened, that they also targeted children and old people, 

and that they were carried out by the armed forces and paramilitary groups. This is the only place 

where specific perpetrators are named, and after reading the history book it is notable how the army 

is assigned complete responsibility of this type of crime (there is no “Zona Rosa massacre”). In the 

monument there is no “two-sided war”, only oppressors and the oppressed. The murder of the Jesuit 

priests, their housekeeper and her daughter at the Central American University (UCA) is also referred 

to as a massacre, which it is not in the TCR. The vast amount of incidents called massacres in the 

monument (death tolls ranging from below ten to the 100s killed in El Mozote) amplifies the sense of 

brutality of war and repression.  

We get a sense of who the victims were through the mural and commemoration plaque at both 

ends of the wall. The first is made in clay and kept in earth colours. Read from left to right, it is a 

historical account of repression. In the left side, we see the deer and the tiger, from a traditional dance 

of the same name. This symbolizes a connection to tradition, to Salvadoran roots. One of the places 

where the dance is tradition is in the municipality of Izalco, which was, incidentally, the centre of the 

1932 uprising – and subsequent massacre, also shown in the mural through the (Izalco) volcano and 

the hung rebel leader Feliciano Amo. Following is a depiction of two women working with corn and 

tortillas. Corn is a strong national symbol in El Salvador - it shows the connection to the land, a 

connection invoked also through the colours of the mural. In mural rural farmers and workers are the 

protagonists of Salvadoran history. It is their land. In the mid-foreground of the mural is a group of 

people carrying the picture of Romero (that he is invoked in a picture, and not in person further 

                                                 
22 This part copies the form of the Vietnam memorial in Washington, though very notably not naming those 

that died in battle.   
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emphasizes that the monument is for the people, not particular individuals of more importance), it 

also references his funeral, where the military shot at the mourning crowd. In the background there is 

a prisoner, what might be a massacre, and a man with his hands bound. Then follows a depiction of a 

group marching, carrying a banner saying “TIERRA” (land). This depicts the victims of El Salvador 

to be victims of social injustice and poverty. They were those that tried to change the country, but 

were met with violent repression. In this interpretation Romero is a lead figure in fighting repression 

and supporting the poor. The mural ends in sad, yet hopeful tones. Across a field new corn is growing, 

albeit one is growing on a slain body. People seem to be mourning at the river, while a child is playing 

with a kite outside a schoolroom. A new country is born, though it is out of the sacrifices of the 

martyrs. The mural shows no one (clearly) with weapons, neither that look like guerrilla nor military. 

However, it does not portray the victims as passive bystanders, but as a people fighting against 

injustice. It is not so much the story of war, but of social suffering and repression. It is the Salvadoran 

people repressed by other powers. The monument seeks to restore the dignity to those that were 

repressed, tortured, silenced. As such the monument’s narrative is not reconcillative, it shows the 

horrors of war and repression, and centers those that died because of it. The end plaque 

commemorating the unnamed victims portrays to children faces in a field of corn. They are the true 

children of El Salvador.  
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Monumento a la Memoria y Verdad. 11th of May 2016. All the inscribed names can be found on the website: 

http://www.memoriayverdad.org/.  

The gentleman in the second picture is Carlos Arias Zelaya (46 years old), who was a soldier during the war. 

He liked the monument. It shows how awful war is, and that peace is our duty, he said.  

By proclaiming the victims as being martyrs, the memorial gives them an active part in the story – a 

role of being someone who stood up against repression and died for it. Like the other narratives 

analyzed it tells the story of two sides in conflict, but this time it is people against oppressor. Making 

the victims the true Salvadorans, the observer is reminded that he or she is one of them, could have 

been one of them, and that the peace reigning now is here because of their sacrifice. The memorial is 

in active use, as told by small decorations and emphasis engraved into the wall. Thus mourners and 

survivors remind us that the dead were individuals, and their death of personal significance to 

someone living. It also demonstrates an active identification with what the memorial represents – to 

continuously honour the memory of those lost.  

  

Stars, a flower, and lines calling attention to specific name sin the memorial.  

Healing and Restorative Truths  

All the monuments carry an imperative directed at the (intended) observer. The memorial is dedicated 

to truth and memory, and very overtly so. By citing the TCR mandate for the monument it tells us 

that the government has not fulfilled its duty to make it. By claiming the wall as a place for ‘truthful 

recollection’ it tells us that there is such thing as non-truthful recollection. In the subtext to the list of 

      

     

http://www.memoriayverdad.org/
http://www.memoriayverdad.org/
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massacres we are told that there is no reason to justify the incidents being forgotten or concealed, 

hinting to the fact that this does in fact happen. In this sense, the memorial is a protest-memorial to 

the forget-and-move-on approach favoured by the ARENA government, and instead establishes an 

imperative to remember. As such it stands in contrast to the two official monuments. They look 

forward, the memorial looks back. They are highly symbolic, invoking grand ideas that transcends 

the individual to lead the “new” Salvadorans to the future, while the memorial forces the observer to 

think of the actual people that died – and why. The official monuments tell the observer to uphold 

peace, the constitution, and to move forward. The religious motifs in Cristo de la Paz can be 

interpreted as also mandating forgiveness. This is not a given in El Salvador, as this would not 

necessarily be the interpretation of a liberation theologist, but as the two monuments represent a break 

with the past (and viewed in the light of the amnesty law) this is likely the intention of the black Jesus. 

The d’Aubuisson monument tells the observer to be a true nationalist and stand up for his or her 

country to defend it from ideological dangers, and that those who did so before (in the war) are to be 

honoured. In this way, the two private monuments, both ideologically charged, diverge. The one 

honours one man and the idea of the nation and individualism, the other honours the ‘people’, the 

idea of a community and egalitarianism. The two private monuments also contrast in the nature of 

their placement – Antiguo Cuscatlán is one of the richest parts of El Salvador, and the d’Aubuisson 

monument stands close to a clean and spacious shopping mall. In the park there is street vendors, 

bare-foot children, and tourists are warned not to go there alone. While none of the monuments 

explicitly invoke notions of a class struggle, they carry the connotations of one. Even though they are 

created more than ten years after the peace accords, the two monuments perfectly encompass the two 

dominate narratives of the civil war – the suppressed people versus a military regime and the 

democratic state versus communist insurgents.  

  

As noted the South African Truth Commission utilizes different interpretations of truth. One is 

forensic truth, the locus of the TCR, and one is ‘healing and restorative truth’ “the kind of truth that 

places facts and what they mean within the context of human relationships” (TRCSA, p. 114). This 

kind of truth looks “back to the past and forward to the future” (ibid.), and regards how knowledge 

of the past is acquired and transpired as well as the acknowledgement of past suffering. All the above 

sources deal with this form of truth in some way. Even the history book, though it also deals with 

factual truth, is via its structure and discourse just as much an attempt at establishing restorative truth. 

It places the war in a social context, deals with its past and subsequent events, and it places the facts 

in a normative framework, that seeks to form the reader for the future. The monuments all place what 
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happened in a context, albeit very different ones. The two official monuments mainly regard the 

norms of the present and future, they do not acknowledge past sufferers, but look ahead, as such they 

are restorative, but not healing. In Nora’s terminology they constitute dominant sites of memory – 

they are “spectacular and triumphant, imposing and […] imposed” (1989. p. 23), Cristo de la Paz is 

used for official ceremonies, the monument of the constitution is used democratically, but rather as 

the site of “La Chulona”, than as a site of remembrance. The unofficial monuments constitute 

dominated sites of memory “where one finds the living heart of memory” (Nora 1989, p. 23), memory 

sites that challenge the official narrative, instead proposing alternative interpretations. The monument 

of truth and memory mainly acknowledges. It heals, but does not necessarily restore. The fact that the 

ARENA government refused to sponsor a monument for the victims is telling of the kind of narrative 

it sought to promote: One for the future, not the past. The d’Aubuisson monument on the other hand 

represents the attempt of the ARENA party to reclaim their founder’s narrative. The memorial in the 

Cuscatlán park resonates with the narrative promoted in around Las Aradas in Chalatenango, as will 

be explored beneath.  
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Chapter 5  

The Narrative of Las Aradas  

  

   

Mural from the Jesuit school and community building in Arcatao, 14th of May 2016.  

Together the towns Antonio Los Ranchos, San Jose Las Flores, Arcatao, and Las 

Vueltas form a triangular shape pointing to Las Aradas, where the Sumpul River marks the border 

between Honduras and El Salvador and where the Sumpul massacre took place in 1980. The area is 

mountainous, and though many of the narrow roads are newly paved, and though the distances vary 

between some ten and 30 kilometres between each town, getting from town to town may take hours 

in car. In spite of this, the towns share a history and identity, as becomes clear by looking at the murals 

and parks in the area. As a tourist sign in Arcatao notes “this town preserves a historical legacy in 

relation to the armed conflict”, and so does every town in the area. Chalatenango had a high 

concentration of guerrilla activity, and much of the fighting of the war took place in this area, just as 
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several anti-insurgent campaigns, such as massacres of civilians, were carried out in the area, 

specifically in the early 1980s. Subsequently much of the population fled (the whole of Arcato, except 

for one family according to chalatenangosv.com). The towns were repopulated in the mid-to end 80s, 

and some were completely under guerrilla control by 1983 (Pearce 1986, p. 223). The following is an 

investigation of the civil war narrative that has developed in the area and as it is manifested in murals 

and town parks, as it is told by some of its citizens, and as it has shaped the Sumpul commemoration 

walk.  

Heidenry describes how murals in El Salvador only really became part of the  

inhabited landscapes after the war ended (2014, p. 125). While urban walls had been used for political 

messages during the war, the new found freedom of expression enabled by the peace accords opened 

up for the possibility of having art and messages decorate the public space. Thus murals in el Salvador 

have traditionally been connected to interpretations of the war, including commemorations and 

political statements, particularly from the left. While Heidenry then goes to describe how the nature 

of murals are changing due to tourism, and right-winged absorption of the art form, murals in 

Chalatenango still overwhelmingly reference the war and the ideological struggle that characterized 

it. In general, the Chalatecan towns do not shy away from the part they played the war. In the park of 

San Jose Las Flores several guns are wired to the ground, and in Las  

Vueltas the park displays a diffused bomb, both testaments to the guerrilla’s contra-military activity. 

Many, if not most, of the murals in the area reference the war. Some display names (and in Los 

Ranchos painted faces) of the ‘fallen’ or ‘martyrs’, some reference the massacre, some depicture war 

scenarios. Some of the war memorabilia and murals are sponsored by the municipalities, others are 

made on private initiative, and some are likely to have been made by civil society organizations. Civil 

society organizations play a prominent role in Chalatenango and provide a strong link between 

municipality and citizen in these towns.   
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Bust of military commander Dimas Rodriguez, Los Ranchos; old guns guarding a Che Guevara bust in Las  

Flores; Jon Cortina plaque, Los Ranchos, 13th of May 2016  

The plaque displayed above commemorates Jon Cortina, a Jesuit priest who worked in the area. He 

is shown in the middle of a crowd of people suffering, but also people (farmers) revolting, carrying 

signs, scythes, and guns. The other side of the plaque displays the quote “while there is people who 

fight there is hope”. Thus the dominant narrative of the area is comprised in one work: It is the story 

of a people (the people) that fought repression. The narrative of Las Aradas echo that of the Cuscatlán 

memorial, but presents a whole new perspective on the tale invoked in San Salvador monuments, the 

TCR, and the history book. In Los Ranchos a bust and a mural shows the guerrilla commander Dimas 

Rodriguez - the Lancelot of the revolutionary set - and in Las Vueltas a small monument proclaims 

itself to be a “homage to the fallen combatants in the fight of freedom and peace”. The bomb and the 

guns displayed in the parks are a reminder that someone fought for the towns they centre. Here, the 

people that fought in the war are not the fabula’s opponent, but its subject. Here, those that fought are 

honoured.   

The people who fought, the emerging subject of the Aradas narrative, share three characteristics. 

First of all, they are left-winged and inspired by revolutionary ideals - FMLN is often invoked, on 

municipal buildings, parks, and murals alike.23 Farabundo Martí, the 1930s rebel leader whose name 

was invoked in the revolutionary movement 50 years later, is a frequent symbol. His bust is side to 

side with that of Rodriguez in the Los Ranchos park, and in Arcatao he is quoted: “the revolution is 

carried in the heart, to die for it”, creating a direct connection between the 1932 rebellion and the civil 

war. A Che Guevara bust guests the park in Las Flores, symbolizing the revolutionary socialism that 

was fought for by the very guns that surround it. The needs for a revolution is demonstrated in the 

murals that show examples of repression. The Sumpul mural above, as well as the mural on page 63 

defenceless people, children and women specifically, being targeted by soldiers. The fight of the 

people is justified as a defence against repression. This also means that the fighting is not contradicting 

an object of peace, rather it is projected as necessary to attain peace. Secondly, there are several 

references to Christian faith, invoking ideas of liberation theology, including some of its practitioners, 

such as Rutilio Grande and Jon Cortina. In Cortina’s plaque, the suffering people are shoved over a 

                                                 
23 This is not necessarily an endorsement of the current FMLN government. Civil society organizations and 

municipal governments are closely linked in this area, but this does not mean that either the people nor the 

(FMLN) municipal politicians are not sceptic of the national party. The role of FMLN in this narrative should 

not be seen as an indication that it aligns with the official national narrative of the FMLN, though they are of 

course connected.  
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fallen cross: God is on the side of his people, in support of the revolution. Finally, the subject is 

unmistakably Salvadoran. The Sumpul mural displayed above shows a burning village drawn in a 

typical Salvadoran style.24 Maize constitutes another leitmotif – also found in the Cortina plaque. In 

Los ranchos the park mural displays people made completely of corn, thus portraying the roots of the 

people and protagonists: In the earth of El Salvador. The Chalateco subject mirrors and magnifies that 

of the Cuscatlán memorial - they are the true Salvadorans, and they fought and died for their land.  

  

  

“Monument in homage of the fallen combatents in the fight for peace and freedom”, Las Vueltas. 

14th of May 2016.  

Most of the murals reference the people suffering or the guerrillas, and only occasionally do we get a 

sense of the opponent. Mostly, as in the Sumpul mural, it is the army – characterized by green 

uniforms and the big guns they carry. One road mural also displays a man in a suit, while there is a 

whole wall in Arcatao dedicated to telling how “The United States seems predestined by providence 

to plague with hunger and misery” as it says underneath a wall painting ripe with civil war references. 

The wall shows the rebellious peasants, the figure of Romero in front of Jesus hung on a dollar sign, 

a dead person, and the US flag with a hand holding the world. The emancipatory ideals of liberation 

theology has been sacrificed by the neoliberal policies of the US with death as the result. The people 

must fight against the neocolonial actions – globally too, as depicted by the small “Viva Palestina” 

                                                 
24 The style echoes that of Fernando Llort, El Salvador’s most renowned artist, whose colourful, naïve style is 

copied in everything from murals to souvenirs.  



61  

  

flag in the corner. Here the role of the US is not a multidimensional one, but utterly an opponent. 

Overall the opponent is the one that represses, whether economically or through military action.  

  
Roadside murals outside Los Ranchos; House mural, Arcatao. 13th of May 2016.  

This narrative is supported to an overwhelming degree in the interviews. The interviews are all of 

survivors of the Sumpul massacre, and the interviewees tell their experiences of the massacre, answer 

questions of why they thought it happened, how the event has affected them, whether they find a 

connection between the war and current violence in the country, and what justice means to them. The 

interviewees differ in gender and age, but the basic outline of the narrative they establish is the same.  

The subject of the narratives is invoked in a ‘we’ - “In our case” (150811_002: 13:18), “we 

have suffered” (150811_004: 02:11), “they burned our houses”, “in the big coffee plantations […] 

they treated us like animals” (150813_002: 01:30; 14:11) (my italics). The subject transcends the 

narrator, who in the last case was too young to work in the coffee plantations at the time referred to.  

The ‘we’ is the whole community, characterized by three traits: First of all, they were poor: “what 

was our crime?” one asks “well, we were poor. We belonged to poor communities” (150813_002: 

13:25). Predominantly, the subject is described as being peasants (campesinos), with no other income 

than that of the land. Secondly, they were repressed, with no access to fundamental rights. The 

Sumpul massacre is seen as just an example of a long history of social oppression. 1980, as one 

describes it, was a year with significant increase in social repression but far from the beginning of it  

(150811_004:03:46). And lastly, the ‘we’ and subject of the narrative is those that organized 

themselves. When asked why they think the massacre happened, all the interviewees answer the same: 

“We were organized”. They were peaceful, one emphasises (150813_002: 03:05), but organizing in 

different organizations to demand their rights. This justified them as targets of military oppression, 

further enhancing their role as victims. The object is tied to the characteristic of the subject as poor 

and oppressed. It is the object of the main action of the subject, which was to organize to obtain access 

to fundamental rights, including rights to land (150811_002: 03:14), education and health care 

(150813_002: 14:35). The people organized to achieve equality, opportunity, and fight against 
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injustice (150811_004: 03:22). Helpers to achieve the object include the catholic church, and 

international solidarity (150813_002: 18:55).   

The opponent constitutes the ‘them’ to the subject’s ‘us’. They are the ones that burned houses, 

led the coffee plantations, they are the ones that killed children and mothers in the massacre 

(50813_002: 10:04). The opponent actant can be divided in two groups, the immediate “enemy” as 

one recalls (150812_001: 14:21), and the greater forces that enabled them. The immediate opponent 

is the one that carried out the massacre: Salvadoran soldiers, troops, armed forces, and national guard. 

One describes how the soldiers laughed as they threw children into the air to have them land on their 

long knives (150813_002: 10:25), and another how he will continue to see soldiers as  

“someone who follows an order and kills” (150812_001: 24:14). The paramilitary group ORDEN is 

mentioned specifically, as it was made of civilians, some stemming from the same area, and whose 

knowledge of the area enabled the massacre (150813_002: 15:34). As such they should have been 

part of the subject actant, but are instead “worse than the criminals of the same army” (150813_002: 

15:34): Traitors. While the language used to describe the military actors is wholly incriminating, the 

intellectual and material actors or authors of the massacre are seen as the main opponent – they are 

the ones who should be set on trial as one says (150813_002: 21:02). The government is tied to the 

army and just as responsible for the massacre. They are the main culpable of the repression of ‘the 

people’ throughout history – “we have suffered such repression, such many militarist governments” 

(150811_004: 02:11) says one interviewee – the line between the government and the military is 

viewed as a thin one. As the people organized to obtain their basic rights, “the answer of the 

government was one of repression. It was violence. It was death” (150813_002: 15:01) says another. 

It ignored its constitutional duty, following instead its own interests (150812_001: 17:45; 17:24). 

While some interviewees address that the government did what it did because of fear of communism, 

“a great mistake” says one (150812_001: 23:50), this in no way excuses the “terrorist government” 

(150811_004: 49:34). The government is viewed as one that had an obligation to be democratic, but 

was not, making it chief opponent. Another actant that hinders the subject in reaching the object is 

the “middleclass [la burguesía] that wanted the whole country for themselves” (150811_004: 37:40), 

the rich coffee plantation owners that exploited their workers, and in general, the “rich that rob the 

people” (150812_003: 25:27). In classic Marxist terminology the narrative set forward is not a two-

sided war, but a class struggle. Thus the wealthy Salvadorans established as opponent-helpers in the 

other narratives become main actant in the one from Las Aradas, they are not simply “wealthy 

individuals”, but constitute a repressive oligarchy. Helpers to the opponent include the Honduran 

soldiers, though a couple of the interviewees mention how they themselves or someone else were 
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saved (or spared at least) by members of the Honduran army (150813_002: 08:55; 150812_001: 

12:34). The US government is also mentioned, as a provider of bombs and weapons (150813_002: 

37:17).The guerrillas are hardly mentioned in the interviews, though they are hinted at. It is 

emphasized that the victims in Las Aradas were peaceful, mainly old people and children – it is crucial 

that no one believes the massacre to have happened in a guerrilla-military cross fire, as the official 

explanation went during the war. However, to which degree the organization of the people involved 

weapons remains very vague. Thus there seems to be a very conscious decision not to prescribe to the 

official narratives described before – that the violence was caused between two opposing actants – 

but to emphasize how the violence was a result of oppression and wrong use of power.  

“For us there has not been justice” one interviewee says, “because for us, the poverty is always 

there” (150812_003: 31:49). The subject is still poor, there is still injustice, the people still need to be 

organized to achieve basic goods. But the object and subject are still there, leaving the narrative 

unfinished. Three elements demonstrate the lack of justice obtained: Poverty, impunity and lack of 

acknowledgement of the massacre. The object is still social justice. Only the actant of the injustice, 

the opponent, has changed somewhat. The military is no longer a threat and the government is mostly 

present in its absence, by not supporting survivors of the massacre, or making sure they attained access 

to basic rights (150813_002: 24:34). But, there is still inequality, and lack of access to land and health 

care - the rich, one explains, rob the poor through means of corruption  

(150812_003: 25:04). The middle-class, the right, still has the same profile as during the war – they 

still want the resources and the capital of the country to themselves, another notes (150811_004:  

37:54). The style of the struggle may have changed, but the basic structure is the same.  

   
On the way, 14th of May 2016  

Every year on the 14th of May the victims of the Rio Sumpul massacre are commemorated. The 

commemoration takes place on the site of the massacre, or one of them, on a field close to the river. 

The road to the site is long and strenuous and inaccessible by car. Every year the site is filled by 

people living in the surrounding area, including some from Honduras, the capital, and the occasional 

foreign visitors. Traditionally, the commemoration includes speeches, a play, and a sermon. On the 
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36th anniversary, while I witnessed the event, there were some 500 people gathered in Las Aradas, 

some very young, some over the age of 80, who had walked for hours from their villages to the spot. 

The play was done by a theatrical group from San Antonio de Los Ranchos, who, dressed up as 

military men, killed volunteers from the audience (or pretended to at least). Their uniforms told us 

which military fractions they belonged to, and that their weapons were made in the US. The speeches 

were done by politicians (local representatives from FMLN), civil society representatives, a 

representative from the Honduran solidarity organization, and survivors of the massacre. The sermon 

was done by five priests, representing different municipalities as well as Honduras.  

On the site is a small memorial, consisting of a cage, containing a cross and a plaque. The plaque 

honours the witnesses and the “600 persons, among them defenceless women, children and elders, 

defenceless against the repressive forces of the government”. This supports the narrative of the 

interviews – again it is emphasized that the victims were defenceless, and again it is emphasized that 

the armed forces were the responsibility of the government. All the speeches, including that of 

survivors, the Honduran solidarity group, and the sermons, invoked notions of social justice and 

struggle. The massacre, the victims, and the survivors were prominent in the speeches, but as was 

solidarity, community, and the continuing fight against injustice. There was a clear ideological 

undercurrent in all the speeches, as well as the sermons – the party was FMLN, the ideology socialism. 

Jesus himself was claimed the first political martyr. The Chilean socialist anthem “El pueblo unido 

jamás será vencido” (The united people will never be defeated) was sung often and with great 

enthusiasm, and Chilean “Venceremos” (We will win) and FMLN’s own hymn were also sung. As in 

the interviews, it was made clear that those attacked in the massacre were defenseless, but talking of 

the war, there was made no clear distinction between the those who were killed in the massacre and 

those that died fighting. Instead the massacre constituted a symbol of the reasons the people started 

fighting – repression. All who died in the war (at the hand of the government or military) are given 

the same identity. They are martyrs, emblematic losses in the struggle for social justice. Thus the 

subject of the narrative invoked is the same as that presented in the interviews and on murals. It is the 

people, the organized (united) people, poor and suppressed, blessed by a God who wants his people 

to stand up for their rights.  
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The Sumpul commemoration. 14th of May 2016.  

This wording of the commemoration, the Sumpul victims as martyrs, the struggle “that continues” 

carries an obligation for those that attend the ceremony – the people commemorated were forced to 

give their lives, to honour them we must continue the struggle for justice – is the underlying theme 

and prerogative of the event. Engaged in this discourse, the massacre is made a part of a grander 

struggle, one that still continues. On the centre table (and later altar) of the commemoration was a 

picture of Berta Cáceres. Cáceres was a Honduran environmental activist who was killed in March 

2016, supposedly due to her activism. In Las Aradas she was regarded as a martyr un par with the 

martyrs of the war, a symbol of how the struggle against injustice is far from over, how the people 

still need to protect their lands against “the economic power” as one speaker said. In Chalatenango 

there has previously been clashes between the population and mining companies, due to the people’s 

concern that mining hazards the environment, and this struggle is seen as a continuation of the social 

struggle of the 1980s25  - anti-mining t-shirts were sported by many attendees. Thus the subject 

continues its struggle, though unarmed this time. Both material, functional and symbolic, the 

commemoration site constitutes a liex de mémoire still very important in the imagination of the 

Salvadorans in Chalatenango.   

                                                 
25 The story goes that as the inhabitants of Las Flores tried to prevent the representatives of a mining company 

to enter the area, they told them: We have already fought and died for our land, we are ready to do it again.  
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The Sumpul memorial, courtesy of Pedro Cabezas. 27th of July 2016  

  

The narrative in Las Aradas forms as follows:   
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The sermon. The picture in the corner is of Berta Cáceres. Photo taken by the author.  

Unlike the narrative of the TCR and the history book, where the war is told as being fought between 

two fractions, while the victims were the innocent, passive bystanders, the narrative in Las Aradas 

makes no distinction between the victims and the guerrilla. Rather, the war is told as one between two 

groups, the military and oligarchy against the people.  

Civil war and beyond  

As noted, the narrative has not ended, as the people of Chalatenango include themselves into the long 

story of social struggle in the country. It has evolved however. Social injustice is still the opponent, 

but it is no longer personified in the military or government, instead neoliberal politics and the wealthy 

have taken over the function. Furthermore, another player has entered the scene: Collective memory. 

Remembering the war and the massacre is a theme inherent in the murals and the commemoration – 

through the constant invoking of the war in murals and park decorations, and by ceremoniously 

commemorating the massacre, the inhabitants ensure that the events of the war are not forgotten. 

Heidenry reads the war theme in Salvadoran murals as a direct protest against the  

“right’s policy of forgetting” (2014, p. 132) – and this aspect is mentioned both in the commemoration 

and the interviews.   

Truth and memory emerges as a double functioning element in the narrative: It is Helper and 

object. First of all, it informs the object of social justice and peace. “To not know the war is not 
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knowing the good” a Sumpul survivor told me at the commemoration. Her statement is echoed in the 

interviews: Remembering the war will prevent repetition, the young people should know of the harm 

that violence brings. It also shapes the vision for the future, “remembering is a commitment”, it is 

said at the commemoration, “to continue fighting”. Acknowledgment of the truth is also required to 

achieve justice. As an interviewee puts it: “Now it turns out that the material, intellectual actors of 

these crimes talk of forgiveness, talk of reconciliation. But forgiveness is synonym of impunity. For 

there to be reconciliation there has to be justice” (150813_002: 20:40). The assurance that 

constitutional and human rights are adhered to is challenged by the reigning impunity – to change 

this, recognition of the crimes committed is essential. Note that according to this interviewee 

reconciliation has yet to happen. Remembering is also an object in itself: “To me” says one 

interviewee, “justice is knowing the truth” (150811_004: 58:59). The military has not made peace 

with the people, because they still refuse to open their archives to the public, and have not officially 

admitted actions such as the massacre. Another interviewee regrets that the story of the massacre as 

a cross-fire casualty was maintained by all ARENA governments - “this is a flagrant violation of 

human rights and the dignity of the victims” (150813_002: 21:40), he says. Their dignity as human 

beings was taken from them when they were killed, to take control of their narrative and claim their 

identity as anything other than guiltless victims is to do it again – not acknowledging their death as 

the result of a crime is not acknowledging them as human beings.  

Therefore, the control of the victims’ narrative is important, it establishes their identity. It also 

establishes the identity of the whole community - without acknowledgement of the systematic 

oppression, the community loses what characterizes it as subject. The subject that has done what it 

had to, in ending violence and repression. The subject that still faces challenges in achieving economic 

stability and human rights adherence.   

This characterization dramatically changes the role of the war in Salvadoran history. Where the 

history book, the TCR and the monuments in San Salvador all present the war as an unequivocally 

horrendous national crisis, it bears a different connotation in Chalatenango. Here, the horrors of the 

war were just an intensification of the violence that the people were subjected to already, while the 

negotiated transition that followed because of it changed the narrative. It does not mean that the war 

is remembered as positive per say, but, says one interviewee, the children of the  

Sumpul survivors the possibility of receiving an education, and access to other rights that their parents 

never had (150813_002: 20:40). Another interviewee points out, “if this war had not happened, I 

would not have become a teacher” (150812_001: 34:21).  
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The people in Las Aradas thus constitute a mnemonic community, bound together by the memory 

narrative of the war and the repression before it. The Sumpul commemoration is a memory site 

essential in reinforcing the community’s sense of identity, and establishing the way forward. Local 

community projects are seen as a continuation of the fight against injustice that, to the people of Las 

Aradas, characterized the civil war. Organization to protect the environment against mining projects, 

community water projects, and the like are new ways to fight the same fight.   

  

‘War and peace’, entrance to the Las Vueltas park, 15th of May 2016.  
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Chapter 6  

The Next Phase of Transition: The FMLN Government 2009-Present  

  

A short presentation of the changes incorporated by the FMLN government after it assumed power in 

2009.   

The governmental shift in 2009 marked an important development in El Salvador’s transition. Policy 

changes aside, the shift in power to the former guerrilla party26 was a strong symbol of the new times 

promised in the peace accords: Wider democratic influence, peace, and reconciliation. It also marked 

a change in the transitional justice policies that were implemented. In 2010, on the 18th anniversary 

of the peace accords, the president Mauricio Funes, on behalf of the state and invoking his position 

as commander-in-chief, asked forgiveness for the grave violations of human rights committed by the 

governmental security forces during the civil war (Batres 2010).27 Additionally, the former vice-

president and former guerrilla commander Salvador Sánchez Cerén asked all victims of the war 

forgiveness on behalf of the actions committed by the FMLN. He also paid homage to “to all the 

patriot combatants of the FMLN and the armed forces of El Salvador who gave their lives to build 

this country” (redacción El Mundo). In 2011, the government declared the memorial for memory and 

truth “Bien Cultural Protegido”, and the following year, in 2012, Funes visited Morazán to ask for 

forgiveness for the Mozote massacre (Flores 2012). Here he talked of the importance of recognition, 

“justice” he said “seeks and promotes the truth” (VFSES 2012). In 2014. In connection to the speeches 

the government launched a reparations program to supply victims of grave human rights violations 

with economic, medicinal or educative support.28 Through the program, the government relaunched 

a new edition of the TCR in 2015 (rree.gob.sv). The history book has not been changed, and remains 

the only official government sponsored account of the war.  

The government balances between the various narratives dealt with here, while ultimately acting 

in prolongation of the TCR narrative. It promotes an object of peace and reconciliation, 

acknowledging both the military and guerrilla as opponents, as well as the government itself. At the  

                                                 
26 The elected president Mauricio Funes was (unlike the current president) not a former guerrilla fighter, 

which may have influenced his wide popularity at the time.  
27 The opposition were not impressed. Ex-president Cristiani noted that he had apologized, and wondered 

why Funes did not apologize on behalf of FMLN as well. His successor, Calderón Sol declared that the 

government had nothing to apologize for, the war was instigated by “bloodthirsty guerrillas” (Caravantes 

2010).  
28 The amounts set aside for the program are considerably less than the amount the Inter-American Court of 

Human Rights ordered to make reparations to the victims of the Mozote massacre in a ruling from 2012.  
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same time, Sánchez’ speech underscores an interpretation of the main actors being well-intended, 

demonstrating the need to decrease antipathy towards either group, furthering reconciliation. 

Additionally, this supports the narrative that the war brought something of worth, that democracy and 

peace was the result of reconciliation, not as something that was, and then was ruined by the war. In 

supporting the object of truth and memory it allows the creation of a Salvadoran national identity as 

one rooted the conflict. Thus the government can promote policies based on an acknowledged break 

with the past.  

The discussion of how to deal with the past in El Salvador, while ever latent, has resurfaced 

within the last month after the supreme court declared the amnesty law unconstitutional in July (2016). 

Undoubtedly a prolific case in the discussion of the country’s transition, it will remain to seen whether 

it will lead to prosecutions. Currently the FMLN leadership have made statements both against and 

in favour of annulling the law, while ARENA has called for a commission to investigate the 

consequences of the ruling (Romero and Qüehl 2016; ALBA Movimientos 2016). The arguments 

against the ruling maintain that reopening cases will reopen wounds and impede reconciliation. That 

aside, the initiation of a prosecution process is likely to affect prominent politicians and statesmen (El 

Faro Radio 2016). The official history of the civil war is still a contested subject, and so are the 

transitional justice measures made to assist the transition.  
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Conclusion and perspectives  

At a visit to the UCA, I met a young student who was doing a course on the war. I asked him why he 

thought the war happened – “hm. It’s very complicated” was all he said. This is the vaguest answer I 

have received from anyone during my trip, and I found it telling of how the post-war generation of El 

Salvador have to make sense of an event in their country’s history, on which, formative as it was, 

there exists no consensus. “In the absence of a single, unquestioned authority or framework, the 

tension between history and memory cannot be resolved” writes Megill (p. 197 in Olick et al). El 

Salvador constitutes a textbook example to support the claim – the myriad of narratives (this thesis 

only investigates a couple) challenges the possibility of a collective understanding of the war, and the 

narratives will exist as long as memory narratives apart from that promoted by the state.   

It was the objective of this thesis to investigate the role of memory narratives in transitional 

justice as they have evolved in El Salvador in the aftermath of the civil war. I have founded my 

analysis on a structural narrative reading, which has been helpful in revealing the fundamental 

structures existent in the different narratives, exposing the different roles the same actors play in the 

interpretations, the difference in object, subject and opponent and how this affects the sense of 

identification provoked in the co-holder of the narrative. Elements of discourse analysis has been 

helpful in exposing the value inherent in specific phrasings and omissions, though a complete 

discourse analysis was beyond the scope of the paper. As was investigating other memory narratives 

as they have evolved across the country, in different social spheres, or in communities less organized 

than those around Las Aradas, though this could have provided insight in the wide breadth of memory 

narratives existent in the country.29  

The role of memory narratives in transitional justice is threefold:  

First of all, the different interpretations investigated in this thesis demonstrate significant differences 

in the understanding of the civil war - and the transitional justice measures these understandings 

promote. As such, the TCR and the history book (supported by the two state monuments) both 

establish a narrative in which the subject is passive, and the receiver, the Salvadoran people, are 

                                                 
29 Leigh Binford has described how the narrative that has evolved around the Mozote massacre mainly 

interprets it as the result of the war between guerrillas and military (Binford 2014), which is starkly different 

from the one from Las Aradas in spite of the fact that the department of Morazán and that of Chalatenango 

share various sociohistorical characteristics.   
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victims of a two-sided war propelled by the ones that fought it, the opponents of the narrative. This 

means that reconciliation is one of the prioritised objects, and all the sources set up narratives that 

promote this. The narratives of the TCR and the history book differ in their interpretation of the 

opponent and thus contain different notions of which transitional justice measures should be taken to 

move beyond the war – in the TCR the Salvadoran state and government was an opponent, and 

therefore must take part in institutional reform, and introduce reparation schemes, whereas the 1992-

2009 governmental narrative does not see the government as an opponent actor in the war, and 

subsequently did not introduce any transitional justice measures of the sort. Instead it promoted a 

forget-and-move-on policy as the main strategy to leave the antagonisms of the war behind. The 

narrative of Las Aradas differ from the others presented mainly in subject and object. The subject is 

the organized community, which includes the guerrillas. The object is social justice. The transition of 

the community is not one from war to peace, but one from repression to freedom and social security. 

Thus community projects that enhance social justice, be they in regards to education, clean water, or 

other, are the main transitional justice measures - seen as a continuation of the guerrilla’s struggle in 

the war. The objects of the narratives share certain characteristics – they all include notions of peace, 

justice, and democracy. This allows them to coexist, in spite of some of the tensions the differences 

produce. The interpreted way to reach these however, are determined by the structure of their fabula, 

the interpretations of the actants. This supports the hypothesis presented in the introduction: That 

memory narratives are essential in understanding which and why specific transitional justice 

mechanisms are implemented in a country.  

So different narratives produce different notions of transitional justice. Secondly, their role has 

also proved to be highly volatile, subject to time and the support of those in power. This is made 

evident by the ambivalent role the TCR has played in the transitional justice process of El Salvador. 

Due to the tensions between the narratives promoted by the TCR and the government respectively, 

the TCR was discredited and its recommendations initially discarded, turning the narrative on itself. 

Some of these however, are implemented now, more than twenty years later. This illustrates the fragile 

role of memory narratives – in a transitional society, they must often withstand strong opposition - 

and how some narratives will continue to thrive in spite of hegemonic opposition. This is also the 

case of the d’Aubuisson monument that promotes a narrative that continues to be strong within one 

sector of society, while facing stark opposition in others.  

Third of all, memory narratives provide powerful sources of identification, which is likely to 

affect political affiliations and ideologies beyond what is usually part of a classic transitional justice 

vocabulary. This is especially evident in the case of Las Aradas, where the environmental protection 
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and the case against neoliberalism is invoked in the same terminology utilized by the guerrillas in the 

war. The identification goes beyond those that actually remember the war, influencing those that do 

not remember it themselves, but yet take part in the mnemonic community.  

  

It seems erroneous to make conclusions on the transitional justice process in El Salvador without 

taking the country’s specific history and political reality into regard. The fact that the transition was 

negotiated, and that the two main political parties have close ties to the two warring sides of the war 

has affected the transition immensely. However, El Salvador faces many of the same dilemmas as 

other countries in transition. Just in May this year the ICTJ hosted a debate the title: “Does Collective 

remembrance impede reconciliation?” This debate is alive all over the world, and memory 

entrepreneurs have made themselves an integral part of the discussion. Sihem Bensedrine, president 

of Tunisia’s Truth and Dignity Commission, describes how art has been essential in changing the 

agenda regarding transitional justice, affecting the relaunching of official truth seeking mechanisms 

(Bensedrine 2016). In Argentina the Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo have successfully influenced the 

Argentinian narrative through their search of children and grandchildren lost in the military 

dictatorship. In June this year they officially reunited the 120th missing grandchild with his family 

(Indy Staff 2016). In Spain, NGOs representing victims of the Franco dictatorship, managed to 

influence the formation of the Law of Historical Memory (Valverde 2012, p. 80). At present 

transitional justice measures ranging from annulment of the 1979 amnesty law to changing street 

names are open to discussion in the country. All over the world, memory entrepreneurs demonstrate 

the volatile nature of transitional society history and interpretations of the past. They also demonstrate 

the continuing controversy of memory narratives in transitional justice settings.  

What the Salvadoran case demonstrates is that people affected by grave human rights violations, 

such as the Sumpul massacre, are not necessarily able to forget. It also demonstrates that the 

interpretations of the past enable the creation or maintaining of specific identities, affecting policies 

and transitional justice measures (or the lack thereof) on both a local and national level. Attention to 

memory narratives should then be part of any transitional justice process. While the discussion on 

memory in transitional justice settings is often invoked as a matter of either truthtelling or as part of 

the peace vs. justice dilemma, it is my argument that attention should be given to the various memory 

narratives existent in transitional justice societies, which transitional justice measures they entail and 

to the kind of future they project.   
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