
“We are not o d y  fishting for our children; now we are fishting 
for the sunrival of our people” 

El Salvador’s Mothers of Intervention 

BY CHRISTINE DUGAS 

A dozcn pcasant womcn havc gathered on a sultry 
morning in downtown San Salvador for the Mothers’ 
wcckly comniittec mccting. Therc is no coffcc, no 
lightheartcd convcrsation in the hare room. A palpable 
anxiety grips thc assembly: It is becoming increasingly 
dangerous to opposc the govcrnnient thcy lxlicvc is 
holding thcir missing childrcn. I. 

Sincc 1977 thc Committcc of Mothcrs of Political 
Prisoners and Missing Pcrsons has fought for thcir chil- 
dren’s freedom. The fact that they arc known as ”thc 
Mothers” hampers the Salvadoran Government’s nor- 
mally brutal stylc of putting down opposition. The 
womcn wicld n forrnidablc wcapon- thcir own mother- 
hood-and tlic govcrnnicnt doesn’t want to risk nation- 
al and intctnational censurc‘ by attacking them. 

A ycar ago the Committec of Mothers asserccd that 
therc wcrc niorc than fivc hundred missing persons in 
El Salvador. Today thcy arcn’t counting. According to 
thc Council on Hcmisphcric Affairs (COHA), in 1980 
thcrc were ten thousand victims of political assassina- 
tion in cxplosivc El Salvador. 

“At first wc tried lcgal mcans to find our children,“ a 
broad-faccd, middlc-agcd spokcswoman told mc last 
April, “but it didn‘t work.” Then in May, 1978, thc 
group Ixgan to changc its tactics. For three months the 
Mothcrs forcibly occupicd the Red Cross office in San 
Salvador, refusing to lcavc the downtown building, 
which was soon drapcd in antigovernmcnt banncrs. 
The wonicn uscd thc site as a soapbox to confront thc 
govcrnmcnt with demands for their missing children 
and to publicizc the torturc and massacres that plague 
El Salvador. They clainicd that thc Rcd Cross cooperates 
with the govcrnmcnt and that many poor pcople who 
haw gone there for hclp later disappeared. 

“As usual wc did not rcceive 3 rcsponsc from the 
govcrnmcnt,” thc spokcswoman sighcd. “We did 
achicvc mother objcctive, though. Countries around 
the world found out about thc situation in El Salvador. 
According to thc tour’ist brochures, wc are thc country 
with a smilc. But wc havc no smilc herc, only hungcr 
and death.” 

Most of the Mothers arc iineduc;itcd peasants, who 
often live in onc or two-room thatched-roof, frame 
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houses without clcctricity or running water or in card- 
board dwcllings put together with scraps scrounged 

. from the dump. All share the loss of a family member. 
In the three ycars sincc the group began, the women 
have found support in each othcr. Though unschoolcd, 
many havc lcarncd to spcak casily and unselfconscious- 
ly bcforc audicnccs. This morning, scated erectly on 
straightbackcd chairs that line thc dreary walls, they 
spcak to mc of thcir travcls to Europc and other Central 
American countries, funded by Amnesty International 
and other European-based human rights organizations. 

Thc Salvadoran Covcrnmcnt is no admirer of these 
cfforts, howcvcr. Before his overthrow in October, 
1979, President Carlos Humbcrto Romcro denounccd 
the Mothers as a disgrace to the country. ”But wc arcn’t 
slandering El hlvador!” exclaims a woman in a faded 
print drcss. “Wc’re talking a b u t  our reality hcrc. For 
us 1979, from its vcry bcginning, was a bloody year.” 
One day in May, sixty antigovernmcnt .demonstrators 
who wcrc sccking rcfugc in San Salvadoi‘s downtown 
cathedral wcrc shot and killed by Salvadoran police. “In 
May, thc month of the mother, Romcro gavc us the gift 
of only morc bloody massacrcs.’’ 

A heavy-sct, rugged woman opens the drawstrings of 
an old cotton pursc. Tendcrly she pulls out a photo- 
graph wrapped in plastic. “This is my son,” she tells 
mc. ”When wc found his body, i t  was so mutilated that 
I only rccognized him by scraps of clothing. ,He was 
twenty-thrcc.” 

She found his abandoncd body in thc countrysidc, 
thc face hackcd away by a machctc. According to Sal- 
vadoran law, she could not move thc body without first 
rcqucsting pcrmission in the nearest town. There she 
had to wait to scc the propcr officials and to pay a t3x 
for moving thc body. 

Not all of the committee mcmkrs attcnd the mcct- 
ings. Some cannot leave their young children or cannot 
afford thc bus farc to the apital .  Many fear being 
caught in thc frequent and violent raids that terrorize 
the countrysidc. 

“We must pretcnd we arc coming to the city to go to 
thc market,” says a wizcned, gray-haired woman push- 
ing a resolute chicken back into her plastic market bag. 
Thc noisy load helpcd her to gct through the road 
blocks. “It is a risk,” she adds, “IXC~LISC n0.w even wom- 
cn aren’t respected.” 
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Waves of violcnce swcep down on the poor villagcs of 
El Salvador. Many peasants no longer dare sleep in their 
homes, hiding in different placcs in the Countryside at 
night. But now brushfires are sct to rouse the pcasants 
from their cover, consuming Salvadoran hillsides. Am- 
nesty International reported one such casc last ycar, 
when the Salvadoran troops lit a circle of fire around a 
village in the department of Chalatcnango to prevent 
anyone's escape. Troops then entered thc village and 
killed forty peoplc. 

LURKING POWER 
In El Salvador most of the repression has takcn place in 
the countryside. Peasant organizations and unions haw 
never been sanctioned. €veri today thc government 
fears the lurking powcr of the unorganized peasantry 
more than thc organizcd revolutionary forces. Though 
Salvadoran history books ignore it, thc government has 
not'forgotten the peasant revolt in 1932. That movc- 
mcnt ripened during the scvcrc economic crisis of the 
'as, whcn unemployment rose to high levels and the 
price of coffcc, Salvador's major export, fell drastically. 
This aggravated an already tense situation in El Salva- 
dor, where cven until recently 1 pcr cent of the popula- 
tion has owned 40 pcr cent of the land. (This minority 
is often referred to as the "fourteen families," said to 
CO 01 the country's wealth and powcr.) The Conimu- % , formed at this time, was ablc to organizc 
discontented workers and pcasants, cspccially thosc in 
the coffce-growing areas. 

Finally, in January, 1932, when thc government 
refused to recognize the Communist party victories in 
local elections, a peasant uprising was touched off. 
Leaders of the revolt werc arrested at the last minutc; 
and though thcy tried to call it off, i t  was too late to stop 
the rebellion in the countryside. The Salvadoran Gov- 
ernment moved swiftly, and in thc following weeks the 
army invaded the countryside, killing thirty thousand 
peasants-4 per cent of thc total population. There have 
been ncarly fifty ycars of military rule sincc then. 
Wealth and power are still controlled by a small minor- 
ity, who view the country's fcstcring slums through thc 
tinted windows of a sleck and chauffeur-driven Mcr- 
cedes Benz. 

In October, 1979, under pressure from the United 
States, the Salvadoran military ousted President Romcro 
in a peaceful coup. It was in part through the efforts of 
groups like the Mothers that the Romero rcgime was 
discredited. He was replaccd by a military-civilian junta 
that promised broad social reforms, including amnesty 
for political prisoners. 

The Mothers immediately pressured thc government 
to free their children. "Wc had two interviews with the 
junta, but we didn't get anywhere. Finally, they denied 
there are any political prisoners in El Salvador and 
invited us to look through the public prisons ourselves. 
We refused. We knew we wouldn't find our children 
there. If they are alive, they arc in clandestinc prisons," 
a mother declares. 

The women blame the terrorism on the government 
armed forces and on rightist paramilitary groups. Thc 
largest of these, ORDEN, is a particular threat in the 
countryside because many of its members are them- 
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selves peasants who want the Ixnefits of the group's 
power. They are "armed spies" who hunt down and 
eliminate anyone suspected of k i n g  "subversive." 

"When the poor people in our country ask for more 
salary because theyecan't live on what thcy have, ORD- 
EN and the government say they arc Communists. But 
i t  isn't like that," another woman says angrily. "That 
isn't communism, it's necessity!" 

"A country as poor as ours is now exporting seafood 
and our own people cannot afford to eat it," shc adds. El 
Salvador is known intcrnationally for its miles of Pacif- 
ic beaches. But along El Salvador's coast, billboards for 
Catalina swimsuits hide tin-roofed shacks and naked 
children. Private beach-front homes and clubs push the 
poor off the land. "Fishermen are not allowed to take 
fish homc so their familics havc something to eat," the 
mothcr states. "The fishing company caught one man 
trying to do that and thcy shot him when he wouldn't 
throw the fish back." 

" 'That isn't communism, 
it's necessity.' " 

The Mothers say that at first they had somc hope thc 
new junta would change things. "Instead of this, thc 
cxact oppositc is true. The massacres continue, only 
w o w  now." El Salvador's Human Rights Commission 
has rcportcd that thc lcvcl of repression since thc Octo- 
kr coup is higher than in any pcriod since the 1932 
massacre. 

One sign of this was the resignation of all the civilian 
members of the new junta and cabinet carly in January, 
1980. Thcy announced thcy would no longer partici- 
pate in a government that can't control its own military 
and only prctcnds to support social change. By stepping 
down they hoped to make it apparent that the new 
govcrnmcnt is only masquerading as a moderate ruling 
junta and is increasingly conpollcd by right-wing mili- 
taiy officcrs. 

Shortly after the resignations, three major grass roots 
oiganizations and one political party that opposes the 
government joined forces. A demonstration was hcld on 
the anniversary of the 1932 massacre to support the 
ncw opposition group unity. More than n hundred 
thousand workers, students, and peasants poured into 
the streets of downtown San Salvador for the demon- 
stration. Businesses closcd. Women set up stations with 
drinking water for the marchers. As 1 walked along 
with the crowd I met somc of the Mothers fanning 



thcmsclvcs 011 3 corner, waiting for thc rest of thc com- 
mittce to pass by with a banner supporting the ncw 
unity. 

It was impossible to tcll where the crowd hcgan or 
ended, but soon thc red-and-whitc banner of the Com- 
mittee of Mothcrs appcarcd from around thc corncr and 
was met with applause from the spectators. Minuics 
later gunfirc ripped through the marchcrs ahcad of me, 
silencing their chanting. T h e  crowd recoiled and pan- 
icked. Witncsses claimed that gu‘ardsmcn shot down on 
thc crowd from thc national palacc. Latcr I found that 
the Motlicrs were unhiirt, but thirty-ninc marchcrs 
wcrc dead m d  more than :i hundrcd woundcd. 

SURVIVAL 
Unemployment and prices arc increasing along with 
violcncc. The  wcalthy cscapc to Miami, wliilc thc poor 
must try to copc with thc sicadily dctcriorating situa- 
tion. ”Wc will kccp working together,” a mothcr 
asscrts, “but cvcn as wc arc fighting now, oiir fnmilics 
continue to fall victims.” 

Rcccntly it has hccomc niorc difficult for thc womcn 
to kccp up thcir work. Sincc tlic spring of last ycar 
violence has intensified. It  was tlicn that El Salvador’s 
Archbishop Oscar Arniilfo Ronicro, outspoken dcfcnd- 
cr of human rights, was assassinated whilc saying mass. 
Although originally a conscrvativc clcrgynian, Komcro 
had bccomc a strong supporter of thc pcnsants; and on 
thc day Ixforc his dc;ith lie had urged his coiintry’s 
soldiers to stop killing tlicir brothers and to obey God’s 
laws beforc thcir officer's commands. Sincc liis death, 
the Motlicrs say, “no one fccls safe anymorc.” 

Today thc Mothcrs havc little hopc that thcir chil- 
drcn are alivc and in clandcstinc prisons. According to 
Ivan Escobiir, ;i memlxr of El Salvador’s Human Rights 
Commission: “Thc nbrm;il process in El Salvador now is 

to kidnap persons, tortiirc thcm, and latcr give them 
thcir frccdom. Unfortunately this freedom is accompa- 
nicd by death.” Hc said that thc Inter-American Com- 
mission on Human Rights .verified t h c  existcnce of 
clandestine prisons in El Salvador but that as antigov- 
crnment opposition grew, thew prisons proved an  inef- 
fcctive way of dcaling with resistance. 

Thcre is little optimism that thc crisis in El Salvador 
will end soon. A new wave of violence was touched off 
I;ist Novcmbcr;whcn six leaders of the Dcmocratic 
Rcvolutionary Front (a coalition of leftist guerrillas and 
non-Marxist dissidents formed earlier in the year) were 
kidnapped and slain. Onc was the lcadcr of the front, 
ex-ministcr of agriculture and wcalthy landowner, 
Enrique Alvarcz Cordova. 

In Dcccmkr  four American missionary women were 
killcd in El Salvador, prompting President Carter to cut 
off aid to the country. Not long after, Colonel Adolfo 
Arnoldo Majano was oustcd from the ruling junta. He 
had supportcd govcrnmcnt ncgotiations with dissident 
Icadcrs. 

Most rcccntly lcftists launchcd what they callcd 
thcir final offcnsivc, which failcd to arouse widesprcad 
popular support. Thc government declarcd martial law 
and claimed that Nicaraguan troops were. arriving to aid 
thc Left. Tlic U.S. Govcrnmcnt rcsponded by rcinstat- 
ing military aid and scnding U.S. military “advisors.” 

T h e  Council on Hemisphcrjc Affairs reported that El 
Salvador has becomc the Latin American nation with 
thc worst human rights rccord. Many Salvadorans com- 
pare thc ciirrcnt crisis with the 1932 massacre, but they 
claim that this time thc government plans to kill 
250,000 pcoplc in ordcr to stabilize thc situation in the 
country. As one mothcr exclaims: “We are not only 
figliting for our children; now wc are fighting for the 
survival of our pcoplc.” EWY 
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