
War poverty and 
earthquakes made 1986 a 
long year far Salvadorans. 

The general view of things in 
Central America in early 
1986 was more or less as fol
lows: Nicaragua is the main 
critica! point, and the situa
tion in El Salvador is relative
ly stable. According to many 
observers, the war in El Sal
vador was at an impasse 
between the armed oppo
sition forces of the FM LN 
and the government's armed 
forces. Yet by the end of the 
year the regional picture had 
changed. 

On the one hand, there is a 
widespread perception that 
the Sandinistas have consoli
dated their positions and man
aged to deal the contras a 
strategic defeat. Both as
pects will be enhanced as 
the lran-Contras affair makes 
it increasingly difficult for the 
Reagan Administration to 
continue supporting the 
counter-revolutionaries, and 
as the anti-Sandinistas' de
feat is more explicity manifest. 

On the other hand, events in 
El Salvador have also taken 
a different turn. Three main 
factors contribute to the new 
situation: the FMLN's increas
ed military strength, the 
broad-based resurgence of 
mass struggles and the un
folding of a political crisis wi
thin the ruling block, mean
ing the increasing instability 
of the DuartB government. 
Unlike what may seem to be 
the case, the earthquake that 
shook San Salvador in Oct. 
1986 is not the key factor 
leading to the crisis. The main 
components of today's criti
ca! situation were present be
fare the earthquake. 

FMLN Commander Joaquín 
Villalobos referred to the sit
uation in El Salvador, in a 
document that appeared in 
the magazine ECA in April, 
1986, published by the Cen
tral American U niversity, 
UCA, in San Salvador: "lt is 
not true the war is at a stale
mate. In conceptual terms it 
is possible to speak of a phase 
of strategic equilibrium in 
a popular war, but it is wrong 
to say the war is at an impasse. 
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Phoenix Brings 
Bad Luck to El 

Salvado,r 

Burying the dead following the earthquake 

The concept of strategic 
equilibrium has a different 
meaning in a popular war. lt 
refers precisely to the mo
ment when the revolutionary 
forces have left the strategic 
defensive and are nearing 
the possibility of a counterof
fensive.'' 

1986 opened with the most 
complex counterinsurgency 
operation launched by the 
Salvadoran military during 
the six years of war: Opera
tion Phoenix. lts purpose 
was to recover the Guazapa 
Volcano, an FMLN bastion in 
the very heart of the country. 
Just 19 miles from the capital 
city, Guazapa is a strategic 
enclave in the military corre
lation of forces. By June the 
Salvadoran armed forces ,ad-

mitted that Operation Phoe
nix had not yielded the re
sults they had expected; it 
has not been possible to dis
lodge the FMLN's fighters 
from the area, nor did the 
army · gain a stable hold on 
the vital military position. 

In sum, on the military front 
the FMLN has maintained its 
forces, consolidated its terri
torial control in the north and 
east of the country, and in
creased the operational mo
bility of its troops. lt has also 
further developed interna! 
unity among the five organi
zations that make up the 
revolutionary alliance and 
agreed on new programma
tic foundations and margins 
of political independence with 
its allies in the Revolution-
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withstood eight years of 
near-genocidal efforts to des
troy it, emerging undefeated 
and with many of its founda
tions still in place. These 
newly reactivated masses al
so constitute the mai.n obsta
ele in the path of tfle counter
insurgency project designed 
by the U.S., namely, iso
lating the insurgency from 
the popular and workers' 
movement and building a so
cial base in support of the 
dominant regime. Duarte, a 
sector of the Salvadoran mili
tary and North American 
strategists know that an irreg
ular war cannot be won sole
ly on the battlefield; win
ning requires the division of 
the popular forces and the 
construction of an alternate 
social base. 

Duarte cannot seriously ex
pect to build his own social 
base with the level of repres
sion unleashed by his govern-· 
ment, just as neither his econo
mic or political pol_icies conh 
bute to that goal either. A U.S. 
journalist aptly summed up 
the situation in late December: 
"Duarte is losirig control of 
the streets without having 
recovered control of the 
mountains." 

And Duarte is also losing 
control of his own hoúse. 
Right-wing political forces 
began 1987 with a destabiliz
ing offensive against the gov-· 
ernment, a campaign sup
ported by big business and 
sorne sectors of the military. 
Specifically, big business 
refuses to pay a new tax 
called, "For the Defense of 
National Sovereignty,'' that 
would be applied to income 
in order to finance the war. 
Businessmen refuse to pay 
for two reasons: first, they are 
pretty sure the money will 
end up in the pockets of gov
ernment officials, and sec
ond, they believe the regime 
is losing the war. In order 
to manifest their opposition, 
the right wing has resorted to 
a parliamentary work stop
page, while large-scale prívate 
enterprise shut down· their 
businesses. 

But the right-wing forces 
don't have a better project to 
defeat the insurgency and 

the popular movement. Their 
only proposal is to unleash 
another round of genocide, a 
large-scale killing capable of 
restoring ''social peace'' to 
El Salvador. This means, in 
effect, resorting to the meth
od applied over half a cen
tury ago in 1932, when over 
30,000 people were slaugh
tered following a popular 
uprising. 

At the same time, North 
American strategists know 
that El Salvador doesn't nec
essarily need more people 
killed, and that genocide will 
orobably not turn the sit
uation around. There are elo
quent figures pointing to this, 
as the repression under 
Duarte has been one of the 
most severe in the country's 
history. 

Today the regime is face to 
face with a popular move
rnent that has overcome these 
past bloody years at a cost 
of sorne 20,000 dead. Un-

. der certain conditions mass 
repression can disarticulate 
a movement, but under others 
it only adds new energy to 
the struggle. This poses the 
greatest risk to the solution 
proposed by the extreme 
right forces. But however 
uncertain this option may 
be, many seem willing to re
sort to it if they have no other 
recourse. 

Washington cannot allow the 
Duarte government and its 
counterinsurgency model to 
collapse, for it would means 
its own defeat. And for now 
the White House seems to 
have no better option than 
Duarte, at a time when its 
own political difficulties make 
it harder, though by no me
ans impossible, for the U.S. 
to increase its own direct in
volvement in the conflict. 

When Alexander Haig took 
office as Secretary of State in 
1980 he chose El Salvador 
as the test case for the Rea
gan Administration's Central 
America policy. Now, toward 
the end of Mr. Reagan's sec
ond term, El Salvador may 
also become the test case for 
that same policy's failure.* 

Augusto Morales 
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