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Maritza Colón Fermín: “Okay well… we’re going to start. Good evening everyone and 

welcome everyone to Columbia University, muy buenas noches a todos y bienvenidos a 

Columbia University. My name is Maritza Colón Fermín, I am the executive director of 

the Institute of  Latin American Studies here at Columbia University. On behalf of our 

director José Moya, who could not be here with us tonight, and the organizing committee, 

I thank you for joining us at the inauguration of the conference entitled ‘From War to 

Politics, an international Conference on El Salvador’s Peace Process.’ This is the annual 

consortium conference of the Institute of Latin American Studies at Columbia University, 

and the Center for Latin American and Caribbean Studies at New York University. We 

are very pleased to have such a distinguished group of people participating in our 

conference. Estamos muy honrados de tener un grupo tan distinguido de personas durante 

nuestra conferencia y les damos la bienvenida. Planning this conference took a lot of 

effort, so I’d like to acknowledge and thank the organizers really quickly. In no particular 

order, Barbara Weinstein, Héctor Lindo-Fuentes, Jill Lane, George Vickers, Van Gosse, 

Will Fuller, Omar Dauhajre, José Moya and myself, thank you. And, without further 

delay, I’d like to introduce, and pass the microphone to our provost, the provost of 

Columbia University, John Coatsworth. Thank you very much.” 

 

John Coatsworth: “Good evening, and a warm Columbia University welcome to all of 

you. I see here lots of old friends, friends from many years back, friends and accomplices 

I would say. The peace process in El Salvador is a fascinating subject, and I’m looking 

forward to this conference all day tomorrow at NYU. I want to join Maritza in expressing 

thanks to all of those who contributed to bringing us together this evening, and tomorrow, 



and to give special thanks to Maritza Colón herself for the work she put in organizing the 

conference, Maritza, a round of applause. (Applause). To professor Van Gosse for all the 

work that he did to make this event possible, and to Barbara Weinstein at NYU who 

provided really crucial support and encouragement, Barbara, thank you. I would also like 

to acknowledge the presence this evening of a number of particularly distinguished 

guests. You are all distinguished, but I should at least mention just a few from the 

podium. First I would like to acknowledge the presence of former Salvadoran president, 

Armando Calderón Sol. ‘Bienvenido’. Ambassador Rubén Zamora; did he arrive yet? 

There he is. ‘Ah, bienvenido.’ Who is now El Salvador’s permanent representative to the 

United Nations. And, professor, he’s been promoted, Jorge Castañeda, who is Mexico’s 

foreign minister, as you know, from 2000-2004. 

 As you all know, Central America endured three armed conflicts of great intensity 

and savagery during the second half of the twentieth century. The longest of these 

conflicts took place in Guatemala. It began after the overthrow of an elected government 

in 1954, turned out by contract employees of the CIA, and continued until a peace 

agreement was signed on December 29, 1996. The second of the three civil wars wracked 

Nicaragua from the mid 1970’s through the Sandinista victory in 1979, and the so called 

Contra War that followed. This second civil war ended when the Sandinista government 

sign an agreement to hold internationally supervised elections, which took place on 

February 25, 1990, and accepted the victory of its opponents, though the Contras 

themselves did not lay down their arms until sometime later. 

The Salvadoran Civil War began in earnest in late 1979 when civilian leaders 

resigned from a civilian military junta pledged to democratic elections in the face of 

escalating human rights abuses by the security forces. After that point, what had been a 

small scale guerrilla war then became a full scale civil war led by an organization known 

as The Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front.The Salvadoran War ended with a 

peace agreement initialed at the United Nations on December 31, 1991. And, formally 

signed in Mexico City February 1, 1992. The estimated death toll in these three conflicts 

may have exceeded half a million souls, perhaps 75,000 or so alone in El Salvador.  

The role played by external powers, particularly the United States, made 

resolution of these conflicts enormously more complicated than they might otherwise 



have been. This was especially true in El Salvador, where the United States was in fact a 

party to the conflict, sought to help the Salvadoran government achieve a military victory 

over the rebels, and resisted calls for a negotiated settlement until the nearly simultaneous 

collapse of both the Soviet Union, and US congressional support in 1991. 

Peace agreements, as our speaker this evening well understands, are not easily 

achieved. The United Nations played a key role in both the Salvadoran and Guatemalan 

peace accords, and in their implementation afterwards. But, no one contributed more to 

the Salvadoran peace process, and the subsequent implementation of the agreement than 

Álvaro de Soto. He has been a career diplomat, he joined the United Nations in 1982 as a 

special assistant to Secretary General Javier Pérez de Cuéllar, and in a career spanning 

twenty five years he became expert in resolving intractable conflicts, not only in El 

Salvador, but subsequently in Myanmar, in Cyprus, the Western Sahara, and the Middle 

East. He retired from the UN and the Peruvian Diplomatic Service with rank of 

ambassador in 2013, and has been teaching at the Paris School for International Studies. 

I first met Álvaro de Soto when he came to the University of Chicago in the midst 

of the civil war. He gave a lucid presentation describing the complicated processes that 

were involved in the civil war itself, and the enormously difficult task it was to bring the 

sides together to even think about peace. He is a man who has the skills of a diplomat that 

are really essential. He has a soft heart, and a hard nose. He is a realist, but he seeks 

peace. So let me say that it’s a pleasure to welcome Álvaro back to Columbia, and in 

doing so to celebrate this evening his extraordinary career as a peacemaker. Álvaro.” 

 

Álvaro de Soto: “Thank you very much John for those kind, and generous words. I am 

also very pleased to see here a number of familiar faces. They may not have recognized 

me, and I hope they’ll forgive me if I don’t recognize them immediately, a certain 

amount of time has gone by. Let me begin with a little moment that comes to mind. And, 

it takes me back exactly twenty-five years. The Salvadorans have a wonderful way of 

describing an, what you call in the Anglo-Saxon world, an ‘all-nighter,’ weather it be a 

cramming session on the eve of a big exam, a negotiation lasting until dawn, or just a 

party, they will tell you ‘Nos quedamos hasta ver a Dios - We were up ‘til we saw God.’ 

[8:39] 



 Now twenty-five years ago today, we, the UN, the government of El Salvador, 

and the Frente Farabundo Martí para la Liberación Nacional were gearing up for what we 

knew was a make or break encounter. Until that point negotiations had been focused 

single-mindedly on the question of the armed forces which topped the agenda for the 

negotiations. As soon as we got into substance, in June 1990 after reaching a framework 

agreement, and agreeing on the agenda, the FMLN stated that the role of the armed forces 

had become so pervasive, effectively militarizing all corners of institutional life and 

society that unless this problem was tackled comprehensively it would be pointless to 

even take up the other items on the agenda. And, their opening position was that the 

armed forces should be abolished. But, while waiting for that to happen, a number of far 

reaching reforms should be carried out. Reforms that ran counter to the constitution of El 

Salvador. Thus, from the start of the negotiation, session after session, it fell into a 

maddeningly repetitive pattern of FMLN demands and government responses with barely 

a hint of common ground. [10:25] 

 A respite came in July, 1990, in San José, when the negotiators consented to 

change the subject just long enough to agree on a human rights accord which, when it 

became possible to deploy a UN monitoring mission, the first ever, in mid 1991, helped 

bring about a dramatic reduction in human rights violations, and improve the climate, 

preparing the ground for the breakthroughs that led to the accords of the second half of 

1991. In the meantime, though, it proved to be a mixed blessing, because what followed 

was a dark period which seemed to augur nothing positive. The fact that an agreement 

had been reached in San José was no consolation. The script had not been followed by 

the negotiators from their perspective, and there was disgruntlement in the ranks and an 

intensification of fighting, and a slowdown in the negotiations soon followed. A new 

offensive was launched by the FMLN, and an incident in January 1991 involving the 

execution by FMLN fighters of two US servicemen further soured the atmosphere. 

[11:55] 

 I committed an error of my own it appeared, by publishing an op-ed piece in the 

Wall Street Journal, in which I sought to explain what the broad and ambitious agenda of 

the negotiations entailed and why patience was in order. I was awarded with criticism by 

anonymous state department sources which found a prominent place in the New York 



Times. Shoot the mediator. The atmosphere was foul, and inauspicious. Yet, the 

repetitive almost ritualistic discussions when we returned to the armed forces yielded 

enough material for us, for the UN, to craft a working paper which provided some focus 

for what had been until then a sprawling canvas, the kind that only Jackson Pollock and 

his admirers would have appreciated. We pointed to areas where compromises might be 

developed, and volunteered some suggestions of our own to build bridges. We made a 

reference to the desirability of a future army-less country, but put it in a regional context 

and left it in the preamble. Comments by the negotiators and subsequent discussion shed 

light on certain key points, and helped improve the paper in subsequent revisions, of 

which there were several. [13:36] 

 It soon became evident that in order to bring about peace, certain threshold 

requirements which could not be finessed by political agreements, as was proscribed by 

the agenda for the talks, would have to be met. The armed forces needed to be placed 

squarely under elected civilian authority. Their role as the defender of constitutional 

order, as stipulated in the constitution, had to be removed, and their remit had to be 

confined to defense against external enemies and a civilian police not controlled by the 

armed forces would have to be created. Easier said than done. In order to achieve these 

goals, constitutional amendments would be required. Now without amendments to that 

effect, the armed forces, a power unto themselves, would remain as the ultimate arbiter of 

the country’s political life, with their own section in the constitution, separate and distinct 

from the legislature, the executive and the judiciary, and accountable to none of the 

above. And they would retain responsibility for the maintenance of internal public order, 

to fight the enemy within. [15:11] 

Now this was a tall order, because the legislative assembly's lifespan was coming 

to an end on 30 April 1991. Amendments had to be approved in two legislatures, and 

legislators were counted for the period for which deputies were elected, in other words 

they lasted three years. So if constitutional amendments were not approved before the end 

of the month, the reform of the constitution would be delayed for over three years. We 

were facing the abyss of prolonged conflict. Now that is what was at stake when the 

negotiators gathered a quarter of century ago, in a by then familiar hotel, close to the 

southern edge of Mexico City. And, this is what had to be agreed in time for the 



legislature to approve constitutional amendments, which at that point, when we gathered, 

on the 4th of April, remained undiscussed, and unwritten. And without them the 

commitment of the government and the FMLN signed at Geneva a year before, quote “to 

end the conflict by negotiation as soon as possible, to ensure unrestricted respect for 

human rights, to bring about the reconciliation of the Salvadoran family would not be 

fulfilled”. Thus, as we gathered in Mexico we could feel the pressure of the calendar, 

they could feel it in the cities and the countryside in El Salvador, in the capitals and the 

UN missions of the Secretary General’s friends: Colombia, Mexico, Spain, and 

Venezuela, and last but not least in Washington D.C., which was watching, hawk-like, 

from afar. [17:10] 

Now, I had followed the playbook of the UN’s pioneer mediator, a great 

American, Ralph Bunche, by putting the government negotiators, their FMLN 

counterparts, and the UN on three separate floors of whatever hotel we happened to be 

staying at. We had long since ascertained that face to face talks were rarely a productive 

format. Most business transpired in separate meetings with each of the parties, in my 

quarters, or in vertical shuttling by me. Occasionally it proved necessary in the middle of 

a negotiating session for me to fly to San Salvador to meet president Cristiani, and we 

would sometimes speak by telephone without the slightest respect for normal working 

hours. And, it goes without saying that not much sleep was accomplished by anyone. 

Inevitably a red herring appeared in the form of a proposal to suspend the application of a 

certain article in the constitution that made it even more difficult to amend the 

constitution than it actually was. And that provoked a panic of sorts.[18:39] 

As the end of April drew near, anxious leaders of the legislative assembly in San 

Salvador, acting on the basis of incomplete or inaccurate information about the state of 

play, flew to Mexico. Came directly to our hotel unannounced and informed us they had 

agreed on a set of constitutional amendments of their own, and that they were ready to 

pass them, and that they would brook no changes. The amendments fell substantially 

short of what was needed, and what we were still hoping to achieve. Had they been 

approved they would have left the autonomous powers of the armed forces intact, and 

allowed them a continued role in the maintenance of internal public order. I couldn’t go 

into detail with them, lest i undermine the prospects of achieving something that wasn’t 



quite ripe although we thought it was almost there. Now, the appearance in Mexico of the 

legislators was a major disruption of negotiation dynamics, a mediator’s nightmare, not to 

mention the circumvention of the prerogatives of the president of El Salvador. [20:29] 

At the UN headquarters the Secretary General was told that I was treating the 

Salvadoran legislators as interlopers. Something surprising occurred at that point, it 

turned out that it was not just I who was upset by the impromptu visit of the legislative 

leaders, the FMLN and the government negotiators were also disturbed, and even 

befuddled. What began to germinate at that moment was the first stirring of a certain 

complicity amongst the negotiators that we hadn’t noticed until then. Now, sure enough, 

in the wee hours of the 27th of April, three days to go, my legal advisor Pedro Nican, 

whose lineage I have no doubt can be traced back to Francisco de Vitoria and Pico della 

Mirandola, worked with the key negotiators and produced a set of constitutional 

amendments, and a text that explained the consequent legislation that would have to be 

worked out later. All of this was quickly packaged into an agreement signed by the 

negotiators in time for the legislature to approve them within the 30 April deadline with 

only minor amendments that did manageable damage. [21:45] 

The agreement to establish the truth commission, under discussion for months, 

was included in the Mexico agreements. That day, I must confess, liquor flowed, and was 

imbibed by all. The cognitive barriers between the top three floors of the hotel came 

down. And, where distrust and suspicion had hung over the talks like a dark mantle, 

actual mingling occurred. Imagine that. It was hard for the negotiators to keep their 

hubris in check. No one was quite ready say out loud that the point of no return had been 

reached, but it was certainly the point at which it became legitimate to say that a 

negotiated end to the war in El Salvador had become possible at last. [22:44] 

Now let me fast forward a bit to make a point, bear with me, there's a method to 

my madness. On the 31st of December, shortly after midnight, Mr. Pérez de Cuéllar 

having presided over the initialling of the peace accord, ended his decade in office as 

Secretary General in a “blaze of glory” as the New York Times put it. El Salvador being 

the culmination of a string of peace achievements unparalleled before or since. His 

successor Boutrous Boutrous-Ghali’s first official trip away from headquarters was to 

attend the signing of the peace accords at Chapultepec where he delivered a speech 



starting with the words “the long night of El Salvador is drawing to an end.” He read the 

accords on the flight down and they evidently left a mark on this scholarly gentleman, 

and at the end of the month the security council held its first summit ever, and asked the 

incoming Secretary General now that the Cold War was unwinding and the UN seemed 

poised to come into its own, decades after the international climate had froze over, to 

make recommendations on how to strengthen the UN’s capacity in the fields of 

peacemaking, peacekeeping, and preventive diplomacy. Now, a few months later I was 

traveling with him in Brazil, when the first draft of what was to be his report to the 

membership pursuant to the request of the Security Council, which was titled “An 

Agenda for Peace,” the first draft came in. And, he began to read it right away, on the 

spot, in a private aircraft in which we were traveling. He looks up at me, while reading it, 

after reading the peacemaking bit, and the peacekeeping bit, and the preventive 

diplomacy, and he said, “where does El Salvador fit in this report? It's not peacemaking, 

we have a mission there, and peace is already being made, that's been done. Is not 

peacekeeping, as we know it, I’ve written books about peacekeeping; that is not what 

we’re doing in El Salvador, and the military will soon be out of there, leaving only 

personnel behind and overseeing institutional reforms. And, it's not preventative 

diplomacy, there was a war, which nobody prevented, it’s more like”, (and he actually 

groped for words, right there, he can’t have rehearsed this, he didn’t know what was 

coming in the drafts he was seeing this for the first time) groping for words he said, “it’s 

more like post-conflict peace building, isn’t it?” Now, so in one minute of almost 

epiphanic conceptual insight, Boutrous-Ghali had articulated what I had only begun to 

hint at in my ill-fated Wall Street Journal op-ed; and even coined a term to describe it, 

though not one that necessarily trips lightly off the tongue. [26:16] 

As set out in an agenda for peace, and further developing a supplement to it in 

1995, Boutrous-Ghali foresaw what we couldn’t have guessed when we took on the 

search for a solution to the conflict in El Salvador. Now there’s nothing in the UN charter 

that precludes the UN from dealing with internal conflict, but that was evidently not the 

intent behind the design for the organization. Now the major and most important 

difference between internal and international conflict is that in the latter, if you can only 

disengage, and separate the fighting armies and send them home, back to their own 



territories, you’re already a long way toward the achievement of the goal of restoring 

peace, whereas in internal conflicts, the combatants, whether armies or irregular forces 

are already home. Separation and disengagement, particularly in a tiny country like El 

Salvador, is extremely difficult, in such situation the underlying issues, the ones that led 

to warring in the first place must be addressed frequently as a condition prior to stopping 

the fighting. Which was precisely what was agreed to do in the context of El Salvador. 

The FMLN had insisted from the start that they had no intention of conceding anything 

gratis. They believed rightly or wrongly that their military pressures might have brought 

the government to the negotiating table, and they were not about to let it up. At the same 

time, they didn’t rule it out, ‘what do they want?’ they asked, ‘and what will they give in 

exchange for it?’, was the line. They had insisted in the sequence under which political 

agreements would proceed a cease-fire, that is, under which a cease-fire would only 

occur in exchange for political commitments in the accords which laid down the 

framework for the talks. [28:40] 

Now this is what some of my detractors seemed unable to fully metabolize to the 

point of demanding that I should somehow move the goalposts to which the warring 

parties had solemnly agreed. But, the agreement in Mexico was far from the end of the 

story, there were more ups and downs to come. We faced a major hurdle, soon, when 

discussions on the terms of a cease-fire began that summer in Caraballeda, Venezuela. 

The FMLN spelled out their conditions, which involved the retention of their ability to 

recruit combatants, to continue to recruiting combatants, to conduct exercise, and to roam 

about in sizeable swatches of territory. Now, this was something to which it was not 

possible for the government to agree. What sovereign state can commit itself in writing to 

allow a military group whose very existence by definition challenges its monopoly on the 

instruments of violence to continue to do such things. The government saw the cease-fire 

as a short transitional phase, leading in a predictable period of time to demobilization in 

the end of a conflict. A brief waystation. The FMLN’s counter, which was not bereft of 

logic, was that there was no certainty of agreement on the second phase of negotiations, 

and this being so, they had to be prepared for the eventuality of failure, and a return of the 

fighting. [30:28] 



The spirit of Chapultepec, notwithstanding, the progress in the talks came to a 

screeching halt. This roadblock appeared at a time when serious preparations were 

underway to prepare (the spirit I meant, sorry, of the Mexico agreements) 

notwithstanding, the talks came to a halt, and the roadblock appeared at a time when 

serious preparations were underway to prepare for the major transitions that would result 

from transferring responsibility for the maintenance of internal security and order to 

civilian controlled entities. A mission of experts was commissioned by the UN to 

diagnose the security demands, and to make recommendations on how to address them. It 

became clear that the machinery needed to be put in place well in advance of coming to 

terms on ending the war. Essentially the government would be asked to set in motion, 

without awaiting a full fledged peace accord, the establishment of a training facility for 

future civilian police personnel, as well as for the institution of what was to become the 

national civilian police itself. Another tall order both logistically and politically, what 

was that we got a request with the Cold War unwinding from the Soviet Foreign Minister 

and the US Secretary of State who wrote to the Secretary General to urge him to 

personally take charge of the negotiation. Now the Secretary General responded that as 

the title of the UN envoy which was the Secretary General’s personal representative 

made clear he was, personally, in charge. And he elaborated by explaining the nature of 

the roadblock that had surfaced, and informing him that to solve it he had invited him to 

New York, both president Cristiani and the full general command of the FMLN his goal 

being to collapse the two-phase negotiating scheme agreed at Caracas into one. He asked 

for their support, and specifically requested that the US, as the UN’s host country, should 

not raise difficulties to the arrival of the guerrilla commanders in New York for UN 

business. [33:18] 

The meetings in New York, as Secretary General Perez de Culler put it, untied the 

gordian knot. There were other obstacles, I’ve written about them elsewhere I won’t bore 

you with a blow by blow account, leave alone try to piece together the events of the last 

few days of December 1991 which are still a blur. I would like to highlight one or two 

points however, with the benefit of hindsight. The first is the transcendental importance 

of the events of November 1989, I mean the FMLN offensive of 1989. Many died, but it 

was a clarificatory transformative moment. For it was then, and only then, that it dawned 



on the leaders of El Salvador and the FMLN each for their own reason, that military 

victory was not possible, and that the cost, human, and military, as well as political and 

financial of continuing to fight had become greater than the cost of negotiating its end. 

This produced the mutually hurting stalemate that is most propitious for ending a war by 

negotiation. And, it’s on this premise that the government and the guerrilla fighters could 

come to the transformative reforms which they agreed. Opening up political spaces where 

they did not previously exist, strengthening civilian rule, and civil liberties, and taking 

giant strides in the respect for human rights. In this they receive great assistance firstly 

from the long-suffering Salvadoran people, who at times showed exemplary strategic 

patience. They seemed to know at some unarticulated level that it was better to get it right 

than to foreshorten the natural dynamics of difficult multiple-disciplinary negotiations in 

order to get it quickly. Some Salvadorans showed great courage, somehow perhaps 

foreseeing that the future would be different, and better, and that to get there salvadorans 

needed a push from countrymen willing to defy the past [35:45] 

Now in this carefully designed conference, there are panels covering vast 

expanses of ground, intellectual ground. The role of internal actors in shaping peace, the 

influence of battleground dynamics on negotiating strategies, the global context and Cold 

War dynamics, and the role of external actors. But, I’m particularly looking forward to 

the closing panel on El Salvador today. I’ll tell you why. I was particularly struck by the 

title of the conference “From War to Politics,” if I may say so, and I’m sure general Mark 

Hamilton has noticed, it has a clausewitzian ring to it. It brought me back, yet again, to 

those days a quarter of a century ago, when I lived and breathed El Salvador every 

waking hour, and many sleeping hours as well. Now, in 1991, in Mexico, I received a 

visit of a certain scholar-journalist, who is among the participants at this conference. And, 

who bore the same name as his father whom I had known in the law of the sea conference 

which I attended in short pants, I am quick to point out, his name was-and remains- Jorge 

Castañeda, who is sitting among us today. Who not un-coincidentally happens to be the 

moderator of that closing panel. Now, I explained to him, as carefully as I could, because 

I knew that he was a journalist, what we were trying to do. With my by then rote 

explanation about how a quick fix in El Salvador, even if it were possible, just wouldn’t 

do. Now, not long afterward he produced an article on the subject in which -he probably 



doesn’t even remember, a thousand articles later- he referred to what we were trying to 

do as attempting to metamorphose the war so it would continue to be fought, but by 

peaceful means. Thus, standing clause of its definition of war, as the continuation of 

politics by other means, on its head. [38:22] 

Now El Salvador is described as a success story more often than the reverse; I’ll 

let others be the judge of that. But, it won’t surprise you to hear that I have opinions on 

the subject. I think of El Salvador -I was telling someone whom I met a moment ago- 

every day of my life to the point where I had to struggle in subsequent assignments to 

avoid the diplomatic equivalent of the problem that is said to afflict generals who have a 

tendency to always fight the last war. And, one of the things that strikes me, and that I’ve 

been able, I think, to intuit in a couple of visits that I’ve made to El Salvador in the last 

few months, is the sense that what Jorge Castañeda said in that article he wrote twenty-

five years ago, that in a sense, the war continues. Luckily in a very civilized way, but it 

continues. And that it’s going to require something in order to get back, to complete the 

job, as it were. Now, let me begin with a speech that was uttered on the 16th of January 

of 1992 by one of the participants in the signing ceremony in Chapultepec castle in 

Mexico. “What begins today”, and it’s my translation, “what begins today in El Salvador 

is not the restoration of a preexisting peace, but rather, the inauguration of an authentic 

peace. In order to take the measure of what is unfolding, it is not enough to look at the 

recent past. The crisis which engulfed El Salvador, in the last decade was not conjured 

out of nowhere by an isolated few. It had deep and ancient roots, social, political, 

economic, and cultural. One of the pernicious flaws in our national life was the paucity, 

or the lack of space and mechanisms needed to allow the free exchange of ideas, the 

natural development of different political projects, in a word the lack of a genuine 

scheme of democratic life.” Now, these are extracts some of you may have already 

recognized of the speech of President Cristiani at the signing ceremony of the peace 

accord. [41:29] 

A couple of things emerge from there, the first is his bold acknowledgment that 

such order as existed when the FMLN’s insurgency began at the start of the 1980s, did 

not constitute a desirable, let alone idyllic, state of peace. The FMLN were rising up 

against an order that was inherently, structurally unstable, through no fault of the FMLN. 



The second is THAT when the FMLN insurgency began, there was not in place in El 

Salvador a democratic framework within which the grievances that they raised could’ve 

been aired freely and without fear of repression. Thank you very much for your 

attention.” [42:19] 

 
 

Q&A Session with Álvaro de Soto 
 

Álvaro de Soto: “Julia, Julia” 

Julia Preston: “I’m Julia Preston from the New York Times, and I’m wondering you 

mentioned the um, the FMLN offensive of November of 1989 as a factor that brought 

about the stalemate, I’m just wondering, if the murder of the Jesuit priests as well in that 

period was also a factor that shook the system to a point where there was a recognition 

that something needed to change in terms of the war.” 

Álvaro de Soto: “I think the murder of the Jesuits was of enormous importance, in that it 

precipitated action by the US Congress. A commission was created by the speaker, and 

he appointed as the chairman of that commission a congressman from South Boston, 

Joseph Moakley, who did not want the job, and told the speaker, why do you want to 

appoint me, I mean there are 434 other representatives that could do the job better than I 

do, and would probably want the job, and he said because you don’t want it, that’s why 

I’m sending you. Alright… So Joe Moakley went down, and he came to suspicions very 

quickly that someone was trying to hide something, and that he wasn’t going to take. 

And, he pressed extremely hard, and put the armed forces then in a position in which they 

had to decide, either we own up, or we agree to reforms of the armed forces in the 

negotiation that was underway, and I was the beneficiary of that. The Salvadorans were 

the beneficiaries of that. I mean the role of the US Congress, I think, in the negotiations, 

by that, and also by putting pressure on the military aid, at that time was I’d say 

determining for the outcome.” 

Question: “Álvaro, ¿porque crees...o sea, dos preguntas, si hubiera habido un referéndum 

en El Salvador sobre los Acuerdos en Chapultapec qué hubiera pasado? Yo creo, sin 

saber absolutamente nada, que hubiera ganado el sí.  Porque crees que hay una diferencia 



aparentemente tan grande entre el sentimiento que hubiera habido entonces en El 

Salvador que parece haber ahora en Colombia? 

Álvaro de Soto: Yo también pienso que hubiera ido un sí rotundo y así es: como 

estruendo se habría aprobado es mi impresión, nunca lo sabremos. No soy favorable a 

someter a referéndum los Acuerdos de Paz yo creo que los Acuerdos de Paz, no obstante 

lo que acabo de decir, los Acuerdos de Paz pertenecen a una rama de la empresa humana 

que mejor se mantiene en la oscuridad. 

 Los procesos de paz son, no sé como criar orquideas exóticas. No se puede 

exponer a la intemperie ni discutir demasiado. Es un arte oscura, francamente. Ahora, 

bueno, claro, todos tenemos experiencias, un acuerdo que a mí me parecía perfectamente 

decente, y que a la mayoría de la gente le parecía perfectamente decente también, en 

respecto de Chipre que tuve una parte en diseñar fue rechazado por una de las partes por 

referéndum. Me parece que hay ciertas cosas que no hay que exponer a un landsgemeinde 

helvético. Quizás si hubiera una guerra en Suiza tal vez se podría someter a un 

referéndum pero en otros lugares, no. No conozco lo suficiente bien la situación en 

Colombia… sé que el presidente Santos está muy bajo en las encuestas y me imagino que 

no será totalmente impertinente a los esfuerzos que se están haciendo para tratar de lograr 

la paz. No estoy totalmente convencido de que la cosa se haya… de que se haya hecho 

hecho suficiente esfuerzo por explicar con claridad a medida que avanzaba el proceso 

respecto de en qué consistían los acuerdos y porqué había que lograrlos y por qué había 

que hacerlos de la manera que fuera. No estoy seguro cómo se llegó al acuerdo, a la 

decisión de someterlo a referéndum. Francamente tengo temor respecto de los posibles 

resultados. 

Person: “Buenas tardes, yo tengo una pregunta en cuanto a lo que usted acaba de decir: Si 

la sociedad civil… bueno, de acuerdo con la teoría y muchas experiencias, se supone que 

la sociedad civil está siempre como al margen de ese tipo de acuerdos, entonces, ¿usted 

cuál cree que debería de ser el rol de la sociedad civil en estos procesos para garantizar 

que la transición sea mucho más pacífica y haya más convivencia? Especialmente con los 

caso de niños y jóvenes que son soldados y hacen parte de las guerrillas colombianas y 

también hicieron parte de... bueno hicieron... constaban creo que el ochenta por ciento del 

FMLN, entonces quería saber cuál es su opinión acerca de eso. 



Álvaro de Soto: Mi opinión es que los líderes son elegidos para que asuman sus 

responsabilidades, y que deben tener la disposición a asumirlas, no delegarlas, y tomar las 

decisiones para las cuales fueron elegidos, esa es mi opinión. Como parte de ese proceso, 

un líder, si lo es, tiene la responsabilidad de convocar a la sociedad civil y cualquier otra 

fuerza que puede ser determinante en el éxito –o el fracaso– de un proceso que tiene entre 

manos, esa es mi opinión respecto de estos temas. 

Person: “Thank you Ambassador de Soto, I wanted to ask if you would be willing to 

speculate a little about… given the current violence in El Salvador, why is there so little 

reference to the period of the Salvadoran Civil War, and the Peace Accords in relation to 

the current moment in El Salvador.” 

Álvaro de Soto: “So little reference, where is there so little reference? 

John Coatsworth: The case between El Salvador… 

Person: I just find reading most of the press that there’s very little thinking back to the 

roots of some of the current violence. We focus a lot on the drugs, the arms, the gangs, 

but its ahistorical in many ways, I think. 

Álvaro de Soto: Yes, well, I think it’s important to make some sharp distinctions between 

the war then, the one that ended in early 1992, and what is going on in El Salvador now. 

Because, this is one of, there have been many changes in the nature of conflict, and the 

nature of conflict resolution since the end of the Cold War. Partly because predominantly 

an internal conflict that one is dealing with, partly because of developments in 

international human rights law, partly also because of the reaction to 9/11, the ‘War on 

Terror,’ and that kind of problem. That has changed the nature of the beast, as it were. 

And, one of the new phenomena that is appearing, and I’m getting pressure from my 

students about this, ‘don’t we have a new phenomenon, professor, which consists of 

criminal organizations which may not even have political objectives”, but these are 

entirely new phenomena, and the normal institutions for dealing with conflict resolution 

are simply unprepared as to how to handle it. But, the important thing on which it is 

essential to emphasise, is that this is not politically motivated, that the causes are more 

social than anything else, and they’re extremely difficult to deal with because they break 

all our schemes, and I don’t have any answers myself.” 

John Coatsworth: “Well, thank you very much for a wonderful presentation.” 



 


