The violent response to social exclusion in El Salvador: The phenomenon of Maras 

Introduction

More than ten years after a United Nations-brokered peace plan brought to an end El 

Salvador’s twelve-year civil war, the level of violence has increased and today El Salvador 

with a homicide rate of 117 per 100,000 people is one of the most violent countries in the world and the most violent one in the Latin American region (Rodgers 1999). 

Urban violence, one manifestation of the gross economic and social inequality in which Salvadorans live, is certainly the most prevalent form of violence in El Salvador. The largest contributing factor is the surge of youth gangs (maras) that grew in its urban areas following the end of the civil war, and that according to Vasquez (1999, p. 1) constitutes “one of the most important and complex cultural-generational problem in the country in the decade of the 1990s”. 

It is beyond the scope of this essay to provide an in-depth analysis of the maras in El Salvador, of their origins, of the legal and illegal activities in which gang members engage in, and their relationship, both individually and collectively, with the social institutions.  

Instead, this brief essay will attempt to investigate the main structural factors laying behind the growth of maras in El Salvador and argue that the neo liberal economic policies introduced after the peace accords and the chronic incapacity of the State to address poverty, inequality and exclusion in the distribution of economic, political and social resources, account for the main reasons of the proliferation of juvenile delinquency (Moser and Winton 2002). 

Historical overview

The severe disparities of wealth constituted the pre-eminent cause of the civil war. In the 1970s, unemployment, poverty and lack of access to land were common conditions among Salvadorans. The very inequitable social system was clearly reflected by the stratification of the Salvadoran society at the start of the civil war in 1980: roughly 80% of the population was composed by campesinos, poor peasant farmers; about 10% by industrial workers; 8% by middle class and 2% by upper class or oligarchy which owned 60% of the nation’s productive land and controlled all the key sectors of the economy. 

The civil war between government forces and the revolutionary Farabundo Marti Front for National Liberation (FMLN), which provoked the death of more than 70,000 people and the displacement of another 900.000 was officially ended by the Peace Accords of Chapultepec in 1992. From that time, consistent efforts have been put in order to carry out the complex process of the reconstruction of the democratic institutions but the attempts made to redress inequality and improve the socio-economic conditions of the Salvadoran population have been insufficient and often inadequate. The peace accords, besides creating the conditions for the reconciliation and reconstruction of the country, included a vague commitment to alleviate poverty, improve social services and repair the country’s infrastructures severely damaged during the course of the conflict. However, the limitations of the peace initiatives on the socio-economic front raise strong doubts about the suitability of the country’s post-war macroeconomic policies. The structural adjustment programme implemented under the strict supervision of the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank proved successful in controlling the inflation but the fiscally restrictive policies imposed heavy limitations on state spending, producing social and economic consequences which can be well predicted.

Social programmes, which were in desperate need of being implemented were jeopardised by economic policies, which continued to advantage the few and did not contribute to generate enough employment either. At more than years from the end of the conflict, it is pretty depressing to notice that the underlying causes of the conflict – the concentration of the political and economical power in the hands of a tiny élite and the exclusion of a large part of the population from the key resources are yet to be solved. 

It is important to highlight that when the figures about the concentration of income during the beginning of the nineties are compared with current figures, the gap between the highest-income households and the poorest has expanded. This reflects the way in which the fruits of economic growth have been distributed during this stage of neo-liberal economic reform. 

With a gross national product per capita of 2,000 US$, El Salvador remains today one of the poorest countries in the Central and Latin American region. Despite the economic growth registered during the middle years of the 1990s, 44.6% of the Salvadoran population live in poverty and while the official unemployment rate is listed as only 8%, figures including underemployment put the total close to 40%. Average wage remains low, (US$ 296.9 in urban areas and US$ 133 in the rural sector), In the 2002 Report on Human Development , El Salvador holdsplace 104, out of 174 countries and the Gini coefficient (82) is among the five highest in the world (UNDP 2000). 
In a country in transition already undermined by massive economic and social problems, a weak State and a weak response to address these challenges might easily create a fertile ground for the development of criminal violence, and in particular the emergence of common delinquency which finds its most common expression in the phenomena of the maras. 

Literature review

Starting from the end of the 1920s, a considerable number of theories have tried to explain the formation of youth gangs. Working within the sociological paradigm of the Chicago School, Thrasher’s pioneering work (1927) attributed to gangs a cultural and ecological context. In his study of the gangs in the city of Chicago he found that the areas in which gangs formed and developed were characterised by three main features: (1) deteriorating neighbourhoods, (2) shifting population, and (3) mobility and disorganisation of the slum. His description of gangs remains today one of the most largely applied and surely one of the most valuable ever formulated: 

“The spontaneous effort of boys to create a society for themselves where none adequate to their needs exists. What boys get out of such association that they do not get otherwise under the conditions that adult society imposes in the thrill and zest of participation in common interests, more especially in corporate action, in hunting, capture, conflict, fight and escape. Conflict with other gangs and the world about them furnishes the occasion for many of their exciting group activities”. (1927, p. 37).                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

The formation, structure and behaviour of gangs are often permeated by stereotypes. Most typically, it is that gangs are composed of late-adolescent males, who are violent, drug-and alcohol-soaked, sexually hyperactive, unpredictable, confrontational, drug-dealing criminals who strive for profit and domination within the squalid public housing estates of the inner-city neighbourhood.

However, consistent efforts to describe gangs beyond stereotypes have been made by several social scientists in 1950s, 1960s, when the theoretical perspectives on gangs were re-examined for the first time since Thrasher’s work on the Chicago youth gangs in the 1920.

Cohen (1955) and Miller (1958) have conceptualised gangs as the representation of the underclass subculture, developing the theory of status frustration to explain the process by which boys become involved in delinquent activities and gangs.

Cloward and Ohlin (1960) moved away from the status concern and focused on the blocked opportunities for achieving success faced by most working class and lower class boys. 

Yablonsky (1959)’s work on violent gangs has argued that gangs form in response to threats against safety and meet the psychological needs of boys incapable of finding fulfilment in the larger society. 

Gangs are subjected to variations, both within and across countries but what most contributes to trigger their formation is the necessity for young people to partially replace those social institutions – family, school, or labour market – that inequality, exclusion and administrative breakdown characterising slums and inner cities have weakened or rendered dysfunctional (Rodgers 1999, p.1, 4).

However, if theories are crucial to provide a broad understanding of the phenomenon, what becomes vital is to investigate the social, economic, and political conditions in which youth gangs emerge and try to understand what in that particular context is conducive to their proliferation. 

The Maras
During the 1980s, when the civil war reached its apex, thousands of Salvadorans fled the country to find themselves often segregated in the poor neighbourhoods of Los Angeles and of other major large American cities. To defend themselves from other violent Latino gangs already present in the territory and to combat the sense of isolation and marginality, young Salvadorans formed new gangs, often keeping links with street gangs back in their homeland, like La Mara. It was exactly in these contexts of spatial, cultural, social and economic segregation that Mara Salvatrucha (MS) and Los De La 18 (the 18th Street Gang)
, recognised as amongst the most powerful and violent in the constellation of gangs, formed. 

Today the number of affiliates is striking: Smutt and Miranda (1998, p. 35) estimate that the two gangs count more than 20.000 members scattered around the United States and El Salvador and that up to 70% of the young pandilleros (gangs members) in El Salvador belong to one of the 400 subdivisions of these major gangs. 

In 1992, amendments in the American immigration laws consented to deport aliens who committed crime contributing to add a trans-national and more violent dimension to the already existing Salvadoran gangs. In 1993, seventy gang members were deported back to El Salvador and by 1996 more than one thousand and two hundreds Salvadorans involved in crime activities were deported, more than half of them with connections to gangs (Vasquez 2000). 

Although the existence of gangs in El Salvador dates back to the 1950s and to the 1970s, those returning refugees introduced a new style of gang violence into a country which was already marked by violence. Strangers in their own country, received by the locals with fear and discrimination, with limited access to decent employment opportunities, decent housing and education, they survived the only way they knew how. 

Today gang involvement is on the rise. It is estimated that in 1996 roughly 20.000 young people were affiliated to gangs (IUDOP 1997, p.695, De Cesare 1998, p.25), the large majority of them operating in the capital San Salvador. In the year 2000 (Santa Cruz, Giral, Concha-Eastman 2001, p.13) the number raised to 30-35.000 (out of a population of 6.4 million). 

Youth gangs in El Salvador are known for their extreme violence, well-structured organisation, possession of lethal weapons (including M-16s, M-3 hand grenades and RPG-2 rocket launchers) and heavy consumption of narcotics and alcohol. Gang violence accounts for a high percentage of homicides, assaults, kidnappings, robberies, rapes, and other violent crimes in the urban areas of the country. It is calculated that the highest mortality rate due to homicide occurs in young men aged between fifteen and thirty-four, 41% of which are committed with a firearm (Cruz 1998). According to Cruz (1998), “the problem of delinquency is of such magnitude that Salvadorans have become more alarmed by criminal violence than what concerned them during the war ..” .

In a recent interview, Elías Bolanos, director of the Ricaldone Institute in San Salvador, stated that “the members of the maras are “children of war”, having only seen or heard of war since they were five or ... now, aged 17, they are bringing to bear these experiences in a new context” (Revista Centroamericana 1994, cited by Rodgers 1999, p.9).

If it is true that during the war an estimated 80 percent of the government troops and 20 percent of the FMLN recruits were under eighteen years of age and that at the end of the war 61 percent of the FMLN children were not integrated into the demobilisation programme, it is not enough to justify the upsurge of gangs and the spread of criminal violence in the country.

Today, the most common explanations provided for the proliferation of gangs are: (1) the long-lasting conflict which left large quantities of arms in the hands of civilians; (2) the difficulty of re-inserting the ex combatants into the society; (3) the deeply rooted culture of violence in the Salvadoran society; (4) the transition from authoritarian to democratic rule; and (5) the lack of quality bonding between parent and child. 
Rodgers (1999, p.9) remarks that perhaps the most important factor in explaining the emergence of the maras is the high rate of return migration and deportation of gang members from the United States to El Salvador. 

Despite all these external and internal factors might to a certain extent contribute to explain the proliferation of gangs, and above all their extremely violent nature, nevertheless they fail to take into account what actually pushes young people to reconstruct their identities through gangs: social marginality, economic deprivation, precarious living conditions including severe overcrowding, lack of jobs, lack of basic services and a severe lack of trust in the social institutions.

Who are the pandilleros?

Recent studies on maras have revealed that three quarters of their members are male, their average age is 18.5 years old  (the youngest are 11, the oldest are about 26) and that the majority belongs to the working or lower middle class (Rodgers 1999, p.9).

However, a more recent investigation on Salvadoran gangs conducted in 1998 showed that 82.9% of the surveyed live in a condition of poverty, 72.7% come from single-headed households and the 74.5%, despite have on average nine years of schooling, are unemployed. The few who work, are mainly engaged in casual work activities without access to any social security provision or guarantee to secure employment (Smutt 1998).

Life in the gang can be extremely dangerous. Violence, fighting and turf battles between rival gangs are intrinsic part of the gang’s lifestyle. But it is true that the threat of physical violence – real or perceived – increases the solidarity of gangs within the neighbourhood, and sometimes, across the neighbourhood, why do young Salvadorans become pandilleros when they know that their chances to die before their twentieth birthday or to be jailed for years are most likely to occur? 

In a research conducted in San Salvador by IUDOP (Institute of Public Opinion at the University of Central America) 60% of the surveyed affirmed that they joined the gang because of the feeling of complicity, unity and friendship that the gang could offer; 46% because “les gustó el vacil”, (companionship and gang activities), and roughly 22% for family problems.

However, when asked about their future, nearly 85% of the respondents answered that they would like to “calm down”, give up drugs, violence, found a job a form a family.

La vida loca (“the crazy life”) is the distinctive and challenging way of gangs to recreate a sense of identity, spatiality and community at the margin of a society, which has little to offer. When opportunities are blocked, and jobs are lacking, why then striving for inclusion? 

Confronting a condition of exclusion and marginality, gang members:

“may then refuse to accept the rules of the democratic game, or accept them only partially. Their response may then become social violence. The economically excluded do not become individual or collective subjects in the newly emerging public and political sphere: they may resist and protest, living under different rules, the rules of violence. Their limited energies and resources are not geared to integration, “acting out” instead of participating; at times, this is manifest in forms of communitarian resistance”. (Jelin, 1998, p.408).

According to Cruz (1998): “There are very marked differences in Salvadorian society between the rich and the poor and a large segment of the society feels marginalised, totally excluded from the political process. During the war, the left was demonised. After the conflict, we didn’t have a bad guy anymore, so the authorities chose youth, and in particular the gangs”.

Gangs emerge and proliferate within marginal urban areas rendered even more poor and deprived by the massive rural-urban migration occurred in the post-conflict years.

The Metropolitan Region of San Salvador, which includes fourteen towns has grown from 1.4 million inhabitants in 1990 to more than two millions in 1999, accounting today for the 70% of the total urban population and 32% of the country population. 

It is true that rapid urbanisation and the recent natural disasters which hit the country (earthquakes and hurricanes) has strained the capacity of the central government and municipalities to provide basic services, including decent education, housing, and employment, the way economic policies are formulated further exacerbated the problem. 

Conclusions: 
There are no easy solutions to the problem of crime, and in particular to juvenile violence and delinquency. Today the problem is of such a magnitude that only a holistic integrated approach (Moser 2002) might help to contain it. Public health approaches aiming to prevent offending behaviours by reducing individual factors, or social capital approaches aiming to reconstruct the social fabric by bringing together formal and informal social institutions, have proved to be rather successful in preventing and reducing crime. 

However, if bottom-up local interventions targeting youth are undoubtedly necessary and recommendable, even more crucial are long-term structural interventions aimed to correct macroeconomic policies and to introduce a more sustainable, human and participatory model of development. 

While the Salvadoran economy during the last decade has grown, wealth has failed to trickle down to the masses. Taking into consideration that approximately 50% of the Salvadoran population is under 20 years of age, it is foreseeable that in the coming years El Salvador will have to grapple with massive new populations entering the labor market. The absorption of this labor force into dignified work will require profound changes in the economic structure of the country and the design of integrated policies with respect to the world of work. 

Under the current model or plan for economic growth undertaken in El Salvador, labor, more than a mechanism for access to well-being and progress for families, has been considered as an automatic adjustment variable for the macro-economy. It is important to mention that close to half of the working population is employed in the informal urban sector of the economy, especially women (pulperías, street vendors, self-employment or subsistence microenterprises, etc.). 

Maquiladoras, which have been one the government’s new strategies to link the Salvadoran economy to the global markets, do not actually provide a valuable response to poverty. In El Salvador, a decent wage would be about 4,400 ($506) colones a month for a family of four and maquiladora workers earn just the minimum wage.

There is a great danger of economic growth continuing to benefit a privileged minority and excluding a broad segment of the population and recent trends have not shown relevant improvements. In 1999, the income of the richest 20% of households was 19 times the income of the poorest 20% of households (Oxfam 1999) and the influence of the socio-economic élites in the formulation of the social and economic policies is confirmed by the lack of programmes dealing with poverty, unemployment and economic inequality (Gomez 1999, p.53).

When inequality and poverty overlap, the risks to generate conditions in which people resort to crime and violence increase. Delinquency has its origins in economic and social conditions, in high incidence of poverty, inequality and poor basic services (Becker 1968, Fajnzylber 1998).

Maras are the youth response to social injustice and lack of opportunities. It a violent way to rebel, to condemn and to answer to those socio-economic demands that the State is unable and unwilling to fulfil: they present an alternative to earn a source of income (the opportunity cost of crime) and to reconstruct that sense of security, belonging, recognition and participation that the Salvadoran society denies them. 

As Smutt (1998) argued: “Human beings are not borne violent, they become violent in violent contexts”.
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� Salvatrucha means: “El Salvador must live”; the name M18 is taken from the 18th Street in Los Angeles, place where the gang was formed.





