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Introduction

This book is about the ephemeral yet powerful connections between Sal-
vadorans in El Salvador and in the Los Angeles metropolitan area. The
book grew out of my attempts, over the course of a decade, to understand
the lives of Salvadoran migrants. In particular, I was interested in what
they think about their lives in the United States, about the war in El Salva-
dor, about globalization, citizenship, nationality, and immigration. At the
time I began this odyssey, there seemed to be a schism in the literature on
immigration. On the one hand, there were macrostructural approaches
that examined the political and economic contexts for migration—why it
occurs and the form it takes. Analysis of the human dimension of migra-
tion, on the other hand, focused largely on migrant networks and family
structure. While this literature contributes much to our understanding of
migration, there was relatively little attention paid to how migrants expe-
rience their lives. There was also scant information on other forms of mi-
grant social organizing, including what I came to see as so important to
Salvadorans in Southern California—political affiliation, national iden-
tity, ethnicity, class, and legal status. In my fieldwork, I tried to capture the
ways that migrants see their world and their places in it, treating them
neither as passive pawns driven by a predetermining political economy
nor as simply nodes in expanding social networks. At the same time, social
scientists were increasingly turning their attention to globalization and
transnationalism and reevaluating theories of international migration.
This led to the growth of a rich and varied literature on transnationalism,
political organizing, legal status, nationalism, race, gender, ethnicity, and
economic inequality in international migration. One of the more conten-
tious debates in this literature concerns the role of the national state in a
globalizing world. The early discussions of globalization and transnation-
alism in the social sciences seem to suggest that the national state was
quickly becoming obsolete and would one day disappear. My experiences
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with Salvadorans in Southern California, however, suggested that the na-
tional state—manifest in the form of borders, checkpoints, passports, visas,
legal status, nationalism, and politics—was one of the single most impor-
tant factors shaping migrant life. As the debate on the relation between the
national state and globalization unfolded, scholars developed more nu-
anced approaches that suggest that the national state is not melting away,
but is instead being transformed to fit the exigencies of economic global-
ization, of a world in which people, commodities, information, and money
circulate across national borders, while cultural identities continue to be
contained by them. These debates on the national state informed my field-
work and shape this book, which I hope contributes to our understanding
of migrant social and political organizing in a transnational social field.

Like all ethnography, this book inhabits a fragile and provisional space
bounded by time and place, shaped by subjectivity, and marked by happen-
stance. It is only a partial portrait of migrant lives, inflected through the
eyes of an outsider. I cannot claim to be telling their story—they can tell it
much better than I. However I can relate some of the lessons that I have
learned from working with and living among Salvadorans in Los Angeles.
This book is not just for people interested in Salvadoran migration; it has
much to say about international migration in general, transnationalism,
the role of the national state in contemporary social life, and the construc-
tion of social identities in the context of movement, change, and persistent
challenges.

Because Salvadoran migrants often lack legal documentation, and be-
cause they move not only from country to country but from place to place
within the United States, fieldwork is a complicated endeavor. I found it
necessary to do research in more than one locale, El Salvador and Southern
California, though the bulk of my work took place in the latter. In addition,
I was constantly traveling from one part of the Los Angeles metropolitan
area to another. This ethnography is a mobile ethnography, one that I hope
confounds any facile notion of community. It is the ethnography of a var-
iegated and complex population, some of whom live on the margins of U.S.
legal and social institutions, some of whom live “the American dream.”
Many migrants develop multistranded ties to people and places in both the
United States and El Salvador, carving meaningful social spaces between
the regulatory and jural boundaries of two different countries. An ethnog-
raphy of Salvadoran migration to Los Angeles should be an ethnography
of interstices and borders, of movement and change.

Luisa Schein refers to this type of research as “itinerant ethnography,”
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“because it is siteless, and lacks any fixed duration” (1998:294). I do not
agree with the way in which Schein defines the term “itinerant ethnogra-
phy,” because my research is not “siteless,” but unfolds in several very
specific sites. Moreover, it does not lack a fixed duration, but is the result of
historical forces and takes place within a delimited period of time, roughly
1992 to 2001. Thus my ethnography is translocal and historically bound.
However, I do like Schein’s term “itinerant ethnography” because it in-
vokes a sense of mobility. A mobile ethnography signifies an anthropology
on the move, not only spatially, but methodologically and theoretically. In
doing the research that forms the basis for this ethnography, I had to move,
from country to country and from city to city, and I had to draw upon a
variety of theoretical perspectives in order to understand and portray Sal-
vadoran transnational life. Finally, the term “itinerant” signifies a journey.
Fieldwork with Salvadorans has been a personal and professional journey
for me.

The ethnographic data in this book represents a limited, albeit impor-
tant, part of the complex story of Salvadoran transnational migration. I
hope it complements the work of other scholars who are writing about
Salvadorans in the United States (Coutin 2000; Mahler 1995a; Mahler
1995b; Menjívar 2000). In the introduction, I discuss my experiences in the
field working with Salvadorans. I describe the methods employed as well
as the data collected. I look at the personal relationships that I developed
during the course of my fieldwork and how they affected the kinds of re-
search I conducted and the data that I collected. In addition, I briefly de-
scribe the context of reception for Salvadorans coming to Southern Cali-
fornia. The second chapter discusses theories of transnationalism and the
national state, one of the principal interests of this book. Chapter three
gives the historical background necessary to understand the forces com-
pelling Salvadorans to flee their homeland. Chapter four documents the
rise of transnational institutions and practices among Salvadorans in Los
Angeles over the past twenty years. Chapter five looks at the important
role that the national state, as both a global system of governance and as a
powerful discourse shaping our ideas about personhood and collectivity,
plays in the formation of migrant subjectivities and political organizing.
The conclusion to the book describes some of the ways the Salvadoran
government, and other governments from countries affected by high rates
of emigration, have reacted to international migration and what this says
about governance, the national state, and political organizing in the world
today.
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The Local Context

There are between one and a half and two million Salvadorans living in the
United States. Most arrived after 1980, fleeing the civil war (1980–1992)
and its aftermath. Over half lack long-term legal documentation. Approxi-
mately half of the Salvadorans in the United States live in California, and
of these, over half live in the Los Angeles metropolitan area. Salvadorans
constitute the second largest group of Spanish-speaking immigrants to
California, following Mexicans. Los Angeles is now the largest Salvadoran
city outside of San Salvador. Salvadorans in the United States represent as
much as one fourth of the population of El Salvador, with important impli-
cations for both countries.

Although Salvadorans are dispersed throughout California, most live in
the Los Angeles metropolitan area or San Francisco. Even within the Los
Angeles metropolitan area, Salvadorans are spread out over a large geo-
graphic expanse. The 1990 census indicates that there are several signifi-
cant clusters of Salvadorans in the Los Angeles area, the largest in the
Pico-Union neighborhood, which lies just west of downtown and has come
to be known as the “little Central America.” The cities of Hollywood and
Van Nuys, in the San Fernando Valley, have the next largest concentra-
tions of Salvadorans. Even so, the census recorded larger numbers of other
Spanish-speakers, especially Mexicans and Guatemalans, in these areas.
Outside of the main residential concentrations of Salvadorans, migrants
are geographically dispersed throughout the metropolitan area. They tend
to cluster in immigrant neighborhoods where Spanish is spoken, though
Mexicans often predominate.

The Pico-Union area has long been a receiving area for Los Angeles’s
newly arrived Latin American immigrants (Chinchilla et al. 1993). It is
also home to hundreds of businesses that cater to Central American tastes
and consumer preferences. Spanish is spoken much more commonly than
English in streets, stores, and restaurants, as well as at the many churches
and community organizations that serve the largely Central American
population. The main Central American nonprofit community organiza-
tions are located in this area. Businesses that cater to Central Americans
can also be found throughout Van Nuys and in parts of Hollywood.

Many Central American migrants cluster in this area because of the low
rents and the ease of living in an environment surrounded by other Span-
ish speakers, but the area’s housing stock is for the most part decrepit and
overcrowded, and the residents suffer from a relatively high crime rate in
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comparison to other areas of the city (Chinchilla et al. 1993). The Los An-
geles Police Department has enacted some extreme measures in the area in
order to stem drug dealing and gang violence. Many residents applaud the
decline in open drug dealing, but these measures also take their toll on the
innocent. The local police division, Rampart, has been wracked with scan-
dals, including allegations of tampering with evidence, planting false evi-
dence, making false arrests, stealing drugs, improperly shooting crime sus-
pects, harassing witnesses and innocent residents, and collaborating with
the then Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) in the detention
and deportation of innocent neighborhood residents.1 For these reasons,
many immigrant families struggle to make the move to neighboring cities
and suburbs, where crime rates are often lower and where they are able to
buy their own homes. Conditions in cities such as Hollywood and Van
Nuys sometimes rival those of Pico-Union, but in the outlying cities there
are often more houses and fewer apartment buildings than in Pico-Union,
affording the opportunity to purchase a home. During fieldwork in the
United States, I spent significant amounts of time in several immigrant
neighborhoods, especially those in and around Pico-Union and Van Nuys.
I also interviewed Salvadorans in their homes and businesses in other
nearby cities. I have made several short trips to San Francisco.

Los Angeles is an expansive metropolis where one city flows into an-
other and where the distinction between city and suburb is blurred. City
boosters try to cultivate the melting-pot image of a multicultural me-
tropolis, but Los Angeles neighborhoods are largely segregated based on
class, race, and ethnicity. William Clark, in a study of ethnic diversity and
residential patterns in Los Angeles, found that inner-city neighborhoods
are largely populated by Latinos, Asians, and African-Americans, while
wealthier and coastal areas are predominantly white. Within the inner-city
neighborhoods, tracts and blocks tend to be even more homogeneous, with
“own-race selectivity and avoidance of other races” (1996:136). This pat-
tern of residential segregation combined with ethnic segmentation of the
workforce means that most working-class immigrants have few opportu-
nities to interact with people from other ethnic groups. The geographic
distance between Beverly Hills and South-Central Los Angeles, to take
two iconic locales, may only be some fifteen miles, but the social distance is
immense. Immigrants may work in the homes of non-immigrants, they
may serve them in restaurants and other businesses, but my data indicate
that many Salvadorans in Southern California have few if any personal
relationships with nonimmigrants. Most Salvadorans live in immigrant
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neighborhoods, work in places where other immigrants work, and main-
tain personal relations with other Spanish-speaking immigrants.

Immigrants also tend to cluster in certain occupations or sectors of the
workforce. In an analysis of the 1990 census, Lopez, Popkin, and Telles
(1996) show that Salvadorans tend to be overrepresented in domestic em-
ployment—caring for children and elders, cleaning homes, and maintain-
ing yards. They also tend to work in the textile industry, and Los Angeles
has become the sweatshop capital of the United States. These sectors tend
to be dominated by females and tend to provide very low wages. Salva-
doran men tend to find employment in the service sector, as cooks and
janitors, in industrial production, as machine operators, or in construction.
Earnings data are consistent with employment data—median household
income for Salvadoran families in 1990 was $28,040, lower than other
Spanish-speaking immigrant groups, in fact one of the lowest in the region
(Lopez, Popkin, and Telles 1996). The census data indicate that Salvadoran
immigrants are segregated into immigrant-dominant neighborhoods and
low-paying sectors of the work force. But Salvadorans are not so homoge-
neous as the statistical data would indicate. The stories you will read in the
following chapters paint a more colorful and intricate portrait of Salva-
doran life in Los Angeles than statistics permit.

There are small “communities” within the Salvadoran population in
Los Angeles (for example, activists, people from the same hometown in El
Salvador, specific neighborhoods in Los Angeles), and they are spatially
dispersed and constantly changing. Salvadorans in Los Angeles are not a
cohesive, clearly bound group, making ethnographic portraits of them nec-
essarily somewhat fragmented and partial. Migrants experience trans-
national life differently depending upon their gender, class position in the
United States, class position in El Salvador, and their political perspectives.
Thus, this manuscript is a partial ethnography of Salvadoran life in Los
Angeles: partial in the sense that it reflects the experiences of a limited
group of migrants, those with whom I was able to establish contact, as well
as in the sense that it is limited by my own positionality in the field.

Fieldwork

My work with Salvadorans began in the summer of 1992 with a two-
month trip to Los Angeles to work as a volunteer in the Central American
Refugee Center (CARECEN), a nonprofit agency that provides legal and
social services to migrants.2 I lived in the Pico-Union neighborhood and
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worked six days a week in the social services department of this grassroots,
nonprofit organization. This agency was run largely by Salvadorans, and
the majority of its clients were also Salvadoran. During those two months,
I learned a great deal about El Salvador, about the lives of Salvadorans
living in Los Angeles, and about immigrant life in Los Angeles in general.
I did no formal interviews during that time, but the experience helped
frame my later research interests and allowed me to familiarize myself
with Los Angeles and its Salvadoran community.

In 1996, I went to El Salvador for ten weeks. During my stay, I com-
pleted eighteen formal interviews with Salvadorans who had either spent
time working in the United States before returning to El Salvador or who
had family members in the United States at the time of the interview. I
conducted dozens of shorter, informal interviews with Salvadorans who
had either traveled to the United States or had family members here. I also
traveled across the country visiting the towns that were most affected by
emigration. I tried to immerse myself in Salvadoran culture and study Sal-
vadoran history in order to be able to gauge some of the implications of
international migration for El Salvador.

Shortly after returning to the United States, I went to Los Angeles to
continue my research. I took up residence in a largely immigrant neigh-
borhood just north of Pico-Union and began working as a volunteer in two
of the main Salvadoran community organizations in Los Angeles. In 1992
I had worked in the CARECEN social services department, but I now
worked in its legal department, helping clients complete their applications
for political asylum.3 I also began to work at El Rescate, another nonprofit
agency that provided legal and social services to immigrants. El Rescate
was located in the same neighborhood as CARECEN. As in CARECEN, I
worked in El Rescate’s legal department, helping clients complete political
asylum applications. I worked in the first of these community organiza-
tions for six months and the second for sixteen months. My work in these
community organizations allowed me to understand the complex history
of Salvadoran political organization in Los Angeles. It also afforded me
contact with many Salvadorans, though a limited sample to be sure. Be-
cause most of my work at these organizations involved helping clients
complete legal paperwork, the stories I heard from clients constitute privi-
leged information and are neither recorded in my fieldnotes nor in this
book. I can, however, draw general conclusions from the totality of these
cases, enhancing my understanding of the ways in which people think
about citizenship, human rights, violence, and politics. Community work
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was invaluable in helping me establish an interview schedule for formal
interviews outside of these institutions and in helping me understand the
range of experiences among migrants to Southern California. At the same
time as I worked in these community agencies, I conducted formal inter-
views with some of their founders, with other community activists, and
with individuals not related to these organizations in any way. I also par-
ticipated in many community events. In this book, I draw upon multiple
sources of information, including interviews, participant-observation in
community events and community organizations, informal conversations
with knowledgeable community members, newspapers and magazines
from the United States and El Salvador, Salvadoran literature, and pub-
lished statistical information. Even popular music, T-shirts, billboards, and
jokes provided insights into the Salvadoran migrant experience.

I attended many events sponsored by different organizations, including
hometown association fund-raising events (picnics, dances, dinner parties),
a monthly meeting of the Salvadoran Chamber of Commerce in Los Ange-
les, three of the annual Independence Day Parades, a Central American
cultural festival, the celebration and pilgrimage of a copy of the statue of
the patron saint of El Salvador through Los Angeles, fund-raising events
for Salvadoran politicians in Los Angeles, fund-raising events for the
Frente Farabundo Martí de Liberación Nacional (FMLN), a meeting of the
Comité de Hermandad y Enlace Salvadoreño en California (a consulate-
sponsored aid organization), many marches and vigils asking for legal sta-
tus for Salvadorans in the United States, an information-sharing meeting
with the then attorney general of human rights in El Salvador, and infor-
mational talks given by the refugee aid agencies. I will describe some of
these events in the chapters that follow. In their totality, they provided me
with a broad-based understanding of migrant group behavior, something
not always available from individual interviews. In addition, I often went
to more informal family gatherings and celebrations, as well as frequented
Salvadoran businesses in the area.

Between 1995 and 1996, I completed twenty-three formal interviews
with Salvadorans in Los Angeles.4 Most of these interviews were carried
out in secure environments, including my home, subjects’ homes, subjects’
places of work, and in one case, a restaurant. As I became increasingly en-
veloped in personal and political relationships in the field, I tried to seek
out interviews with subjects who did not know me and who were not
members of the political networks in which I was moving, hoping that this
would minimize the effect of my personal and professional relations upon
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the data collected. In fact, I avoided formally interviewing most of the
people with whom I worked at the community agencies and whom I knew
well. Instead I used them as key informants, occasionally asking them
questions about their community work.

In my interviews, I solicited information about the individual’s family
background and life in El Salvador and in the United States. I collected a
detailed history of migration and a history of settlement and employment
in the United States. I inquired into the types and frequency of exchanges
with people in El Salvador, including communications, remittance and gift
transfers, business investments, hometown association participation, and
travel. We discussed legal status, citizenship, and the politics of immigra-
tion in the United States. I collected information about subjects’ social net-
works in the United States, about experiences of discrimination, and about
what people liked and disliked about life in the United States and El Salva-
dor. I asked people about their plans for the future and about how and
where they would live if they could choose. If interview subjects had chil-
dren, we also spoke about their experiences. Unless I had a relationship of
confianza, of trust, with the subject of an interview, I purposely avoided
discussing explosive political issues. Although peace accords were signed in
1992, El Salvador is still in a period of postwar reconciliation. Many Salva-
dorans in the United States are also still coming to terms with the civil war
and difficulties that resulted from their migration to the United States.
During the time I did the bulk of my interviews, politics and the civil war
were still sensitive topics of discussion, though they are less so today. For
instance, when I returned to Los Angeles in 1994, some former activists
were still using their wartime pseudonyms. Some of the people whom I
interviewed avoided discussing political issues altogether, while others led
the interview in the direction of politics. I devised an open interview sched-
ule and tried to allow the subject to lead the interview direction as much as
possible. Some interview subjects came to the interview with a rehearsed,
or at least premeditated, discourse. In such cases, I let the subject relate his
or her story without much interruption and then I asked whatever ques-
tions he or she had not addressed. Other interview subjects adhered closely
to my interview questions and elaborated relatively little outside of the
information I solicited. I taped and later transcribed the majority of inter-
views or took careful notes with direct quotes when taping was not pos-
sible.

Although I sometimes avoided direct discussions of Salvadoran politics,
I did try to stimulate conversation on the politics of immigration in the
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United States. For instance, I brought up incidents such as the voter pas-
sage of Proposition 187, the passage of the 1996 immigration bill, and the
general anti-immigration sentiment so prevalent in California.5 These dis-
cussions allowed me to learn about people’s feelings concerning migration,
states and their regulatory controls, human rights, and the idea of belong-
ing and not-belonging to states in general. They also allowed me to address
the nebulous concept of “the state” in more concrete terms.

It was more difficult to get ordinary, nonactivist Salvadorans to consent
to an interview than it was to get community activists to consent. Given
the climate of fear created by anti-immigration politics in the United
States, many migrants likely felt intimidated by the prospect of an inter-
view, especially the undocumented. In contrast, community activists usu-
ally had extensive experience working with nonimmigrants in the United
States and had spent much time alone and in groups reflecting on their
experience of migration. More women declined interviews than men. Be-
cause many migrant women work in the domestic sphere as housewives,
house cleaners, babysitters or caregivers for the elderly, they often have
less public, though no less important, roles in society. Therefore, it was
more difficult to establish contact with women. I began by working
through my own personal networks of acquaintances and neighbors. I
looked for nonactivists to interview and then asked each interview subject
for referrals to other possible subjects, a snowball sampling method. Uti-
lizing this method, it was somewhat difficult to control for political convic-
tions and affiliations, though I could control, to a greater degree, for gender
and socioeconomic class because interview subjects most often referred me
to others of the same gender and class position.

Of the twenty-three formal interviews I did in Los Angeles, eight were
with individuals who work in community organizations and fifteen were
with individuals who, at the time of the interview, had minimal or no con-
tact with such organizations. Thirteen were with men and ten were with
women. Seven of the subjects were clearly of the U.S. working class. Four-
teen of the interview subjects belonged to the U.S. middle class. Six of
these worked in white-collar occupations, which provided them with a
middle class social status. Generally, I found it very difficult to gain access
to truly wealthy Salvadorans in the United States. I called several business
owners and conservative community activists, but they consistently de-
clined to be interviewed.

Because political affiliations play such an important role among Salva-
dorans in the United States, I wanted to interview supporters of the right,
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supporters of the left, and migrants who professed no political affiliation at
all. Of the twenty-three interviews, eleven were with people who overtly
aligned themselves with the popular resistance movement in El Salvador.
Another two interviews were with people who declined to talk about their
own political identity but who had both done public work in support of the
governing right-wing party in El Salvador, ARENA (Alianza Republicana
Nacionalista de El Salvador). Another two interview subjects expressed
alienation from both the left and right, but expressed support for past cen-
trist and right-wing governing coalitions in El Salvador, in particular the
Christian Democrats. One of the interview subjects had been marginally
active in left-wing politics in Los Angeles but had become disenchanted
with the left and began to work with centrist organizations. Finally, seven
of my interview subjects expressed no opinions on past political events in
El Salvador or on current political organizations and maintained no alli-
ances with any political group. While most of my interviews were with
Salvadorans who had minimal contact with political or community organi-
zations, I did interview eight individuals who played key roles in these
organizations. After the original period of fieldwork, from 1994 to 1996, I
continued to do sporadic interviews, in particular with Salvadoran busi-
nesspeople in Los Angeles and Salvadoran government officials on visits to
the United States. I also continued attending community events.

The Politics of Fieldwork

The question of subjectivity and representation in ethnographic writing
has been revisited many times since 1922 when Malinowski first recom-
mended that ethnologists try to portray the “native’s point of view”
(1961). The publication of his field diaries almost four decades later (1967)
fueled debates about representation and subjectivity in ethnography, as
did the political and intellectual upheavals of the 1960s and 1970s. Femi-
nist scholars questioned the long-accepted male bias in ethnographic writ-
ing, opening the door for more critical reflections on positionality
(Rosaldo and Lamphere 1974). During the 1970s and 1980s, anthropolo-
gists began to talk of an “experimental moment,” and some tried to write
“reflexive” ethnographies, which variously explored the subjectivity of
the author (Briggs 1970; Rabinow 1977) and sought to lend more author-
ity to native voices (Shostak 1981; Dwyer 1982). The reader will find that,
with the exception of this introduction, this is not a particularly reflexive
ethnography. The personal musings I record in this chapter are meant to
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guide the reader and to provide an indication of the individual inclinations
and experiences that shape the analysis that follows.

While actively engaged in fieldwork, I found it difficult to navigate the
political cleavages that divide Salvadorans in Los Angeles. When I returned
to Los Angeles in 1994, I knew something about these political divisions.
The 1980–1992 civil war in El Salvador engendered profound differences
between the Salvadoran right and left, as well as between different factions
of these two groups. Even in 2003, eleven years after the signing of peace
accords ending the war, these conflicts continue to divide Salvadorans in
both El Salvador and the United States. Of course, I had a clear idea of my
own political convictions, cultivated over the previous fifteen years as an
activist on the left of the political spectrum in the United States and as a
sympathizer with popular movements in Latin America. But, I was deter-
mined to maintain the distinction between my own political convictions
and my academic research. I wanted to construct my research in an impar-
tial manner in order to avoid tainting the outcome with my own precon-
ceived notions. My reasoning was that if anthropologists are regularly
called upon to look outside of themselves, to experience other “cultures” in
their own right and to resist ethnocentricity, are we not bound to do the
same with people of different political convictions? In order to fully grasp
transnational political organizing among Salvadorans, I felt I had to look
not just at the activities of leftist activists, but also those of right-wing
activists. And I correctly anticipated that revealing my own political sym-
pathies would color the responses of Salvadorans on both sides of the po-
litical spectrum. Despite my attempts at constructing a politically neutral
front for fieldwork, I quickly learned that neutrality is a chimera, espe-
cially in migration studies, a field so overdetermined by political rhetoric
that any research or writing is necessarily a political act.

By aspiring to a politically neutral front, I was struggling to mark my
academic research as legitimate by appealing to academic empiricism.
While I did not deny my own subjectivity, I believed that it could be tem-
porarily subverted in the name of methodological rigor. My understanding
of empiricism was, in part, the result of institutional and disciplinary
power struggles that define the boundaries of academic legitimacy. Despite
my pretensions to a politically neutral front, my political convictions col-
ored many of the decisions I made in the field. I was naturally drawn to
certain possibilities, such as volunteer work with community organiza-
tions. By the same token, I was repelled by others, such as consorting with
consular officials who were members of ARENA, a political party deeply
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implicated in military and paramilitary massacres and assassinations dur-
ing the war in El Salvador. I found that even had I wanted to penetrate the
networks of ARENA supporters in the United States, they were largely
informal and closed to outsiders.

Volunteering in community organizations allowed me to identify and
work with left-wing, Salvadoran activists and community leaders in Los
Angeles. This work was consistent with my own political beliefs and was a
comfortable way for me to mediate my relationships in the field. As a Eu-
ropean-American social scientist, my motives for doing research were
naturally suspect in the eyes of many Salvadorans, especially given the
anti-immigration sentiment so prevalent in California at that time. I was
perhaps somewhat less suspect in the eyes of the people who worked at and
patronized these nonprofit agencies because of my volunteer work. But
the very work that made me less suspect also implicated me in their politi-
cal project, giving me a political identity that defied my goal of creating a
neutral front. As right-wing activists began to associate me with these or-
ganizations, it became progressively more difficult to mask my political
sympathies.

My research into right-wing political activism among Salvadorans in
the United States was further complicated by the fact that their networks
are somewhat less formal than those of the left-wing activists, who pro-
moted the foundation of community organizations across the United
States and created a national network of activists in exile. Right-wing ac-
tivists in Los Angeles have few formal organizations to represent their
interests and are easiest to recognize through their work with the Salva-
doran Consulate in Los Angeles and with the Salvadoran government in El
Salvador. Further, many government sympathizers do not see their activi-
ties as political. Indeed, they often identified themselves as apolitical. In
part, this may be due to reluctance on their part to identify their political
affiliations to me. It may also be due to the current ascendancy of neolib-
eralism in Latin America, which positions the right wing as the taken-for-
granted, unmarked category and marks the left wing as political.

While I expected that divisions between left and right would make
fieldwork difficult, I never expected to be drawn into the factionalism that
has traditionally marked the left in El Salvador. In fact, factionalism within
the left complicated my fieldwork just as much as the divisions between
left and right. The FMLN was formed in 1980 by five armed opposition
groups that had been waging war against the brutally repressive right-
wing government of El Salvador throughout much of the 1970s. The five



14       Salvadoran Migration to Southern California

groups were the Ejército Revolucionario del Pueblo (ERP), Fuerzas Pop-
ulares de Liberación (FPL), Fuerzas Armadas de Resistencia Nacional
(FARN), Partido Revolucionario de Trabajadores Centroamericanos (PRTC),
and the Fuerzas Armadas de Liberación (FAL), the armed wing of the Par-
tido Comunista Salvadoreña (PCS). Each of these groups was also associ-
ated with a nonmilitary, popular organization that worked with the civil-
ian population to coordinate peaceful mass demonstrations, strikes, and
political campaigns. During the war, these five groups worked together
while maintaining their institutional independence, sometimes even com-
peting with each other for power within the FMLN. With the peace accords
of 1992, the FMLN was converted into a political party, and the five groups
formally dissolved themselves to constitute a united political front.

Although institutionally united, the FMLN today is still divided by fac-
tionalism. Elements of the ERP and the FARN came together to form the
Partido Demócrata (PD), which later dissolved. There are several distinct
factions within the remaining FMLN, sometimes referred to as tendencias,
or tendencies, and they are based upon political conviction just as much as
upon affiliation to particularly powerful individuals within the party. Each
tendencia has attracted, to varying degrees, members of more than one of
the original five guerrilla organizations, transforming the earlier divisions
and creating new ones in their stead.

In the case of the two nonprofit agencies where I was working, each one
grew out of the organizing initiatives of a distinct circle of activists in the
United States, imparting to the agencies an informal, historical relation-
ship to a different component of the FMLN. During the civil war, these
agencies had worked together on issues of national, political import to Sal-
vadorans in the United States, such as pressing for an end to U.S. support
of the war in El Salvador and lobbying for legal protection of Salvadorans
in the United States. All the while, however, they maintained a certain
degree of institutional competition and jealousy. Even after the FMLN
consolidated into one party, the activists within these agencies identified
themselves with different factions and leaders within the party, reinforc-
ing the traditional competition between these community organizations.
When I began to work in both of these agencies at the same time, the
leadership of these organizations profoundly distrusted me because I was,
simultaneously, working with their competitors. They jokingly asked me
how I could “betray” them by working with the other. Tongue only
slightly in cheek, I was once referred to as a “spy.” My attempts at political
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neutrality had failed to convince most people. Even so, I continued to try
and obtain interviews with a broad base of migrants.

Critiques of anthropology and ethnography have left their mark. Some
degree of reflexivity is de rigueur in ethnography today. Nonetheless, cul-
tural anthropology remains, at heart, a scientific discourse that makes
claims, through the linked operations of empiricism and cultural relativity,
to represent truths, although with a small “t.” Political commitments are
thought to compromise one’s objectivity. Though we may wish that it ap-
pear otherwise, fieldwork and ethnography are unavoidably political en-
gagements. Anthropologists develop complex field personas, interact with
political groups in the field, and are often responsible for collecting and
analyzing data in politically charged environments. In this context, it is
critical to acknowledge the personal and political dimensions of fieldwork
and ethnography, not as weaknesses, but as the foundation of a more pro-
found understanding of social life.




