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ABSTRACT

LIL MILAGRO RAMIREZ (1946-1979):

THE MAKING OF A REVOLUTIONARY INTELLECTUAL IN EL SALVADOR

Ryan Hightower Wilson

This study examines the life and work of a Salvadoran woman named Lil Milagro Ramírez.  Born in 1946, Lil Milagro was a key member of a revolutionary struggle in El Salvador that began in the early 1970s.  When she died in 1979, her life became an example of how authoritarian governments dealt with radicals in Latin America during the Cold War.  Yet, there is so much more to her story than her tragic death.

Throughout her life, Lil Milagro assumed many roles.  She was a Catholic, a daughter, a student, a poet, a traveler, a teacher, a friend, an intellectual, and most of all a Salvadoreña.  Those who knew this woman saw her as a revolutionary and martyr whose compassion for the people of her country convinced her to lead a remarkably selfless life. Historicizing and humanizing her transformation from a young girl who enjoyed climbing trees into a revolutionary who challenged a repressive and violent society is the challenge of this study.  Framing this challenge will be key questions about power, agency, class, gender, intellectuals, and revolutionary culture.  Simultaneously, this study will reveal a fascinating saga set in the historical context of politics and culture in El Salvador as it explores how family, the church, personal travel, moral commitment, and the university worked together to facilitate Lil Milagro’s commitment to a revolutionary paradigm.  

While her life will be read as unique to both her and her circumstances, it is at times representative of the role intellectuals play in fomenting revolution and the revolutionary culture it requires.  By examining the choices made by Lil Milagro, students of revolution—in Central America and elsewhere—will find a narrative that addresses issues relating to intellectual agency, the pragmatic resilience of the oppressed, and the particular coincidence of domestic and external events that can create a space for the emergence of a revolutionary culture.
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INTRODUCTION

A REVOLUTIONARY WOMAN IN EL SALVADOR
The development of a revolutionary frame is obtained through daily actions.










Lil Milagro Ramírez

In the fall of 2001, recently married, I followed my wife to live in the country commonly known as the pulgarcito, or little thumb, of Central America.  For an innocent and perhaps naïve boy from the Southwest who had never traveled further than the Gulf of Mexico, my experience in El Salvador forever changed the way I would view the world.  Living in a small pueblo named San Pedro Massahuat, I was continuously shocked to discover the unbelievable resilience of the human spirit and the disappointing reality of third world poverty and oppression.  It was in this context that I became familiar with the revolutionary passion many Salvadorans possess as they search for a way to deal with injustice and extreme inequality.  At the time, it was difficult to understand how these people could believe that change was possible in a country notorious for violent dictators and an elitist oligarchy. Then in March 2005, a good friend from El Salvador sent me a letter written by a woman, his aunt, explaining to her father why she chose to take up arms and fight for equality in her country.  This woman’s name was Lil Milagro de la Esperanza Ramírez Huezo Córdova.

Born in San Salvador, El Salvador, on April 3, 1946, Lil Milagro Ramírez began her life during a new era in world history.  With the end of World War II, peace and prosperity seemed a viable possibility.  Unfortunately, brewing within the backdrop of nuclear war, a new, more insidious battle was beginning to take shape—one that would have a dramatic impact on the entire world for more than thirty years.  Infamously known as the Cold War, the United States and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics faced off in an ideological struggle between capitalism and communism. 

For Latin America, this war was a draconian reality that transformed national battles for justice and freedom into proxy wars fought by the world’s new superpowers.  Like thousands of others, Lil Milagro became a victim of this war when a right-wing organization known as the Organización Democrática Nacionalista (ORDEN)
 put her in a prison cell in 1976, and tortured her until her death in 1979.  Her life bore testimony to how authoritarian governments dealt with radicals in Latin America during this epoch in history.  Yet, there is so much more to her story than her tragic death.

Throughout her life, Lil Milagro assumed many roles.  She was a Catholic, a daughter, a student, a poet, a traveler, a teacher, a friend, an intellectual and, most of all, a Salvadoreña.  Those who knew this woman saw her as a revolutionary and martyr whose compassion for the people of her country led her to a remarkably selfless life. Historicizing and humanizing her transformation from a young girl who enjoyed climbing mango trees into a revolutionary fighting against a repressive and violent state is the challenge of this study.  Key questions about power, agency, class, gender, intellectuals, and revolutionary culture frame my analysis.  This study reveals a fascinating saga set in the historical context of politics and culture in El Salvador as it explores how family, the church, personal travel, moral commitment, and the university worked together to facilitate Lil Milagro’s adoption of a revolutionary paradigm.   

While her life will be read as both unique to her and her circumstances, it is a testament to the importance of intellectuals as they aid in the construction of social movements and revolutions.  In examining the choices made by Lil Milagro, students of revolution—in Central America and elsewhere—will find a narrative that addresses issues relating to intellectual agency, gender, and the particular coincidence of domestic and external events that can create a space for the emergence of a revolutionary culture.

Resources and Methodology

In July 2006, I traveled to El Salvador to do research on Lil Milagro.   While there, I found that uncovering her story was like walking into a Gabriel García Márquez novel.  Stories spontaneously appeared and then collided, weaving a tapestry of magical realism.  Whether I was in the mountains of Morazán or the urban jungle of San Salvador, I found pieces of her story scattered in the most obscure places.  Through these experiences, I was reminded that Lil Milagro was one of more than 30,000 people who were disappeared or killed in El Salvador between 1979 and 1981.
  

I became acutely aware of this fact when I visited a memorial at the Universidad Centroamericana “José Simeón Cañas” (UCA) honoring Archbishop Oscar Romero and the six Jesuits who were massacred by the National Guard on November 16, 1989.  Hanging on a wall in this museum was a collage of more than 400 faces, an illusion which at first glance masked the fact that they were organized in a way that created an outline of Romero’s face.  After a deliberate effort to examine each person, I found Lil Milagro’s eyes staring at me from the upper right-hand corner.  It was as if she was patiently waiting to be rescued from relative obscurity. 
During that time in El Salvador, I was fortunate enough to collect personal letters and a diary written by Lil Milagro that spanned her childhood and young adult life.  I was also invited into the homes of her family and friends to record their memories of this fascinating, perhaps even mystifying, woman.  Finally, I uncovered a variety of primary source documents dating from the 1970s to the 2000s, including newspapers and magazines that either comment on the revolutionary culture in El Salvador or speak of Lil Milagro’s life and legacy.
  Contextualized within the secondary literature on revolution, women, and culture, these sources offered a primary vehicle for analyzing how revolutionaries are made and the role they play in creating a revolutionary culture.

Structure of Study

I begin, in chapter one, by establishing a framework for analyzing Lil Milagro’s life, and the choices she made.  Building on the work of scholars who emphasize individuals as the agents of revolution, including Michael Radu, Yvon Grenier, and Eric Selbin,
 my study examines an almost formulaic process in which individuals transcend class and gender as they evolve into revolutionaries willing to make extraordinary sacrifices in the name of justice, equality, and freedom.  Although scholars such as Grenier and Radu have looked at the role of intellectuals in creating dissent in El Salvador, few have considered how they came to accept their revolutionary calling.  As Michael Radu comments, “one of the most amazing things about the abundant bibliography on Latin America’s revolutionary traditions and movements is the almost total absence of a serious analysis of the revolutionaries themselves.”
  Adding to this dynamic is the unfortunate lack of studies on women within this context.  For this reason, this chapter includes in its framework a discussion of women and their role in the revolutionary vanguard.

Chapter one, therefore, creates the blueprint for mapping Lil Milagro’s life and its meaning. It does this by outlining three themes that will serve as the foundation for this study.  First, it will define the meaning of hegemony and the local hegemonic process as it relates to El Salvador specifically.  Second, it will delineate the specific traits that define individuals as intellectuals in El Salvador during the 1970s.  Third, it will identify ways revolutionaries can create and be influenced by a revolutionary culture. 

Chapter two explains the origins of El Salvador’s repressive 20th-century government and the ramifications of its violent policies on future generations of revolutionaries.  It will conclude that a pattern of violence, first established in the 1930s, created a culture of fear that future intellectuals had to overcome.  As one of these intellectuals, Lil Milagro’s middle class upbringing provides some clues as to how her identity helped her overcome this culture of fear.  This chapter, therefore, explores how the hegemonic domination by elites did not hinder her intellectual development as a child and adolescent.  Instead, living within a nurturing and intellectual middle-class family gave Lil Milagro the time and tools to construct a unique and even counter-hegemonic understanding of gender, class, religion, and morality at an early age.


Chapter three traces the evolution of Lil Milagro’s identity as she experienced life as a student at the Universidad de El Salvador (UES).  Informed by relationships, religion, local events, and travel, this idealistic young woman began her adult life as a student and teacher, but ended it as a revolutionary.  Her experiences provide the means for understanding Lil Milagro’s transformation as well as the process through which individuals can come to embrace a revolutionary paradigm.  Finally, this chapter portrays Lil Milagro as a passionate and rational individual who embraces revolution only in the context of extreme repression. 

Finally, chapter four examines the last nine years of Lil Milagro’s life as she worked as a clandestine operative for the Ejército Revolucionario del Pueblo (ERP) and the Resistencia Nacional (RN), before finally spending four years in a secret jail.  The chapter begins by examining the letters in which Lil Milagro justifies her decision to join an armed revolutionary struggle.  After 1972, however, resources are less abundant and her story is told through the third-person accounts of her family and friends.  Finally, this chapter ends with a brief discussion of Lil Milagro’s legacy in El Salvador as it is seen through the eyes of family members, historians, and Salvadoran culture at large.

CHAPTER ONE

CONSTRUCTING A REVOLUTIONARY PERSPECTIVE

No matter how the tyranny reacts, it cannot prevent the revolutionary process from advancing; history does not stop, for if one road closes another opens.








Lil Milagro Ramírez

When a country slightly smaller than Massachusetts experiences war, chaos can easily engulf even its most distant corners.  From 1932 to 1992, the people of El Salvador confronted violence and repression as a seemingly quotidian reality.  This, however, did not prevent individuals from challenging the government’s repression.  As Lil Milagro notes above, tyranny cannot stop the revolutionary process and history will open future roads for contesting domination.  Words like these exemplify the revolutionary spirit of Salvadoran leaders from 1970 to 1994 and their fight against injustice and inequality in El Salvador manifested itself through a brutal 12-year civil war.

Not surprisingly, leaders who spoke out against the repression of the Salvadoran government were some of the first to die during the buildup to the civil war.  Among the most famous included Mario Zamora, a government general in charge of the poor, Enrique Alvarez Córdova, president of the Democratic Revolutionary Front (FDR), Archbishop Oscar Romero, the Catholic leader of El Salvador, and four Catholic nuns from the United State who were conducting solidarity work with their colleagues in El Salvador.  With these high profile deaths, El Salvador began to separate into oppositional factions.  As Arthur Schmidt explains, “under these conditions, 1980 became a year of division into revolutionary and counterrevolutionary poles.”

Coinciding with these deaths, several organizations of the Left joined forces and began planning for a full-scale uprising.  Known as the Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front (FMLN), this group consisted of five revolutionary groups.
  The Communist Party of El Salvador (PCS), the Popular Liberation Forces (FPL) and the Central American Revolutionary Workers’ Party (PRTC) originated from Marxist-Leninist roots, while the other two, the Armed Forces of National Resistance (FARN) and the People’s Revolutionary Army (ERP), emerged from youth who previously worked with the Christian Democratic Party (PDC).  On January 10, 1981, the FMLN launched its first major military offensive in the country.  Although the offensive failed to gain control of the government, it allowed the FMLN to create a haven of support in the western part of El Salvador, particularly in the municipality of Morazan and its capital Perquin. This “rear guard,” as the FMLN would refer to it, aided the guerrillas in maintaining a zone of political, military, and cultural control that proved essential to the insurgency’s success.  As Schmidt explains:

While [the 1980 offensive] proved that the insurgents could not topple the government through an all-out insurrection at that moment, the offensive helped to equip the guerrillas to wage a long-term conflict under adverse conditions against a much larger armed forces establishment.

Reacting to this offensive and fearing another “communist uprising” similar to the Sandinista’s rise to power in 1979 in Nicaragua, the United States quickly became a key player in maintaining the solvency of the Salvadoran government.  Beginning under Carter’s administration and then escalating under Reagan, the U.S. “disbursed about ten billion dollars in military and economic aid as part of its efforts to prevent revolution in Central America between 1980 and 1992.”
  This aid directly contributed to the longevity of the war in El Salvador and the death of more than 75,000 Salvadorans during the conflict.

When the war finally ended in 1992, the National Republican Alliance (ARENA) government and the FMLN signed a treaty that provided for military and political reforms.  As Irina Carlota Silber explains, “elites conceded political democracy and the FMLN conceded a liberalized market economy.”
  Nevertheless, the events of this study took place before the outbreak of war in El Salvador.  Specifically, I focus on Lil Milagro and her contribution to a revolutionary culture in the 1970s.  For this reason, this chapter creates a framework that attempts to remain authentic in its pursuit to uncover the life of Lil Milagro Ramírez and her transformation into a revolutionary intellectual. 

Building from the ideas of philosophers, historians, and political scientists such as Karl Marx, Antonio Gramsci, William Roseberry, Florencia Mallon, Theda Skocpol, and Ted Gurr, this chapter will circumnavigate the tendency to romanticize revolutionaries by looking at different ways of conceptualizing revolutionary intellectuals, revolutionary culture, hegemony, gender, and power.  Unpacking such large concepts is a challenge, but it is the only way to create a practical blueprint for framing Lil Milagro’s life.  With this map as the starting point, we can begin to conceptualize her life in broader terms and place her within the story of El Salvador’s revolutionary past.  

A Brief Historiography of El Salvador  

From an academic standpoint, El Salvador offers fertile ground for examining social constructions of class, gender, race, and power, and their relationship to politics, conflict, and revolutionary struggle.  In 1971, two historical studies made significant original contributions to the historiography of El Salvador in the 20th century. In that year, both David Browning and Thomas Anderson published monographs that explored distinctive aspects of El Salvador’s past.  

Browning emphasized the relationships between different groups of inhabitants and their interaction with the land through four specific eras.
  He began by exploring how the Pipil and Mayan indigenous groups of the area worked with the land as they emphasized spirituality and stewardship.  He then highlighted how Spaniards attempted to impose a different cultural understanding of land use during the colonial period, one that gave priority to extractive industries like mining, which required the exploitation of indigenous labor.  In his last two chapters, Browning demonstrated how capitalism, cash crops, and industrialization changed concepts of land use, dramatically altering political and cultural structures in El Salvador after independence.  

In contrast to Browning, Thomas Anderson examined the country from a more political lens, emphasizing the rise of the Communist left and its role in creating the campesino
 uprising known as La Matanza.
  This seminal work laid the foundation for understanding not only Salvadoran history in the 20th century, but also the implications this uprising had in creating a culture of fear based on a repressive and militaristic political culture. 

Of these two studies, Anderson’s proved to be more influential in the work of subsequent scholars of El Salvador such as Robert Armstrong, Janet Shenk, James Dunkerley, and Hugh Brynes.
   In fact, his work overshadowed Browning’s analysis to such an extent that almost every study published in English after 1971 examined revolution and ideology in one way or another.  This methodological bent typically pointed to economic disparity and repression as the sources of conflict in the country, or as Yvon Grenier suggests, “the dominant paradigm.”
 John Booth’s explanation of the dominant paradigm effectively sums up this argument.  He states: 

Recent economic development trends worsened the region’s historically extreme misdistribution of wealth and income, intensifying grievances in the ‘70s with the rapid expansion of Central America’s rural and industrial proletariats, declining urban and rural real incomes and increasing concentration of wealth (especially agricultural land).  Such problems led the aggrieved to demand change and sparked growing opposition to incumbent regimes by political parties, labor unions, religious community organizers, and revolutionary groups.  Violent repression of opposition demands for reform in Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala not only failed to suppress mobilization for change, but actually helped forge revolutionary coalitions that fought for control of the state.

While the present study acknowledges and even perpetuates this paradigm, my analysis emphasizes the individual, specifically Lil Milagro, who both facilitated and was influenced by a revolutionary culture sweeping through Latin America in the 1960s and 1970s.  Through this focus, hegemony and the hegemonic process provide the means for conceptualizing Lil Milagro’s actions.  As this study will show, Lil Milagro challenged the hegemony of the elite because she questioned the underpinnings of the dominant social order.  Through this questioning, Lil Milagro became part of a hegemonic process similar to the one posited by William Roseberry and Florencia Mallon.  

The Hegemonic Process in El Salvador

According to Roseberry, hegemony is a “common material and meaningful framework for living through, talking about, and acting upon social orders characterized by domination.”
  From this perspective, domination is the key to analyzing the underpinnings of a specific social order.  This is certainly true in the case of El Salvador as an elite oligarchy, military, and government maintained their control of society through fraudulent elections, self-appointed presidents, and initiatives that benefited capitalist expansion.  The problem with Roseberry’s definition is that it places too much emphasis on domination and overlooks the ability of non-elite groups to change a given social order.  For this reason, I turn toward Mallon’s suggestion that hegemony is a “a set of nested, continuous processes through which power and meaning are contested, legitimated, and redefined at all levels of society, [therefore] hegemony is a hegemonic process: it can and does exist everywhere at all times.”
  Because Mallon detaches domination from hegemony, she creates a space for recognizing that individuals from non-dominant classes can participate in the creation of a country’s social order.  

Combining these definitions, my analysis sees hegemony as a process in which all individuals have the capacity to challenge the dominant narrative.  In order to accomplish this task, however, revolutionaries often create a fissure in the social order perpetuated by the actions of the dominant class.  As we will see, intellectuals like Lil Milagro and institutions like the UES opened this crack in the social order by espousing an alternative conceptualization of the world.  Mallon reminds us, however, that individuals struggle with the disparate levels of power and knowledge accorded to them by their respective class position in society.
  With this caveat in mind, my study addresses how intellectuals used the advantages afforded to them by their class (i.e. advanced education, a voice in society, time to study and develop intellectually, etc.) as a way to interact with the hegemonic process in El Salvador.  

This does not mean that the poor in El Salvador could not participate in the hegemonic process.  In fact, as it is defined here, everyone interacts with this process by either substantiating or challenging the dominant narrative.  For instance, Lil Milagro challenged the government’s oppression of the poor because it was counterintuitive to her sense of justice and morality.  From this perspective, the poor helped Lil Milagro claim agency because they opened her eyes to injustices she would then fight to rectify.  Still, Lil Milagro was born into a middle class family that encouraged her to develop an alternative class perspective that allowed her to not only identify with the poor, but also to voice and act upon their concerns as if they were her own.  This idea, that an individual can cross class lines, exposes the role that individual experiences play in determining whether or not an intellectual chooses to join a revolutionary cause.  Such a statement builds directly from the ideas espoused by Karl Marx and Antonio Gramsci concerning how an individual becomes a revolutionary intellectual.   


The Gramscian Intellectual

While Karl Marx believed that the proletariat held the most potential for creating social change, he also viewed intellectuals as the framers of revolutionary thought.  This understanding reflects the fact that Marx himself was not a member of the proletariat.  In Michael Löwy’s analysis of Marx and revolution, he suggests that movement between classes creates a dilemma of “imputed consciousness,” or, as he questions, “by what criterion are we to attribute a set of ideas to a certain class or social grouping?” Löwy responds by suggesting that in industrial societies ideas tend to emerge from the “petty-bourgeois intellectuals” whose professional activity is “spiritual production.”  Because individuals can move beyond their class origin, it is more important to understand what class an intellectual represents than the class to which she belongs.
  This point identifies the first characteristic of a revolutionary intellectual, in that she/he must have the capability of bridging the gap between different classes and bringing the concerns and ideas of the oppressed to the forefront.  As we shall see, Lil Milagro excelled in this area. 

Another defining characteristic of revolutionary intellectuals involves understanding their class origin.  Again, Löwy suggests that as class outsiders, intellectuals will always introduce “elements which are quite remote from the habitual concerns of [the poor].”
  This creates the possibility that although intellectuals can claim to represent a class different from their own, it does not mean that this class will immediately or wholeheartedly accept their ideas.  To acquire the support of a different class the revolutionary intellectual must work through a dialectic in which she/he “takes account of the opinions and attitudes of his ‘public,’ subjects his work to continual self-criticism, and directs it in accordance with the responses of his audience.”
  Only through this continuous cycle can an intellectual become a class’s “theoretical representative,” who is both trained in the institutions of the dominant culture and also “transcends these limitations” by “laying the foundations of a new conception of the world.”
  Once an intellectual becomes a theoretical representative of an oppressed class, he/she transforms into a revolutionary intellectual who then acts in the interests of the poor.

Applying this framework to Lil Milagro, we see a similar dialectic at work.  Born into a relatively small middle class in El Salvador, Lil Milagro would be influenced by experiences that only the middle class could have, such as education, travel, and security.  In turn, these experiences exposed Lil Milagro to a conception of the world based on a Christian socialist understanding of equality, justice, and freedom.  Having embraced this vision, Lil Milagro sympathized with the poor and fought for their liberation by assuming an impoverished lifestyle as a clandestine operative for the Ejército Revolucionario del Pueblo (ERP) and later the Resistencia Nacional (RN).  Thus, she bridged the gap between the middle classes and the poor, making her a “theoretical representative” of this latter class.  In other words, at this point in her life she embodied the characteristics of a revolutionary intellectual.  

With this process in mind, it is important to remember that individuals become intellectuals in different ways.  The ideas of the Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci offer some guidance in this area.  For Gramsci, intellectuals may be classified as either organic or traditional intellectuals.
  To explain these categories, he asks, “Can one find a unitary criterion to characterize equally all the diverse and disparate activities of intellectuals and to distinguish these at the same time and in an essential way from the activities of other social groupings?”
  The answer, he suggests, is not found in delineating the different types of activities intellectuals undertake, but by examining these activities in relation to their place in society.  For Gramsci, this perspective reveals organic intellectuals as individuals who are likely to be from rural areas, outside urban centers where professionalism and a national philosophy are encouraged.   He then sees their actions in society as representative of the “thinking and organizing elements” of their social class.  In contrast, Gramsci suggests that traditional intellectuals emerge from urban areas trained in the professional organizations of the dominant society, such as politics, religion and education.  Gramsci believes that this training enables them to reinforce the hegemonic domination of the elite.
 George Lipsitz provides an interpretative definition of these categories that is worth quoting in length. 
  According to Lipsitz: 

Unlike traditional intellectuals, whose support from patrons, universities, and cultural institutions allows detachment from practical life, organic intellectuals learn about the world by trying to change it, and they change the world by learning about it from the perspective of the needs and aspirations of their social group.

These interpretations, while important, do not completely apply to the situation in El Salvador.  While traditional intellectuals often emerge from the institutions of the dominant culture to advance the ideas of the elite, this was not the case at the UES.  Instead, the university served as an intellectual center for future leaders in the insurgency.  Although it is common for universities to produce intellectuals that criticize society, in the 1960s and 1970s, the UES opened its doors to a new generation of students whose families had previously been excluded from higher education.  With this access, the UES facilitated the creation of a cadre of individuals that could apply the ideas they learned at the university, which typically emphasized a Marxist understanding, to their own experiences.
  This combination of theory and experience created passionate individuals who threatened the social order of El Salvador through both violent and non-violent means.  

Second, traditional intellectuals are not always confined to the instructions of their training.   For example, the government of El Salvador at first accepted Oscar Romero as Archbishop of El Salvador because it believed that his quiet nature and conservative teachings would not interfere with its power.  However, Romero changed his perspective after a right-wing paramilitary group murdered his friend and colleague Rutilio Grande García.  This experience with injustice transformed Romero into one of the most important figures in the Salvadoran resistance movement as he spoke out against violence and poverty.  This example illustrates that a traditional intellectual’s contact with “real life” can serve as a radicalizing experience, creating a parallel trajectory to that of an organic intellectual. 

Lil Milagro’s life story reveals traits of both the traditional and organic intellectual.  On the surface, she qualifies as a traditional intellectual who was born in the urban center of San Salvador, attended an exclusive high school that would prepare her for a career at the university, and was a teacher at the same high school she attended as a youth.  If we move these characteristics into a localized context, however, a different picture emerges.  For one thing, when cash crops were introduced to El Salvador in the twentieth century, a diverse and rurally oriented population came to live in the capital city.  This migration allowed an urban middle class to emerge and even challenge some of the long held beliefs of the Salvadoran elite.  Then in the 1950s, a university reform movement transformed the UES into a semi-autonomous institution controlled primarily by the growing urban middle class.
  Already a breeding ground for revolutionary thought and discontent, the UES became the institution in which El Salvador’s future revolutionaries formed their intellectual worldview.  Finally, with the rise of liberation theology, the Catholic Church began to undermine the hegemonic control of the elite.  Within this context, Lil Milagro’s life and actions apply to both the organic and traditional categorization of intellectuals.  

In the case of El Salvador and Lil Milagro, Gramsci’s categorization of intellectuals requires some modification.  Here it is more useful to suggest that the characteristics that typify a traditional or organic intellectual are not mutually exclusive; therefore, an individual can embody characteristics of both categories.  Intellectuals are in constant interaction with the hegemonic process as they question and seek to redefine the parameters of society.  Still, Gramsci’s work emphasizes the importance of intellectuals within a revolutionary movement and it provides a way for understanding the attributes these individuals possess.  At the same time, Lil Milagro’s story underscores the importance of examining intellectuals within the historical circumstances of their time.

Historian Jeffrey Gould offers some insight on this point.  According to Gould, those who view revolutionary movements from a top-down approach that privileges class and political conflict over its historical environment, deny the uniqueness of an individual’s experience.
  In his study of the Nicaraguan province of Chinandega, Gould places the origins of campesino resistance in 1912, decades before the Sandinistas rose to power.  Gould’s study emphasizes the idea that radicalization is not solely dependent on a particular class ideology.  Instead, Gould illustrates that in Chinandega, a collective experience with sugar barons over the course of sixty years gave campesinos the tools to resist the Somoza dictatorship in 1912.  

Like these campesinos, Lil Milagro did not simply awake one day and decide to be a revolutionary adhering to a Christian socialist framework.  Instead, her cumulative experiences with injustice, her middle class upbringing and her frustration with a corrupt and often violent political system influenced her decision to join the leftist insurgency in El Salvador.  Understanding how she came to this conclusion underscores the importance of placing her actions within their historical context.
Identifying an Intellectual Revolutionary


One of the problems with suggesting that intellectuals have the capability of being both organic and traditional is that it is easy to categorize anyone who questions the social order as an intellectual.  In fact, Jorge Castañeda reminds us that in “Latin America, where societies are polarized and knowledge and social recognition are rare, almost anyone who writes, paints, acts, teaches, and speaks out, or even sings, becomes “an intellectual.”’
  To avoid this trap, my framework for analyzing intellectuals and their characteristics emphasizes two points.  First, a country’s historical past must be considered before we can understand the emergence of intellectuals.  Second, an intellectual’s actions must be historicized according to the environment that surrounded her/him. 

In the opening of the Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, Marx writes:

Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past. The tradition of all the dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brain of the living.



As this quote indicates, Marx sees revolutionary change as shaped by a society’s past, particularly structural precedents created by the inequalities of capitalism.  In El Salvador, however, a strikingly concrete manifestation of this idea is seen in the influence that the genocidal massacre of 30,000 indigenous people in El Salvador in 1932 had on the population.  During the fifty years following this event, the military established a pattern of violent repression that was often directed towards anyone who challenged the social order.  In fact, the Jesuit priest Martín-Baroí once argued that this repressive pattern led campesinos to develop a fatalistic attitude that prevented them from fighting for change.
  As he explains:

Fatalism is a way of understanding human existence as a condition in which everyone’s fate is already predetermined and everything happens inescapably.  Human beings have no choice but to defer to their destiny and submit to the lot that their fate prescribes for them.

To break down this bulwark, campesinos needed a dramatic change in the theological underpinnings of Catholicism, which came in the form of liberation theology in the 1970s.   

This idea, that campesinos needed guidance to overcome their fatalism, points to the role intellectuals play in creating an alternative social understanding.  Whether it is organic or traditional intellectuals creating an alternate vision, they play a critical role in altering historical understanding.  The difference between intellectuals and campesinos in this instance is that intellectuals are more likely to believe that they can change society despite an oppressive history.  The reason for this belief is often found in an intellectual’s upbringing.   In other words, intellectual development within a privileged upbringing fosters a more idealistic understanding of the world because these individuals are not forced to deal with the hardship of poverty and, thus, can acquire knowledge and skills that allow them to believe that change is possible.  In the case of Lil Milagro, we will see that growing up in a middle class family that encouraged an idealistic and even revolutionary understanding of the world was invaluable to her intellectual development.  Over time, this strong support network allowed her to overcome obstacles that interfered with the manifestation of her ideals and remain convinced of her capacity to create an alternative social order.  

The idea that intellectuals believe they can create change also underscores the importance of contextualizing their actions according to their environment.  When historians focuse solely on movements and shifts in political ideology within a country, it is easy to view the actors in this process as extraordinary and unique.  Although there may be some truth to this assertion, revolutionary intellectuals do not emerge overnight.  Instead, they encounter many experiences that shape their revolutionary passion and their ability to galvanize support for a particular cause.  For this reason, understanding the process in which actors become revolutionary intellectuals requires a thorough examination of their entire life and not simply those moments when they acted out in the public sphere. 

Moreover, distinguishing between public and private actions of resistance provides a way of conceptualizing individual radicalization.  Given the level of military repression in El Salvador during the 1970s and 1980s, revolutionaries accepted death as a real possibility if they challenged the dominant social order.   Whether or not an individual acts in the public arena is therefore an important measure of agency and the degree of their radicalization.  As we will see, the more radicalized Lil Milagro became, the more likely she was to act out in the public sphere.  By looking at her radicalization within her historical context, this thesis will humanize her transformation into a revolutionary intellectual.

Beyond this discussion of agency and radicalization, we must not discount the possibility that a broader revolutionary movement can encourage an individual’s actions in the public sphere.  As Yvon Grenier points out:

Radical ideologies and the romanticisation of armed struggle…were not merely a last resort response to injustice, exclusion and repression, as most analysts have asserted.  [Instead] they were pivotal elements of a new post-developmentalist and countercultural disposition.

Grenier’s assertion suggests that radical ideologies were spreading across Latin America during the latter half of the 20th century.  With this radical influence, armed struggle became a common event throughout Latin America at this time.  This brings up the question: to what degree were these movements completely indigenous to their country or part of a broader political movement sweeping through Latin America?  This is where the term revolutionary culture enters into my analysis.

Unpacking the Revolutionary Process


At first sight, terms such as revolutionary culture seem like a romantic way to describe the cultural manifestations of a discontented population.  After all, the idea that revolutionary thinking can seep into a national culture is the stuff of leftists’ dreams.  Even the term “revolutionary” is difficult to accurately describe, not to mention the thousands of pages written about the term “culture.”  Grenier identifies this quagmire well when he states, “When a notion is so stretchable and ‘enchanted’ it becomes a slogan that, even though it is inspiring as an object of research, can hardly be used as a sufficiently neutral and circumscribed concept for research.”
  At the same time, I would argue that refraining from using the terms revolution or revolutionary altogether denies the understandings of those who viewed themselves as part of a movement that would bring about radical social change.  Nevertheless, it is important to define how I will use these terms.  Perhaps the best place to start is by examining the various ways political scientists have explained revolution.  


In political science, the study of revolution has evolved in three stages. Beginning with what Jack Goldstone calls the “natural histories of revolution,” scholars looked at this phenomenon by comparing the most famous revolutions in world history and then delineating the similarities among them.
 Through this process, scholars found a number of seemingly indisputable characteristics.  Among the ideas they argued, three are important for the purposes of this study.  First, this school of thought pointed out that before a revolution takes places there is a tendency for intellectuals to cease supporting the regime in power.  Second, as local and international conditions worsened, the state often made reforms as a last ditch effort to appease the masses.  Finally, an untimely political crisis combined with the two previous factors served as the impetus for the weakening of the state and the outbreak of revolution.  This simplistic explanation eventually gave way to scholarship that began examining the causes of revolution from a more psychological standpoint.

Through the 1950s and 1960s scholars such as Ted Gurr, Samuel Huntington, and Charles Tilly added psychological behavior and modernization theory to the field.  For Ted Gurr, a frustration-anger-aggression theory could explain why groups in society rebelled.  He states, “the basic frustration-aggression proposition is that the greater the frustration, the greater the quantity of aggression against the source of frustration.”
  In other words, when a group in society has its expectations raised without being provided the means to change their conditions, their frustration escalates, thereby creating a politically destabilizing situation and, ultimately, a violent revolution.  

Although Gurr’s thesis is a compelling one, it fails to acknowledge many of the structural factors involved in revolutions.  According to the second generation of revolutionary scholarship, structural is defined as how a society organizes its political, cultural, and governmental systems.  Building from Gurr’s work, Samuel Huntington therefore offered another perspective.  In his estimation, revolutions were the result of political development lagging behind social and economic advancement.  Huntington moved beyond Gurr by suggesting that revolutions are a “rapid, fundamental, and violent domestic change in the dominant values and myths of a society, in its political institutions, social structure, leadership and government activity and policies.”
  Although this definition seems plausible, Huntington confined revolution to a phenomenon that must be violent and rapid, thus denying the possibility that other types of insurrections such as passive resistance or non-violent coups be included. At the same time, he created a space to argue that revolutions are a subset of modernization and therefore a “historically limited phenomenon” that only occurs in modern times.  He makes this argument by assuming that revolutions are a manifestation of the “belief that it is within the power of man to control and to change his environment and that he has not only the ability but the right to do so.”
 Although Huntington attempted to look at structural factors precipitating revolutions, his narrow definition had many critics, perhaps the most recognized of whom was Charles Tilly.  


Like Huntington, Tilly also builds from assumptions based on modernization within society, but he proposes a more nuanced understanding of why revolutions occur.
  In his analysis, “multiple sovereignty” is the best prognosticator for revolution.  As he explains, “a revolution begins when a government previously under the control of a single, sovereign polity becomes the object of effective, competing, mutually exclusive claims from two or more separate polities.”
  In other words, when two competing groups oppose each other they attempt to persuade others to support their cause.  When enough people jump on the proverbial bandwagon, the two groups clash as if they were separate sovereign entities.  Although it is valid to suggest that opposition groups must have enough support and resources to challenge those in power, Goldstone offers an important critique of both Huntington’s and Tilly’s analyses.   He questions why irreconcilable differences lead to a revolution and not to a state’s “gradual decline or decay.”
  In answering this criticism, the third generation of theories of revolution offers valuable insights, which also guide my understanding of revolution.  

Among the most respected scholars in the third generation we find Theda Skocpol and her explanation of why revolutions occur.  Skocpol examines revolutions from a structural perspective that focuses on relationships, to emphasize that “all modern social revolutions must be seen as closely related in their causes and accomplishments to the internationally uneven spread of capitalist economic development and nation-state formation on a world scale.”
  Given this idea, states with little influence in an international capitalist arena are more likely to have difficulty implementing modernizing initiatives.  From this perspective, Skocpol places modernization at the core of her theory by suggesting that agrarian bureaucracies must undergo fundamental structural changes in order to join the modernized world.  At the same time, she departs from scholars such as Huntington and Tilly who use modernization as a way to focus on “socioeconomic tendencies and conflicts within national societies.”  Instead, Skocpol believes that it is a mistake to assume developing countries will progress in the same manner as modernized capitalist countries.  In her words, “as capitalism has spread across the globe, transnational flows of trade and investment have affected all countries—though in uneven and often contrasting ways.”
   

Skocpol then suggests that states are “potentially autonomous.”  By this, she means that states act according to their own vested interests in the international and national arena, regardless of whether or not they claim to represent a particular class.
  States act to “maintain order and to compete with other actual or potential states.”
  Therefore, states that support the interests of the dominant class are not inevitably tied to this relationship.  In fact, Skocpol meticulously illustrates that throughout history states sometimes work with marginalized groups in order to maintain their power in society.  As she sees it, a state has “a structure with a logic and interests of its own not necessarily equivalent to, or fused with, the interests of the dominant class in society or the full set of member groups in the polity.”  

Although Skocpol’s emphasis on state autonomy is revealing in the cases of the French, Russian, and Chinese revolutions, in El Salvador it is difficult to separate the interests of the state from those of the oligarchy.  In fact, after the genocidal massacre in 1932, the oligarchy ruled with an iron-fist, with General Martínez as their henchmen.  Within this oppressive environment, a culture of fear began to emerge, particularly among rural campesinos.  As the historian Anna Peterson explains:

Poor people have lived, at least since 1932…and arguably since the conquest, in a culture of fear.  This culture includes [among other things] lack of access to information…impediments to social organizations…vagueness of legal definitions for criminal activity…and open physical coercion, including torture, death, and the impunity with which these crimes are committed.
  


Then, when the oligarchy felt that Martínez was not acting in their interests, it staged a revolutionary coup to oust him from power.  These actions underpin the idea that state autonomy in El Salvador did not exist until modernization forced the country to reevaluate the structure of this agrarian bureaucracy in the 1950s.  

To Skocpol’s credit, she suggests that the extent to which states are autonomous varies depending on the historical circumstances of a given case.
  In the case of El Salvador, eventually modernization divided the oligarchy between agrarian traditionalists and modernizing reformers.  At this point, the state found some autonomy and exercised it by granting limited political participation to labor groups, students, and theologians in the country.  Granted, these groups were also the most oppressed sectors in society, but at different periods in El Salvador’s history the state did make concessions that appeased these groups, if only temporarily.  Because of these actions by the state, Skocpol’s understanding of the international context of revolutions and her emphasis on the potential autonomy of the state are applicable in an examination of revolutionary culture in El Salvador.   

Latin American scholars have also suggested that Skocpol underestimates the role revolutionaries play in creating revolution.  Specifically, the work of Eric Selbin and Yvon Grenier stresses the importance of intellectuals as agents in creating revolution.  As Grenier states:

Skocpol once asserted revolutions are made by countries, not by revolutionaries… [but] in contemporary developing countries, insurgencies are initiated by insurgents, not by countries.  Countries make them more or less successful, but insurgents provide the impetus.
  


Although Grenier’s suggestion that “countries” make revolutions is confusing, his emphasis on the revolutionaries themselves is what this thesis emphasizes.  Similar to Grenier, Eric Selbin believes that the “social revolution in particular—defined as it is by the effort to transform society—is largely the result of, composed of, and driven by human action, not simply structural phenomena.”
  This strand in the third generation of revolutionary scholarship places the emphasis for understanding revolutions at the feet of the revolutionaries themselves and not on the structural factors that might encourage or determine revolutionary action.  


While each generation of revolutionary scholarship offers unique and compelling ways to study the phenomenon, historical studies do not claim to predict when and how revolutions will occur.  Instead, the goal of the historian—particularly if one adheres to a perspective that emphasizes a cultural history—is to present a complex and nuanced representation of power, culture, and resistance in the past by looking at case studies where these forces intermingle.  This can be advanced by employing a cross-disciplinary approach that focuses not only on political science and history, but also uses anthropology, sociology, religion and any other discipline that might aid in our understanding of complex events from the past.
  For this reason, I have drawn on a variety of theories and approaches to revolution as a means of creating a framework that can be used to study revolution and the revolutionaries who create it.  

My framework assumes that revolutions are a process and revolutionaries are a catalyst for this process.  The process begins when organic or traditional intellectuals become frustrated with the social, economic, and political situation created by the regime in power.  Thus, Gurr is useful for emphasizing the frustration of intellectuals, who, according to the natural history perspective, are the first contingent in society to question the regime in power.  At the same time, intellectuals must either have or create a valid and recognized space in society to successfully challenge the old regime.  This space can be created through violent actions, protests, strikes, or even "hidden transcripts" as explained by James C. Scott.
  Without this space, intellectuals might not believe that societal change is possible.  

On the other hand, if they believe they have not only the ability but the right to change society their efforts can lead to a change in the dominant values and myths of a society.  Clearly, this statement agrees in part with Huntington’s understanding of revolution, in that he sees revolutions as the “ultimate expression of the modernizing outlook, the belief that it is within the power of man to control and to change his environment.”
  Moreover, the ability to believe in radical change comes partly from international events and actors that encourage intellectuals in other countries.  In fact, the scholar Carlos Rafael Cabarrús illustrates this dynamic in El Salvador when he suggests:
Inside the [solidarity movements of socialist countries] we clearly see the role the Socialist International played in supporting both the Salvadoran and Nicaraguan revolutions; without this nexus they would lack the external relations, the money, and a front of support to successfully resist North American pretensions.

As this passage indicates, international support was critical for  Salvadoran revolutionaries to acquire the resources necessary to challenge their government.  Because of this international support, the United States then reacted by sending aid to the Salvadoran government in the form of weapons, financial support, and military advisors.  Many scholars believe that the battle between these international forces largely explains why the war continued for 12 years.  

Although it is impossible to deny that the U.S. played a large part in extending El Salvador’s civil war, we must not ignore the agency of the revolutionaries themselves.  I explain their capacity to endure extremely harsh conditions as they pursued their goals of social justice in terms of moral commitment and pragmatic resilience.  Without their efforts and commitment to build a network of support, military aid from the United States would have ended the war quickly.  Instead, the revolutionaries were able to bring the Salvadoran government to the negotiating table, suggesting that they not only convinced the population to embrace their vision but that they also achieved what Eric Selbin calls a “negotiated revolution.”
  In his words, 

The Salvadoran peace accords raise the question of where this leaves the revolutionary process.  The glib response is that the revolution is over.  Yet that is not entirely clear.  The revolutionaries were not militarily defeated and were able to negotiate a political and social accord with the government as equals.  Although the primary focus of the accords was on the military and the security forces, implicit in the agreement reached was acceptance of some core elements of the revolutionary project.
  

Debates about the successes of the revolutionary movement notwithstanding, it should be clear that my analysis combines these theories as a way of emphasizing revolutionaries, like Lil Milagro, as the catalysts for the emergence of a revolutionary process. 

Centering Gender and Culture

To this point, I have explained a framework based in particular understandings of hegemony, intellectuals, agency, and revolutionaries.  Yet perhaps the most important contribution of my study is to show how Lil Milagro’s ideas and actions were informed by gendered cultural traditions.  Fortunately, access to Lil Milagro’s diaries, letters, poetry, and relatives’ memories allows me to not only understand how she came to embrace a revolutionary paradigm, but how her feminist ideas interacted with her involvement in a revolutionary culture.  

Most of the work on women and revolution in El Salvador focuses specifically on the outcomes of the revolutionary struggle/civil war.  This might reflect the nature of revolutionary struggle itself, since most scholars agree that women’s issues often took a back seat to a more class-based approach that emphasized the liberation of the poor.  In fact, Enrique Baloyra points out that the principal objectives of the Salvadoran struggle failed to include women as a primary emphasis.
  On the other hand, the feminist scholar Linda Lobao suggests that the revolutionary movements in Nicaragua and El Salvador recognized women’s rights as a significant component of their struggle.
  Valentine Moghadam goes further to categorize the revolutionary movement in El Salvador as part of her “women’s emancipation or modernizing model,”
 because women were not only leaders within the revolutionary vanguard but also combatants.  

After the signing of the peace accords in 1992, this recognition of women expanded as organizations such as the Association of Salvadoran Women championed women’s rights more vocally within the public realm.  This post-conflict period of the revolution has been examined thoroughly by scholars such as Julie Shayne
 and Karen Kampwirth.
  Although these authors offer important perspectives on women and revolution, scholars have yet to examine women’s roles during the build-up to the civil war.  This emphasizes the gendered nature of scholarship on revolution, particularly when considering that the first organization to directly resist the government consisted of primarily women constituents.  Known as the Asociación Nacional de Educadores Salvadoreños (ANDES), this group held massive demonstrations in 1968 and 1971 that opened the door for further resistance later in the decade, yet it has received little attention in the scholarship on revolutions.  Lil Milagro’s story provides an opportunity to close this gap in gendered scholarship because she was a prominent woman in the revolutionary vanguard.
As we will see in subsequent chapters, Lil Milagro encountered feminist influences from an early age.  Yet despite these circumstances, she often chose to ignore desires that would accentuate a traditional female role while she participated in the revolutionary struggle.  For instance, she resisted romantic relationships, criticized the institution of marriage, and often argued with her mother about the role of women in society.  From this perspective, we can claim that Lil Milagro sacrificed traditional female roles for the revolutionary cause.  Yet, to explain her stance and actions, it is necessary to examine how culture determined women’s roles in Salvadoran society.   

For the purposes of this study, culture is defined here within the parameters set forth by the cultural turn in historical studies.  In particular, I have found the work of William Sewell, Victoria Bonnell and Lynn Hunt to be useful.
  According to Hunt and Bonnell, “the most important characteristic of cultural studies is that they depend on a range of explanatory paradigms and deal fundamentally with issues of domination, that is, contestations of power.”
  Because examining how power and domination were challenged in El Salvador is at the heart of my analysis, it is essential to look at this dynamic within the revolutionary culture itself.  Often issues of power surfaced resulting in the disenchantment of party members, clashes between revolutionary organizations, and even executions of prominent members in the revolutionary vanguard by others within the movement.
  Fortunately, Sewell’s definition of culture helps to explain this phenomenon.  

According to Sewell, culture is a “contradictory, loosely integrated, contested, mutable, and highly permeable”
 phenomenon.  This means that in any culture, whether it is dispersed throughout a society or localized to a specific group, there are always ephemeral elements that can change and evolve as individuals interact with each other.  To understand this dynamic further we can look at how contestations of gender were common within the revolutionary culture.  
When Sewell assumes that culture is contradictory, he is suggesting that “cultural worlds are commonly beset with internal contradictions.” For example, in El Salvador machismo is a longstanding social construction that limits female agency in all sectors of society, even the revolutionary vanguard.  On the other hand, women like Lil Milagro participated within this revolutionary landscape and often were leaders in the struggle.  As already noted, even scholars such as Moghadam point to El Salvador as an example of a revolution that emphasized women’s emancipation.  As we will see, however, this was not the revolution’s primary goal, and all too often, the liberation of the poor took precedence over women’s emancipation.  For instance, women were able to participate in many revolutionary activities, both violent and political, but once they became pregnant their capacity for working within the vanguard was limited.  Although this gave women access to the revolution, it denied the capacity of mothers to assume key roles within the revolutionary vanguard.

Another aspect of Sewell’s definition emphasizes culture as a complex and loosely integrated phenomenon.  As individuals interact within a specific milieu they bring different and sometimes opposing viewpoints together.  This creates a situation in which groups with different needs and goals contest the hegemony of the dominant social order.  In the case of El Salvador, we will see that although gender issues would at times play second fiddle to class within the revolutionary culture, women were critical in organizing and building support for the insurgency.  As sociologist Julie Shayne suggests, women acted as “gendered revolutionary bridges” that “partially closed the gap between the organized left and unincorporated citizens.”
  Shayne explains her assertion by pointing to examples where women were more successful in persuading campesino and urban communities to follow the leadership of the revolutionary vanguard.

Given these understandings, my analysis goes one step further by suggesting that gender is an important factor in a revolutionary’s identity.  For example, Lil Milagro constantly debated issues relating to her gender and a culture characterized by machismo.  To reconcile this conflict, she both ignored and affirmed her identity as a woman depending on the context of her interactions.  For instance, when writing to pen pals in different countries, she exuded a caring personality that accentuated her nurturing side.  Yet when confronted with issues that directly challenged her ability to perform in a male-oriented environment, she intentionally rejected any rules society placed on women by opting to take on a more masculine role.  This can be seen in how male leaders within the revolution referred to her resiliency and passion in their writings.  Such a dynamic suggests that as gender interacts with culture it shapes the range of outcomes that can emerge.  

Conclusion

In a letter to her mother during her clandestine life, Lil Milagro wrote, “The one thing that we are sure of is that the economic crisis is getting worse and hunger will overtake everyone in the cities and countryside because there is no accountability for the government’s incapacity to plan and for the rapacity of the exploiters, leaving the people to suffer once again.”
  Like Lil Milagro, revolutionary intellectuals in El Salvador looked at their country and saw rampant injustice.  Yet, it would be foolish to claim that injustice was the only impetus for Lil Milagro to join a revolutionary movement.  By historicizing her life, writings, and actions, subsequent chapters will tell a story that is both representative of revolutionaries in El Salvador, and unique to Lil Milagro.  Using the framework outlined in this chapter, I will show how Lil Milagro embodied the characteristics of an intellectual, how her actions can be explained by her experiences, how her writings provide insight into the process by which revolutionaries are made, and how Lil Milagro’s ideas of womanhood changed according to the different environments in which she lived during her revolutionary struggle.

CHAPTER TWO

A MIDDLE CLASS REFUGE FROM FEAR (1929-1964)
There are two words that we pronounce, which transform our voice into a sacred oration:  the word GOD and the word MOTHER.















Lil Milagro Ramírez

Introduction

During her second pregnancy, Tránsito Huezo Córdova read a children’s book written by the French author Guy de Chantepleure.  Translated into Spanish as Lil, de los Ojos Color del Tiempo, this book followed the adventures of a young girl named Lil whose lively green eyes gave people hope.
  Enamored of the book, Tránsito and José Ramírez Avalos named their own “miracle of hope” Lil Milagro de la Esperanza Ramírez.
  As a child, this wide-eyed girl exhibited an innate compassion for others, and an uncommon awareness of the world at a very early age.  Nevertheless, it was her family’s position in society that shielded her from the oppressive and often violent culture that engulfed her country.  

This chapter begins before Lil Milagro was born by focusing on an event in 1932 that shaped Salvadoran politics.  Known as La Matanza, or The Massacre, this seminal moment in Salvadoran history defined the circumstances in which Lil Milagro grew up as a child.
  As we will see, economics, ethnicity, and local politics all played a role in this peasant uprising.  Consequently, this chapter looks at the circumstances surrounding La Matanza and then illustrates how the Catholic Church, a coffee oligarchy, and the military inculcated a fear of communism that weighed heavily on the collective memory of many Salvadorans, particularly campesinos in the rural areas. With this fear inhibiting activism in the countryside, the nascence of counter-hegemonic forces occurred primarily in urban centers after modernization in the 1950s fostered the creation of a middle class.  Particularly in the capital city, radical ideas engaged the children of this middle class as they began to question the repressive policies of their government.
  

The story of Lil Milagro’s life begins at this juncture.  Her experiences as a child growing up in a middle class barrio provide many clues for understanding why revolutionaries emerged in the 1970s.  As we will see, her family’s liberal beliefs shaped her notions of gender, class, and power, while her class and ethnicity afforded her a refuge from the fear of government repression.  The second part of this chapter navigates through the evolution of Lil Milagro’s ideas as a child and adolescent before concluding that the seeds of her revolutionary understanding were indeed planted at an early age.  

The Moment Before La Matanza
When the Spanish conquistador Pedro de Alvarado y Contreras conquered the Nahuatl-speaking Pipil natives of El Salvador in 1528, the encomienda system defined much of the country’s local economy.  While this forced labor system fomented the growth of large haciendas, it did not completely disrupt or displace the native population.  Instead, communal lands (tierras comunales and ejidos) coexisted with these large haciendas.
  As Browning explains, “This coexistence was made possible not only by deliberate Crown policies to protect the Indian forms of land-ownership, but also by the nature of all forms of land tenure in the colony.”
 Aldo A. Lauria-Santiago reiterates this point when he suggests that indigo, El Salvador’s first export commodity, gave indigenous and peasant farmers considerable autonomy because they were able to grow it on a small-scale.  With local farmers competing in the indigo market, the labor pool remained small and prevented the expansion of large estates.  Nonetheless, indigo laid a foundation for converting El Salvador into a cash-crop economy by stimulating the formation of haciendas.
  These large-scale farms then provided the infrastructure for growing new cash crops.  

When prices for indigo finally plummeted in the 1870s, the labor pool increased and haciendas were able to grow.  Aiding in this process, the government abolished both communal lands and ejidos in 1881 and 1882, opening new lands for cultivation and expansion.  With these indigenous customs now abolished, latifundia became an institution of the elite and capitalist thinking flourished.  This is particularly evident in the language of the Law for the Extinction of Communal Lands: 

The existence of lands under the ownership of communities impedes agricultural development, obstructs the circulation of wealth, and weakens family bonds and the independence of the individual.  Their existence is contrary to the economic and social principles that the Republic has accepted.
  

Although this law would establish El Salvador’s place as a haven for capitalist expansion, the privatization of communal land was not designed to intentionally destroy peasant landholding.
  As Lauria-Santiago explains, this law helped remedy many land disputes between ladino and indigenous communities.  This positive result would be short lived, however, when the coffee bean became a ubiquitous cash crop in El Salvador by the turn of the century.  Demanding large tracts of land for cultivation, the coffee bean encouraged hacendados to purchase farms that were left unclaimed or idle.  In time, this forced local farmers off their land.

Initially, coffee production took place in small and medium-sized landholdings, but the long-term investment it required in land and time eventually favored large landowners.  By 1910, coffee accounted for 99 percent of total exports.
  This transformation, however, did not occur overnight.  At first communities had to decide the logistics and pricing of communal lands before they could privatize them.  This led to numerous confrontations between communities, particularly those that sat between Ladino and indigenous lands.
  Over time, the inability for poor campesinos to buy land led to the emergence of a new social order in El Salvador.  As large tracts of land went unclaimed or were left idle, wealthy Salvadoran investors purchased this land and used it for their own expansion.  This allowed an elite oligarchy, known as the fourteen families, to rise to power.
  

Contrary to most of the literature on these families, this group did not obtain control simply by monopolizing property in El Salvador.  As Lauria-Santiago points out, this elite class emerged because coffee provided them the opportunity to amass wealth by reinvesting in institutions that controlled credit, processing and exporting in the country.
  Before this, the government did not wholeheartedly support the elite in society, but as this group gained control of every economic institution in the country the state became an extension of the oligarchy.   

By the 1920s, coffee production forced the next generation of campesinos to depend on seasonal coffee harvests to support their families. Dependent on these harvests and lacking sufficient land to grow their own food, campesinos began purchasing the majority of their daily food in an inflationary market.  As William Durham explains, “between 1922 and 1926, maize prices increased by 100 percent, rice by 300 percent, and beans by 225 percent.”
  

Within this agricultural milieu, the poor of El Salvador hung in a precarious balance that came crashing down after the Great Depression of 1929 reduced the market for Salvadoran coffee.  By the following year, coffee producers refused to pay seasonal workers and preferred, as Anderson explains, “to let the harvest of 1930 rot in the fields.”
 Without any safety net to compensate for the collapse of the coffee market such as communal land, subsistence farming, and government control of public institutions, some campesinos adopted an indigenous version of Marxism that focused on rural exploitation instead of structural inequalities within the urban population.  Espoused by a charismatic figure named Agustín Farabundo Martí, this modified version of Marxism appealed to campesinos who encountered hardship, particularly after the collapse of the coffee market in 1932.

To understand which campesinos embraced Martí’s vision, it is necessary to examine how his organization, Socorro Rojo, gained support.  In turn, this paves the way for connecting the rise and fall of the left in El Salvador with its influence on future generations of leaders that would include people like Lil Milagro in the third quarter of the 20th century. 
Constructing Revolution in the 1930s

Inspired by the labor movements in Mexico and the United States, as well as the Bolshevik revolution in 1917, radicals in the urban centers began espousing ideas that would give rise to the left in El Salvador.  The key figure of this communist-inspired left was the passionate radical Farabundo Martí.  Known by his compañeros as “El Negro” because of his dark complexion, his story is one of passion, persistence, and resilience.

Yet, Farabundo’s story is not unique in Latin America.  In fact, his life holds many of the characteristics that came to define Lil Milagro 40 years later. Both grew up in middle-class families with campesino roots from the western part of the country; both had activist parents who valued education; both traveled extensively through Latin America absorbing the ideological currents of their time; both studied law at the National University (UES); and both were executed by the National Guard in response to an imminent uprising.  Despite these similarities, Farabundo occupies a much larger space in the collective memory of the Salvadoran left.  His political trajectory, therefore, offers important insights for our understanding of Lil Milagro.   

Born in Teotepeque in 1893, Farabundo grew up with an appreciation of the harsh reality of life in the rural countryside.  Although the family had poor campesino roots, they “had managed to rise to the local aristocracy.”
  Still, living on his father’s farm as a child, Farabundo formed a strong relationship with campesinos and understood their plight.  Over time, this perspective aided in Farabundo’s development of a revolutionary worldview.  Also encouraged by his father, who changed the family name from Mártir to Martí because of his admiration for the Cuban revolutionary José Martí, this revolutionary spirit influenced Farabundo as he received educational training at a Catholic academy and then studied law at the UES.
  In fact, Farabundo’s passion for politics prevented him from graduating with his law degree.  As Anderson explains, “more happy when discussing Marx or playing politics than when working seriously on his law degree, [Farabundo] Martí never completed his studies.”  Eventually, his defiant posture resulted in his exile in 1920 when he directly criticized President Jorge Meléndez.

As the story goes, Farabundo’s good friend José Luis Barrientos organized a protest meeting directed against the Cabrera dictatorship in neighboring Guatemala and was then singled out for imprisonment by the Salvadoran president.  When Farabundo insisted that the punishment be applied to all of the participants, the president sent both Farabundo and Barrientos into exile.  

For Farabundo exile was a welcome adventure.  As Anderson explains, “exile meant the opportunity to travel and learn new ideas, to meet new comrades, and to rethink one’s own positions.”
  During the next 10 years, Farabundo worked with revolutionaries in Guatemala, Mexico, and Nicaragua, and even became the personal secretary to the famous anti-imperialist, Augusto César Sandino.  Eventually, the two parted ways because of their differing views of communism, but this relationship reaffirmed Farabundo’s desire for armed insurrection.  Eventually, Farabundo returned to El Salvador and continued his work by becoming a leader in the Latin American branch of Socorro Rojo Internacional (SRI), or International Red Aid, a popular service organization linked to the Communist Party of El Salvador (PCS).


Begun in 1925 as a small underground party, the PCS gained notoriety when a Mexican labor organizer named Jorge Fernández Anaya came to El Salvador after working with the Aztec Farm Workers Union in Mexico.  Once in the country, he used his ability to speak Nahuatl, the native language of the Pipil, to remain undetected by the government and organize eight thousand workers over the span of three-months.  Miraculously, he staged an eighty thousand man march that paraded through the streets on May Day in 1930.  Despite the success of this massive demonstration by the PCS, it would not become the most popular and wealthiest radical group in El Salvador.  That distinction was given to the SRI.

With the SRI as his voice, Farabundo galvanized support through a massive propaganda campaign that used students from the UES and village schoolmasters to distribute the message of communism and anti-imperialism to the rural poor.  Although he was not an accomplished public speaker, Farabundo was very persuasive and captivating in a one-on-one setting, and his participation in these teach-ins attracted attention throughout the country.
  To elicit the support of indigenous communities in fomenting a communist rebellion, however, Farabundo required help—and that included the assistance of an indigenous leader named José Feliciano Ama.
  

A prestigious cacique that inherited power from his father, Ama lost political capital when he supported an oppositional candidate who failed to win in El Salvador’s first democratic elections in 1931.  With Arturo Araujo as president, Ama became more receptive to left-wing propaganda.
  When members of the PCS visited Ama, he became convinced that the communist cause would triumph in the near future.  Although his reasons for supporting the PCS and the SRI were different from Farabundo’s, he became a prominent figure in the insurrection of 1932.  Except for Ama, however, the PCS failed to attract Indian leaders in other areas of the country.   As a result, the rebellion remained limited to the western hamlets of Izalco, Ahuachapán, Sonsanate, and Juayúa. 

In addition to his efforts to raise the consciousness of campesinos, Farabundo found ammunition in the unstable political environment overseen by Arturo Araujo.  Although collective memory in El Salvador tends to portray Araujo as a kind and generous man, the National Guard became a repressive force under his rule.  Much of the blame for this cruelty rests at the feet of Araujo’s vice-president, General Maximiliano Hernández Martínez.  With General Hernández Martínez at the helm, the National Guard violently squelched a number of communist-inspired revolts in the western provinces during 1931.  To further prevent the spread of revolutionary ideas, Araujo imprisoned Farabundo that summer.  Ironically, in prison Farabundo staged a hunger strike that increased his popularity throughout the country and ultimately undermined Araujo’s authority.  

On December 2, 1931, increased dissatisfaction with the Araujo government’s inability to deal with the economic crisis resulting from the Great Depression encouraged a cadre of military officers to stage a coup.  Seizing this moment, General Hernández Martínez assumed control of the new government and began an infamous reign of terror.  Discovering the seeds of a communist rebellion brewing in the west, Hernández Martínez recaptured the recently freed Farabundo on January 19, 1932.  Two days later, the PCS launched the peasant rebellion that engulfed the western regions of the country in a violent display of destruction.  Over the next three days, campesinos took control of the region by occupying businesses, farms, and government buildings. 

In response to this uprising, General Hernández Martínez ordered the armed forces to reclaim the area through a violent military campaign.  On February 1, 1932, a military court found Farabundo guilty of inciting the insurrection and ordered his execution to be fulfilled that same day.  In this context, most of the Salvadoran oligarchy saw General Hernández Martínez as a man who could maintain order and law in their country.  Meanwhile, in the areas of rebellion, particularly in the indigenous community of Izalco, the actions of Hernández Martínez bordered on ethnocide, as 30,000 primarily indigenous campesinos were killed in a matter of months.
  The result was the destruction of the Pipil indigenous culture.  As the scholar Jeffrey Gould points out, “for the next forty years, campesinos caught practicing traditions of the Pipil culture or wearing native garments were ostracized from their communities because being indigenous meant being communist.”
  As a result, identifiable ethnic communities ceased to exist in El Salvador and communism became the root of all evil in society. 

Creating the Communist Fear

With an overt communist threat now in retreat, Salvadoran society fell prey to terror and extreme repression.  Robert Strong and Janet Shenk explain this moment well:

For the wealthy, 1932 was the dark night of their worst fears.  Henceforth, the oligarchy would cede the responsibility for governing El Salvador to the armed forces.  For workers and peasants, 1932 was an evil memory that dared not speak its existence.

Using these sentiments, General Hernández Martínez fostered his control of the country by creating a fear of communism that prevented anyone from challenging the hegemonic domination of the military and the elites who supported him.  This led to a collective understanding among the poor that resistance would be met with torture, disappearance or even death.  As one campesino explained in Anna Peterson’s work on martyrdom and religion in El Salvador, “repression can come at any moment.”
  

Not surprisingly, among the most victimized groups in this environment were the intellectuals.  In John Beverly and Marc Zimmerman’s study of literature in Central America they note that an entire generation of intellectuals was “forced into exile or silence after 1932.”  Using their often-loose association with leftist organizations, Hernández Martínez literally forced dissent from the country.
  The expulsion of these intellectuals also reveals the difference between how this culture of fear inculcated in the minds of those who lived in rural and urban areas.  For those who lived in rural areas, repression could come at any moment and could be applied to any individual or family.  In contrast, in urban areas it was the intellectuals who were the primary recipient of this fear as they were repeatedly persecuted for their actions, particularly if they challenged the government’s and oligarchy’s authority.  

With his opposition gone, Hernández Martínez could now maintain a culture of fear through a number of strict social controls and laws that assured campesinos would never again resort to communism as a means of resistance.  From the top of his military command, officers like Colonel Marcelino Galdámez viewed communism as the ultimate evil.  “Communism is a tree shaken by the wind,” this colonel told a researcher.  “The moving tree causes the seeds to fall; the wind carries the seed to other places, and the seed falls on fertile soil.  To be done with communism it is necessary to make the ground a sterile place for its seed.”
 

Carrying out this metaphor, Hernández Martinez’s regime began by abolishing the right of civilians to carry weapons, assuring that only the military would possess the power to claim control of the country.  He then rewarded his rich supporters by giving them the keys to the economy.  This included creating a central reserve bank to be controlled by the private sector, and instituting the “ley moratoria,” which granted a 40 percent reduction of interest on debts, making agricultural credit easy for large landowners to obtain.
  With the oligarchy now in full possession of El Salvador’s financial system, it then demanded a better infrastructure for transporting goods and services.  Hernández Martinez complied with this request by creating vagrancy laws that forced thousands of men into public work projects such as the construction of the Pan-American Highway.

Yet, the dictator was not the lone architect in destroying campesinos’ ability to resist.  In keeping with a long history of the Catholic Church’s support for authoritarian governments in Latin America, Salvadoran bishops openly supported his regime through propaganda and appearances at many of his state functions.  On April 9, 1932, Archbishop José Alfonso Belloso y Sánchez spoke at his inauguration and claimed that the “Catholic Church is against all ideas hostile to the current social and political system.”  He then specifically pointed to communism and the Bolshevik Revolution as ideas “which we must oppose with fervent and ardent rhetoric.”
  Anna Peterson explains the impetus behind such comments when she recognizes that the “church shared wealth, power, and prestige with the ruling military and political elites…[therefore] it buttressed the order that maintained their privileged position.”
  

Over time, the cumulative effect of the church’s support for the status quo abetted entrenchment of a fatalistic attitude among Catholic campesinos and indigenous groups who believed that they could not legitimately act to change their material conditions.
  Of all the legacies from this period, this one remained one of the most formidable bulwarks future generations needed to destroy in order to gain rural support in their struggle for freedom and justice.  In the 1970s, however, a Latin American revolutionary movement buttressed by the proliferation of liberation theology would spread ideas of emancipation throughout the hemisphere.  Meanwhile, in El Salvador’s urban center this movement would coincide with the rise of labor unions that represented a burgeoning proletariat.
The Labor Movement
One of the traps scholars encounter when examining El Salvador’s past is the tendency to reduce its problems to the actions of a ruthless military and a repressive oligarchy.  Kati Griffith and Leslie Gates address this issue specifically when they suggest, “scholars traditionally portray El Salvador’s military leaders as monolithically repressive and commonly refer to the military as a repressive political instrument of the economic elite.”
  With Hernández Martínez in power, repression was rampant, as El Salvador resembled a police state.  By 1935, however, his control began to disintegrate as the population increased and urbanization conflicted with a primarily agrarian social order.  With these pressures, the government became less repressive and even considered the demands of some non-elite groups.  Then with the end of World War II, a growing industrial sector of the oligarchy became annoyed by the regime’s insistence to rely on coffee for the country’s wealth.  Along with pressure to industrialize from the United States and a lack of support from the military, these factors forced Hernández Martínez to abdicate his power and flee into exile.  Shortly there after, a provisional government led by Andrés I. Menéndez assumed control in 1944 and attempted to democratize the country.  For the first time since 1932, opposition to the government began to flourish.

The most well known oppositional group in 1944 was a radical union known as the Unión Nacional de Trabajadores (UNT).  By organizing strikes in the country’s urban centers, the UNT gained some political capital as it attracted more than fifty thousand constituents by October of 1944.
  Nonetheless, their success was short lived.  Watching these oppositional forces gain power, the military worried that the country would turn towards a more socialistic society.  To prevent this from happening, the former police chief of Hernández Martínez, Colonel Osmín Aguirre y Salinas, staged a coup on October 21, 1944.  Although El Salvador once again placed a dictator in power, the efforts to democratize in 1944 had opened the door for future reformers to seek office in the country.

In 1950, a fraudulent election put Colonel Oscar Osorio in power.  In contrast to his predecessor, Osorio believed that in order for El Salvador to join the developed world, it needed to modernize.  He began this process by creating a new party modeled in the image of Mexico’s Partido Revolucionario Instiucional (PRI).  Known as the Partido Revolucionario de Unificación Democrática (PRUD), Osorio’s party imitated the strategy of the PRI by diversifying the economy and allowing moderate union organizers to participate in the political system.  It was in this context that the Comité de Reorganización Obrero Sindical (CROS), a labor union made up of railroad workers, bread makers, cobblers, and tailors, emerged from an underground operation to help workers achieve concessions such as collective bargaining, an eight-hour workday, and the right to strike.  Suddenly, urban workers—a relatively new class in El Salvador—found a space in politics where they could not only voice their opinions in the public realm, but also participate in the promulgation of laws that advanced the working class.  CROS even helped draft the Constitution of 1950 and introduced labor initiatives that established institutions such as social security and subsidized housing for the urban poor. 

With these concessions, the oligarchy complained that Osorio was creating an unstable economic environment.  In response, Osorio pointed to the rise of Jacobo Arbenz in Guatemala as proof that these concessions would curb the spread of communism in their country.
  At the same time, he continued to enjoy the blessing of the coffee oligarchy because rural workers were excluded from his labor reforms.  As Armstrong and Shenk explain, this limitation “was part of the deal with the agro-front, the price for their support of modernization.”
  
Eventually, Osorio’s experiment with urban labor began to disintegrate when the communist leader Salvador Cayetano Carpio joined CROS.  Fearing Carpio’s communist influence, Osorio quickly outlawed the organization and incarcerated its leader.  In his testimonial entitled Secuestro y capucha,
 Carpio exposes his detention and subsequent torture claiming that it was part of the government’s effort to target communism as an inherently revolutionary threat.
  By the time Osorio handed power over to Colonel José María Lemus in 1956, an economic depression fueled by falling coffee prices hung like a black cloud over the country.   

Coincidentally, the elections that placed Lemus in power signified the beginning of Lil Milagro’s political awareness.  Barely ten years old at time, Lil Milagro commented on this period in Salvadoran history in her personal diary.  For her and her family, the elections were the first of their kind to take place without a prior military coup to predict the outcome.  On the second page of her diary, this precocious child grappled with the issue when she wrote: 

The entire country is excited that we are going to have elections.  We fear that the Partido Revolucionario de Unificación Democrática (PRUD) will stage a revolution, but God willing, nothing will happen because we believe that very quickly everyone will try to see that things are fixed and will go forward . . . We are Paristas, people of the Party of Renovation (PAR), and we hope that Dr. Enrique Magaña Menéndez who is the embodiment of the party will carry this out.”

Lil Milagro’s family embraced the alternative vision espoused by the PAR, a nationalist party of workers, intellectuals, and some progressive members of the oligarchy, as it emphasized ideas relating to agrarian reform, the redistribution of wealth, and an end to military repression.
  Moreover, because the PAR had received 43 percent of the vote in the 1950 elections, its participation in the elections of 1956 seemed promising.  In these elections, the future of El Salvador’s economic trajectory remained uncertain. As Armstrong and Shenk explain:

The small schism that had developed within the oligarchy in the 1920s opened once again:  on the one hand the modernizing oligarchs, intent on diversifying their own wealth and the country’s economic base; and on the other the entrenched landowning families—the agro-front—committed not to change but to stability.

Although it is doubtful that Lil Milagro understood the economic implications of the oligarchy battling over a future that emphasized either agricultural production or industrialization, her statement proves that she saw violent coups as part of her country’s political history.  

In the end, Lil Milagro’s premonition that the PRUD would not allow a fair democratic election was correct.  The PRUD acted in its own interests by manipulating votes in favor of Lemus and claiming that PAR candidate Magaña Menéndez received only 3 percent of the popular vote.
  Nonetheless, Lil Milagro’s interest in the election is a testimony to her parents’ influence.  From the time they took her home from the hospital on 10a Avenida Norte in San Salvador, her awareness of the world would be nurtured through a loving and supportive household that emphasized critical thinking, cosmopolitan understandings, and compassion for the poor.  To understand how this laid a foundation for future resistance, this chapter now turns to an examination of her family life and childhood.  As the political scientist Karen Kampwirth claims, “by far, the single most important preexisting network for radicalization was the family that girls were born into.”
  

Lil Milagro’s Class Origin

My examination of Lil Milagro’s life, radicalization, and revolutionary spirit begins with understanding her class origin and its role in creating her intellectual identity. Growing up in an urban middle class family gave Lil Milagro the opportunity to nourish her intellectual abilities and creative mind, luxuries the poor of El Salvador did not have.
  Being educated in a private school, traveling to other countries, and having the time to indulge in personal interests such as poetry and music, Lil Milagro’s childhood experiences separated her from the majority of El Salvador’s population.  On the other hand, her family’s rural roots exposed Lil Milagro to what it meant to be poor in her country.  This nurtured her ability to think critically about the world and allowed her to bridge the gap between classes both in her intellectual life and later as a member of the revolutionary vanguard.  Illuminating the origins of this class mobility begins with an examination of Lil Milagro’s parents, Tránsito Huezo Córdova and José Ramírez Avalos.  

Before moving to San Salvador with her family, Tránsito grew up in a small village named San Juan Nonualco.  Located in the central municipality of La Paz, this town was initially an indigenous community that suffered under the demands of Spanish colonialism and later under a semi-indentured, agricultural system that produced indigo.  Not surprisingly, these structures led to numerous confrontations between locals and Spanish hacendados, and even facilitated the rise of El Salvador’s first revolutionary leader, Anastasio Aquino in 1833.  

A Salvadoran version of Robin Hood, Aquino’s legacy began when he became outraged at the brutal beatings his brother experienced as a worker in the haciendas.  In retribution, Aquino began stealing from white landowners in the nearby Spanish city of Zacatecoluca and then shared his plunder with the poor.
  By 1833, Aquino acquired enough support among several indigenous communities near San Juan Nonualco to wage a widespread rebellion that involved 3,000-5,000 rebels, primarily Indians.
  After the rebels killed several hacienda owners and their families in San Vicente and Tepetitán, 8,000 government troops marched from San Salvador and defeated the insurgents near the town of Olocuilta.  To deter future uprisings, the Salvadoran government publicly beheaded Aquino and executed those who supported him in 1833 and 1834. 

This revolt provided the pretext for further government repression against indigenous communities in the area.  With these actions, the population of San Juan Nonualco underwent a process of ladinoization.  As Jorge Arias Gómez explains, 

In the last century, the defeat and execution of Anastasio Aquino initiated the process of ladinoization or racial and cultural mixing for indigenous peoples in the Nonualco communities, which continued to the point that it would be difficult today to identify any of their descendants.
  

Although tragic, there was a positive outcome of this ladinoization.  Tránsito’s mestizo family would be immune from the persecution that indigenous communities experienced after Aquino’s uprising in 1833 and La Matanza in 1932.  

While most inhabitants of San Juan Nonualco worked on neighboring haciendas, the Huezo Córdova family chose education as a vocation. Tránsito’s father, Felipe Huezo Córdova, was a well-respected teacher in the pueblo and his daughter followed in his footsteps.  In 1931, she began teaching at the Escuela de Varones “José Simeón Cañas” in the capital city of La Paz, Zacatecoluca.  She remained in this area teaching at a variety of different schools until 1938 when she moved to San Salvador to continue her education.
  As her son explained to me, “teaching was in her blood; her father was a teacher, and she was the first of nine children to join this profession.”
  In the 1930s, the entire Huezo Córdova family moved from San Juan Nonualco to San Salvador to search out the opportunities and better education the capital city offered.
Like Tránsito, José Ramírez was born into humble origins in the south central part of the country near the town of San Juan Opico.  His father, Timoteo Ramírez, grew up in the small cantón of Joya de Ceren—known as one of the most well-preserved pre-Colombian Mayan archeological sites in the Americas—and earned money by selling and buying land in the area.  Although it is unknown where he received financial support for his business, it is possible that he benefited from the land reforms in 1881 and 1882.  Eventually he earned enough money to purchase a family hacienda in San Felipe, which became a venerated place for Lil Milagro, her siblings and her cousins in later years.  

As the first son of Timoteo, José worked with his father learning about business and finances; however, he possessed a desire to further his education in San Salvador.  When he eventually moved to the capital city in the 1930s he rented a room from Tránsito’s father.  There he was introduced to his future wife and proceeded to develop a relationship with her by joining a literary society known as the 14 de Abril.  In this society, their relationship developed as José became Tránsito’s pupil.

When the two married they began to live a modest middle class life dedicated to the pursuit of education and social justice.  Using his experience in business, José found a job working as a market analyst at the national brewery of El Salvador, La Constancia.  José then took advantage of a nationalized education system and received a degree in mathematics from the UES in 1954.  With this degree, he was one of the first people in El Salvador to be versed in modern mathematics, which enabled him to teach at several schools throughout the capital city.  Moreover, José was a political activist who worked with many organizations in their pursuit of justice.  Although information is scarce on this part of his life, documents show that José worked with the PAR, the PRUD, and the PDC.  Often, this work forced José to leave the country to avoid government persecution.  

Tránsito was a more reserved individual who empathized with actions of social justice, but remained less active in the public sphere.  She began her foray into higher education by studying archival record keeping at the UES before finding work in 1951 at a Spanish school named Instituto Nacíonal General “Francisco Menéndez.”
  Her career continued to blossom there as she taught throughout San Salvador, reaching its peak in 1966 when she was appointed the Secretaria General del Departamento de Planificación del Ministerio de Educación (General Secretarist of the Planning Department of the Ministry of Education).
 

José and Tránsito’s mestizo identity and appearance facilitated their ability to transition from their rural origins to an urban lifestyle without incident.
  Although they sympathized with many liberal ideas of the time, the fact that they could not be identified as indigenous was an asset in an environment that linked communism with native features.  In fact, José worked with the PAR on Enrique Magaña Menéndez’s campaign   in 1956.  Later, José worked with his daughters and wife in the teacher’s union known as ANDES.  In interviews with Lil Milagro’s siblings, Luz América, Amada and José Jr., they portrayed their father as a revolutionary, while they described their mother as a woman who believed in social justice, but worried about government retribution.  Had José and Tránsito had appeared to have indigenous features, their political activism would have been more difficult in an environment that linked native people to communist subversion.  
Beyond their political work, Tránsito and José also encouraged members of their family to take advantage of the superior educational system San Salvador offered.  In this capacity, they housed several members of their extended family in the capital city.  This environment not only encouraged their daughters to value education but also provided them with a stimulating and loving environment during their childhood.  As Luz América described it, it was the “best of times” because their home was full of happiness and love.
  Over time, the charitable contribution to their extended family allowed many of their nieces and nephews to live a more prosperous life, which was often dedicated to the pursuit of social justice. 

In fact, their efforts bore fruit in the life of Jose’s nephew, Antonio Ramírez.  In 1960, Antonio moved into his uncle’s house and attended high school in the urban suburb of Santa Tecla.  After graduating, he studied human rights law at the UES where he eventually went on to become a professor.  As with José and Tránsito, migration served as the catalyst for class advancement in his family, a trend that continues even today. Antonio continues to teach human rights law, while his son Edgard Ramírez received a degree in law from the Universidad de Centro América and works in the small pueblo of San Pedro Massahuat as a “lawyer for the poor.”
  Both of these examples illustrate how the amenities of San Salvador gave families an opportunity for class advancement. 
From the Eyes of a Child

When Lil Milagro was born in 1946, the family’s middle class status and the values they would teach to their children were firmly entrenched.  Her childhood diary provides us with many clues about her experiences within this environment.  On February 26, 1956, Lil Milagro wrote her first words in a journal that would recount many events in her life.  
In these lines, I begin the diary of my life and everything that has transpired.  My name is Lil Milagro de la Esperanza Ramírez.  I am 9 years old and have already had my first Communion.  I am prepared to record everything that happens, has happened, or will happen to me.

As these words indicate, Lil Milagro was not only literate but also aware of her environment.  In addition, she had enough leisure time to indulge her interests, an opportunity not easily available to the poor whose daily material struggles were often all consuming.  Her words suggest that faith in God was an important component of her childhood worldview, illustrated by the fact that she took great pride in completing her first communion.  This is not surprising because her parents sought to teach many of the moral underpinnings of Christianity.  Although my research was unable to uncover the extent to which liberation theology played a part in the Christian identity of the family over time, in Lil Milagro’s diary she explains that her father would read a passage of the bible to his children each morning.
  At this time in the history of the Catholic Church, however, many orthodox clergy frowned upon interpreting the bible from a layperson’s perspective.  As Leigh Binford explains, the traditionalist current of Catholicism “interpreted poverty, disease, and infant death as trials mandated by God for which those who bore them with dignity would be rewarded in the hereafter.”
  Never did the church suggest that individuals should resist the dominant social order.  Only in the 1930s did the Catholic Church create a program called Catholic Action that attempted to create a dialogue between lay members and the clergy.  Although the Catholic Church crushed this movement after many young clerics began to espouse ideas related to the liberation of the poor, Catholic Action encouraged lay people to read the bible.
  

Lil Milagro’s family also augmented their Christian understanding by joining an organization that identified similarities between all religions.  Known as La Gran Fraternidad Universal, this spiritual congregation pursued a different way of life that emphasized ideas such as vegetarianism, yoga, meditation and metaphysics.
  The understanding of this organization provided the entire family with a belief in an egalitarian form of Christianity as well as an acceptance of different ideas.  As the diagram of the Mandala de las ocho vías, or Commandments of the eight ways, illustrates, spiritual enlightenment is obtained through liberation, harmony, reason, love, the law, obedience and identity.  Unfortunately, no document mentions this organization and it seems that the only overt manifestation of Lil Milagro’s embrace of this particular understanding was her as well as her siblings adherence to a vegetarian diet throughout their young adult life.
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Figure 1:  Mandala de las Ocho Vías

Beyond this almost syncretic melding of Christianity and eastern mysticism, Lil Milagro’s experiences were similar to those of other middle class Salvadoran children of the time.  On any given Saturday Lil Milagro could be found playing music on her guitar, listening to the sounds of Paul Anka, Doris Day, and Pat Boone, writing in journals, socializing with her friends, or composing letters to her friends.
  Even more significant, however, were her adventures in other countries.  

With relatives and friends in Mexico, Costa Rica, and Nicaragua, her parents often traveled outside of El Salvador.  With them, Lil Milagro visited almost every Central American country.  She explained the value of these experiences in her diary: 
1959 was a good year, enough so that I cannot complain.  We went to Guatemala, and before that I was able to go to Costa Rica with my sisters Luchy, Maya and my mom; plus we went to Costa Rica as much as we went to Guatemala. 
  

These travels clearly gave her access to other cultures as well as future pen pals with whom she maintained relationships for many years.  Moreover, the opportunity to travel and make contacts outside of El Salvador contributed to the formation of an understanding which, when combined with a middle class education, facilitated her transformation into an intellectual who witnessed first hand the potential for protest and change in other countries and its implications for El Salvador.  Not surprisingly, her parents served as the catalyst driving her education and her cosmopolitan understanding. 
Because Tránsito and José placed value on education, every one of their children attended a private secular high school known as the Instituto Cultural “Miguel de Cervantes.”  At this institute, their children engaged in many middle class intellectual activities such as learning to play musical instruments, creative writing, foreign languages, and international politics.  Overall, her grades were “very good,” but it was obvious that she possessed a proclivity for the subjects of Music, Literature and Language, always maintaining a mark of 9 or 10 on her report cards.
  Understanding this, teachers developed her intellectual gifts through a creative pedagogy that emphasized student exploration and self-learning.  For example, they encouraged her to write acrostic poems that combined her faith in God with her affinity for her friends.
  She became so proficient at writing these poems that by the age of sixteen she estimated she had written more than fifty of them for friends, relatives and acquaintances.
 These poems even brought Lil Milagro some notoriety from her peers.  As she recorded:

I never believed that poetry could be my vocation, but on Tuesday, the 10th of this month, I made an acrostic for my friend Eva and showed her poems I wrote about Claudia Lars.  She liked them so much that she read them to the class, excluding the one I wrote about her.  It seems that she wants to publish them but I am scared of any ridicule because it would hurt too much.
 
Although Lil Milagro feared the ridicule that might come from exposing her poetry, positive experiences like this probably gave her the confidence to publish in different magazines and newsletters later in her life.  However, she always insisted on using the pseudonym Mily when submitting her work.  We see this desire in a letter she sent to a journalist in Germany.  In it she explains, “if you publish my work, I would be very grateful if you use my pseudonym, a feminine whim, you know?”
  

This humble nature also defined Lil Milagro as a friend that many would come to cherish.  In fact, her loyalty and compassion toward friends, relatives, and even acquaintances was a recurrent theme throughout her life.  This is particularly evident in an autograph book Lil Milagro kept throughout her childhood.  Her piano teacher, for instance, describes her kind nature, happy disposition, and loving spirit when she wrote:  

Little Miracle:  As your name indicates, you are a miracle in the lives of all of those who love you; in the midst of this miracle, never lose your vibrant satiny laugh that sweetens every hour of the day.  That you will always be happy are the desires of your piano teachers.

Passages like this populate the entire book and are not solely limited to her teachers.  Friends from school as well as people she met in other countries write about Lil Milagro’s kindness, loyalty and intelligence.  As later chapters will illustrate, this compassion benefited her work in the revolutionary vanguard as she befriended many in the movement.  What is striking is that she seems to have possessed an inherent compassion for others even at a young age.  This was particularly evident in her journeys to the family finca in San Felipe.  

Tránsito and José moved to San Salvador, but they never forgot their rural roots and they wanted to share them with their children.  Almost every weekend, the family visited relatives at the family hacienda in San Felipe.  These visits typically involved working on the family farm, harvesting fruits and vegetables, or cooking for her grandparents.  On many occasions, Tránsito would tell Luz América, Amada, and Lil Milagro to scurry out and sell the day’s harvests in the streets.  With the best intentions in mind, however, Lil Milagro often searched for people less fortunate than herself and rather than selling her goods to someone who could afford them she quickly gave them away to anyone in need.
   In fact, during my interviews with Lil Milagro’s family both her sister and her brother mentioned on separate occasions that she would give you the shirt off her back if you said you liked it.
  

These anecdotes also suggest that Lil Milagro did not value material possessions.  Instead, she possessed an altruistic compassion fostered by her love for people and the relationships she established.  I personally discovered this compassion of hers while traveling to the former guerrilla stronghold of Morazán.  Staying at a hostel known as La Casa De La Abuela, I met a woman there who claimed that Lil Milagro knew her daughter through her participation in a student group at the UES.  Because of their friendship, Lil Milagro frequently volunteered to help the family on weekends collecting oranges from a small orchard and sell them at a market in San Salvador.
  This anecdote is a testimony to Lil Milagro’s movement across class lines, as she understood both the realities of urban middle class life and life among the rural poor.  As we will see, this understanding defined Lil Milagro’s intellectual worldview in later years and it helped her develop a sense of right and wrong.  

A childhood songbook of Lil Milagro’s shows that she possessed a strong desire to search for truth and even morality.  Sitting alone on a single page in this book, we find a definition for the word hypocrite.  She writes, “Hypocrite: Someone who pretends or seems like someone she/he is not, or acts in a way she/he does not feel.”
     For this young woman, this word struck a discordant chord in her mind.  In letters written later to her father, her desire to avoid hypocrisy emerges as a key factor in her decision to join an armed revolutionary struggle.  At the same time, her mother’s guidance helped Lil Milagro understand that gender also created injustices in her world. 

During my interview with Luz América, she made the comment that her mother was “the first feminist in El Salvador.”
  Although perhaps exaggerated, Tránsito was heavily involved in many women’s movements.  To begin with, she was one of the founders of the Liga Salvadoreña Femenina, which fought for women’s suffrage from 1946 to 1950.  She also worked with the organization Mesa Redonda Panamericana, which was an international forum of women who fostered foreign relations. She was well-known for organizing groups of women intellectuals from the university to gather and discuss literary ideas.  Finally, she was a prominent member of the Ateneo Salvadoreño de Mujeres (ASM), an organization of Catholic women who discussed women’s issues in Salvadoran society.

Through the ASM Tránsito fostered Lil Milagro’s identity as a strong and capable woman, as well as that of her daughters and nieces.  A central goal of the lectures she organized for this group was to recognize individuals who embodied the spirit of women’s ability to adhere to high ideals.  As secretary of the organization in 1965, Lil Milagro gave a benediction in awarding a prize:

The Salvadoran Women’s Club, the unified spirit of women who encourage the desire for the realization of high ideals, speaks this evening through my heartfelt words to proffer this woman who deserves all tributes, a spiritual offering that, although modest in material value, encompasses the magnitude of the most pure sentiments.

Reading these words, it is not a stretch to think that such an organization would empower women to strive for advancement in society.  This certainly shaped Lil Milagro’s understanding of women and their place in the world, as she heeded this call and always held high and idealistic aspirations.  In her role of secretary for this organization, she helped other women realize their own aspirations.

Lil Milagro’s mother further manifested these ideals by insisting that all women in her family excel in traditionally male areas.  For instance, academically her mother felt that women could perform as well as men in the subjects of math and science.  To ensure this belief held true, she forced all of her daughters to study math on the weekends, often despite their personal wishes to do otherwise.
  We might surmise from this that Tránsito believed in women’s intellectual potential and capacity for equality with men.  In later years Lil Milagro embodied this potential as she continued to remember the lessons taught to her by her mother.  As the opening quote of this chapter illustrates, Lil Milagro viewed Dios y Madre as sacred forces in a just society.

Conclusion


Although El Salvador faced many problems between 1946 and 1962, it was a time of relative prosperity for the urban population.  With modernization, families like Lil Milagro’s benefited from an environment that created an urban middle class.  For the first time in Salvadoran history, mestizo parents were able to offer their children opportunities that they were not afforded in their own childhood.  For Lil Milagro, this meant education, travel, and participation in organizations that emphasized women’s contributions and Christianity.  Indeed, her parents encouraged Lil Milagro’s development of an intellectual and emotional understanding of the world that emphasized compassion, critical thinking, and empowerment, and these traits would guide her decision-making in later years. 

From the time that Lil Milagro graduated with a bachillerato, or high school diploma, in 1962, experiences during her childhood and teenage years would inform her life as a student at the UES.  Moreover, growing up in a middle-class environment allowed these experiences to be abundant and diverse.  As a student at the university, she would build on these experiences as they came into dialogue with more radical ideas and actions.  Through everything, however, her parents remained an important part of her life.

The literary scholar Raymond Williams writes about the intellectual dynamic between different generations.  In 1961, he published The Long Revolution, which suggested that a cultural revolution coincided with the democratic and industrial revolutions of the late 20th century.  In this monograph, he explains:  

One generation may train its successor, with reasonable success, in the social character or the general cultural pattern, but the new generation will have its own structure of feeling….The new generation responds in its own ways to the unique world it is inheriting.
  

While William’s words do not necessarily involve familial influence, he recognizes the importance of previous generations in training their successors.  For Lil Milagro, her understanding of the world began with her parents and their progressive and Christian teachings. 

During the next phase of her life, her parents’ lessons helped her realize what it meant to be socially conscious.  Building from this understanding, Lil Milagro faced many experiences at the UES that further nurtured her sense of right and wrong, until finally, she became a revolutionary intellectual who chose to sacrifice her education, family, motherhood, and friends in the name of justice, equality and freedom.  Understanding how she came to this conclusion begins by examining her life as a student at the UES. 
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Figure 2:  Wedding picture of Tránsito Huezo Cordova 
and José Ramírez, circa 1940.
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Figure 3:  The Ramírez family practicing yoga as part of the La Gran Fraternidad Universal, circa 1950.

Tránsito Ramírez is standing on the far left.
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Figure 4:  Luz América (right) and Lil Milagro (left), circa 1950.
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Figure 5:  Three sisters, circa 1954.

Luz América (front left), Amada, (front middle), Lil Milagro (front right),
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Figure 6:  Lil Milagro as a teenager, circa 1960.
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Figure 7:  Lil Milagro’s Quinceañera, April 3, 1961.  
The girl on the far left is Luz América, followed by Lil Milagro in the middle, and her mother and sister, Amada, on the right.
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Figure 8:  Lil Milagro graduating from High School, 1963.
CHAPTER THREE

BECOMING A REVOLUTIONARY INTELLECTUAL (1965-1969)

We were looking for an impossible idealistic solution.  The University, as an institution and a cultural expression, cannot be any different than the social base that sustains it.  








Lil Milagro Ramírez

Introduction

Entering the University of El Salvador (UES) in 1963, Lil Milagro’s medical exam described her as a 17-year-old woman who stood at 4 feet 9 inches and weighed 115 pounds.
  The description certainly does not suggest the archetypal, not to mention masculine, image of the Latin American revolutionary.  Yet, when she began her career in law at the UES, Lil Milagro embarked upon a path of radicalization that would make her a prominent figure in El Salvador’s revolutionary vanguard.  This chapter follows the metamorphosis of Lil Milagro as she changed from a studious woman aspiring to be a human rights lawyer into a revolutionary willing to sacrifice her life and the lives of others in the name of justice.  Through this examination, we will learn about the process of radicalization, the lure of Latin America’s revolutionary culture, and how an individual chooses to rebel in the public and private spheres.

Plotting this journey, this chapter looks at three epochs in Lil Milagro’s adult life.  The early years, 1963 to 1966, show a young woman who remained faithful to her middle class upbringing as she placed education above activism, travel, and even romance.  Coinciding with one of El Salvador’s most prosperous decades, Lil Milagro remained politically inactive during this stage of her life.
  This did not mean that she lacked the desire to participate in politics at the UES.  Instead, her decision to be indifferent was the result of a reluctance to embrace the more radical nature of activism at the UES. 
From 1966 to 1968, Lil Milagro considered herself a Christian Democrat who believed in the ability of Christian-oriented activists and politicians to create a fair and just society.  During this time, she became more involved in teacher movements, student activist groups, and a progressive Catholic movement based loosely on the ideas of liberation theology.  These experiences shaped not only her intellectual development and the socialist ideology she would come to embrace, but also forced her to grapple with the dialectic of a Gramsican intellectual who must consider the demands of his/her audience, which in Lil Milagro’s case could include the Church, colleagues at the UES, or her parents.

Yet, as El Salvador radicalized so did Lil Milagro.  For this reason, the final stage of her young adult life began after her participation in a critical event of Salvadoran history.  Commonly known as the ANDES strikes, thousands of educators and concerned citizens took to the streets in 1968 to demand an end to the developmentalist mentality guiding the education system.  As the first massive protest in the country since 1932 and led largely by women, these strikes signified the point at which a revolutionary culture began to emerge in El Salvador.  After participating in this moment, Lil Milagro’s worldview continued to shift as she traveled through South America absorbing the revolutionary currents in Chile and Argentina.  
This chapter looks at each of these stages of her life focusing on personal experiences, local struggles inside the country, and international events that facilitated her transformation into a revolutionary intellectual.  Through this process, we can begin to humanize Lil Milagro’s radicalization and place her within her historical context.  Before moving through the stages of Lil Milagro’s life, however, this chapter starts with a brief discussion of how an individual both caters to and is influenced by different audiences.  Following this discussion, I offer a succinct overview of the political, economic and social environment of El Salvador in the 1960s, and then examine the progressive evolution of the UES as it transformed from a hegemonic institution into a home for radical discontent.  These sections not only provide a way of conceptualizing the evolution of Lil Milagro’s intellectual identity but also place her in the historical moment in which she lived.  

Defining Lil Milagro’s Audience

In my analysis, revolutionary intellectuals can become a theoretical representative of a different class when they take into consideration the responses of their audience.   This idea builds from the work of Max Löwy and his examination of Marx and revolution.  Yet, it is important to clarify that class does not necessarily define an audience.  Instead, an audience is any group of people that an intellectual claims to represent.  

Applying this idea to Lil Milagro, we will see that she was a representative of several different groups or audiences during her life, whether it was the Catholic Church, student groups at the UES, or the poor and persecuted in El Salvador.  Representing the Catholic Church or student groups, however, does not make Lil Milagro a revolutionary intellectual, but being a representative of these groups gave Lil Milagro a foundation for embracing her role as a theoretical representative of the poor later in her life.  This raises the point that different audiences can also influence and guide an individual’s intellectual development, particularly if the individual is still developing a revolutionary worldview.  Through this interaction, individuals like Lil Milagro find themselves organically engaged within the intellectual dialectic before they become a theoretical representative of any class.  Because of this influence, an audience and an intellectual enter into a dialogue with each other, and I suggest that the openness of this conversation determines the degree to which an audience will follow an intellectual’s ideas.  

To summarize, an audience is any group that an intellectual claims to represent.  Once this audience is linked to a specific class, however, then the intellectual becomes a theoretical representative of that class.  Before this occurs, an intellectual can claim groups that are not linked to a class, which gives her/him an opportunity to foster their ability to attract and lead different groups.  Tracing which audience Lil Milagro is appealing to during the three stages of her intellectual evolution is, therefore, an important aspect to remember in the following sections.

Welcome to the Urban Jungle

Situated in a liminal moment between reform and revolution, El Salvador entered into an era of prosperity and economic growth in the 1960s.  Although this decade began with the blatantly fraudulent election of Lieutenant Colonel Julio Rivera in 1962, his ascendancy to the country’s highest office actually opened El Salvador’s political arena.  Advocating for a proportional representation of political parties in Congress, Rivera pushed through the legislature an amendment to the electoral law that not only allowed oppositional parties to obtain office in local municipalities, but also gave them a legitimate voice in government legislation by guaranteeing representation in the National Assembly commensurate with each party’s electoral strength.
  Despite the government’s effort to create democratic reform, the most radical changes in society were prompted by a regional free trade agreement known as the Central American Common Market (CACM).

Passed in 1960, the CACM was an agreement between El Salvador, Nicaragua, Guatemala, and Costa Rica to facilitate each country’s transformation from an agrarian-bureaucratic state into a modernized industrial nation.  With a developmentalist ideology underpinning its appeal and inspiration from Kennedy’s Alliance for Progress, the CACM espoused a rhetoric that emphasized “regional economic integration, foreign investment, intraregional trade, and industrialization.”
  Although these capitalist principles contributed to a steady rise in El Salvador’s GDP throughout the decade, the CACM also brought instability and rapid change to the country, and as Carlos Vilas reminds us, “the industrial sector was built upon an agrarian structure on which it could not—or did not want to—impose significant changes.”
   This reluctance to modernize meant that El Salvador’s industrial expansion would rest in the hands of multinational corporations who chose to rely on the importation of raw materials from other countries to manufacture their products.  In El Salvador solely to exploit an underpaid and desperate workforce, these foreign corporations negated any benefit industrialization would have for the people of El Salvador.
  The situation deteriorated after thousands of Salvadorans inundated the cities searching for work in this new industrial sector of the economy.     

Because the CACM brought technological advancements in manufacturing that required very little labor to function efficiently, unemployment rates rose by nearly 30 percent between 1965 and 1968.
  As more and more Salvadorans found themselves unemployed, they were forced to live in squalor as the infamous Latin American phenomenon of city slums began to proliferate in the urban centers.  With this migration to shantytowns, El Salvador witnessed a dramatic decline in the number of its citizens who had access to drinking water and sewer networks.  The situation reached inhumane levels in the 1970s; as Carlos Vilas notes, “the population with drinking water fell from almost 80 percent to 67 percent between 1969 and 1979, and the population with sewer service declined from 74 percent to 47 percent.”
  Without running water, electricity, and sanitation, this new urban population quickly became frustrated.

Two factors acted as a release valve for unemployment.  First, thousands of Salvadorans continued their long pattern of migration to Honduras.  In their neighbor’s backyard, they would find substantial land and work in the quintessential banana republic.  In 1969, however, a war between El Salvador and Honduras sent 130,000 Salvadorans back to their patria.
  This migration forced the Salvadoran government and Colonel Fidel Sánchez Hernández to consider the need for agrarian reform, while also escalating land tensions in an already overpopulated country.  Both of these factors became important points of contention for the revolutionary vanguard.

The second relief valve came in the form of a new party known as the Partido Demócrata Cristiano (PDC).  Portraying itself as the political alternative to the status quo, the Christian Democrats, like their counterparts in Chile and elsewhere, emphasized a middle road between capitalism and communism.
   Despite the fact that this party supported reform initiatives that often mirrored those of the CACM and Kennedy’s Alliance for Progress, its membership maintained a strong unity through a Catholic worldview.  This common ground attracted many followers from all sides of the political spectrum, but it also forced the party to split into two factions.  While one side embraced the progressive ideas of intellectuals and the social democratic movement, the other half championed political reform through the electoral system.  This latter half eventually won the approval of the average Salvadoran as it campaigned against communism, but more important, it found a charismatic leader in José Napoleón Duarte. 

Almost immediately, the PDC experienced success and Duarte won the mayoralty of San Salvador in 1964, 1966, and 1968.  With control of the capital city, Duarte acted quickly to give his constituents reasons to vote for him in subsequent elections.  The product of a massive beautification campaign that included streetlights, sanitation, and new schools, San Salvador became a glowing testament to the power of reform.  Even Lil Milagro recognized the value of Duarte as a leader when she wrote in a letter,  “Pescadito,” alluding to the Christian symbol of a fish or pesca, “made the night beautiful in San Salvador.”
  She humorously suggested that young couples, who often enjoyed frolicking in the dark city streets, would probably abstain from voting for him in the next elections.  Nevertheless, she, like many others, maintained a reserved respect for Duarte’s work as he aspired to become “Latin America’s second Christian Democratic president, next to Chile’s Eduardo Frei.”

Despite these promising signs of progress, student organizations, unions, and a new form of Catholicism called liberation theology continued to challenge the foundation that maintained the country’s inequitable social order.  Through an often-radical rhetoric that emphasized empowerment, social justice, and education, the work of these organizations directly challenged the veil of prosperity that the government celebrated.  As confrontations between these groups and the government escalated in the 1960s, the Salvadoran government again returned to its roots and used the military to repress dissident views.
  

This time, however, the government’s actions collided with a revolutionary counterculture that refused to acquiesce.  Largely inspired by the Cuban Revolution in 1959, this movement swept through Latin America influencing not only El Salvador but other countries like Guatemala, Nicaragua, Chile, and Argentina.   Gaining momentum in the 1960s and then flourishing in the following decade, this international revolutionary culture had a profound impact on Lil Milagro’s intellectual development, particularly in the second and third stages of her young adult life.  It would be at the UES, however, that this culture found an avenue for engaging a future revolutionary vanguard, which included Lil Milagro, waiting in the wings.

The University

Established in 1841, fourteen days after El Salvador declared its independence from Spain, the university began as a true Gramscian institution perpetuating the hegemony of the elite.  Acting upon its mission to “forge a national identity and to create a national culture,” the university was part of a movement to construct a nation through a top-down approach.
  Graduates from the UES contently became part of a technocratic effort to modernize Salvadoran society in the late nineteenth century, particularly in the areas of public administration.  This pattern continued for more than 70 years, evident in the fact that many of El Salvador’s presidents also served as rectors of the UES.
  

By 1928, the UES began its transformation into a revolutionary breeding ground, due in large part to the influence of a university reform movement initiated in Córdoba, Argentina.  Similar to the UES, the National University of Córdoba (UNC) began as an institution of the elite.  Frustrated with a largely Catholic curriculum, students seized the UNC in April 1918, forcing the government to carry out reform measures to make the university an egalitarian and autonomous institution that would act as a symbol of progress for society.
 Acting according to these ideals, the students at the UES used the movement in Argentina to demand more autonomy in the late 1920s.
  Now governing itself, the institution could challenge instead of perpetuate the hegemonic structures of the elite.  Its effectiveness in this new role can be seen in the number of revolutionaries that taught or studied at the university.  People like Farabundo Martí, Jorge Shafik Handel, Salvador Cayetano Carpio, and Mélida Anaya Montes, all spent time developing their intellectual worldviews at the UES.
  At the same time, it is important to acknowledge that these leaders emerged when El Salvador met the criteria for what Yvon Grenier suggests is a “critical society.”
  

According to Grenier, when societies experience rapid socioeconomic development combined with a political resistance to change they are considered to be in a transitional period.  During these moments, social mobilization occurs as different groups, particularly those that are marginalized, search for a way to cope with dramatic social and economic change but find resistance to their demands at the political level.  This context then “provides university intellectuals with a public to echo their ideologies.”
  Clearly, the Salvadoran context in the 1960s reflects this process as the CACM altered the economic landscape and students at the UES found a platform for their demands in a burgeoning student population and a discontented labor force.
  Given these conditions, the rhetoric of student activists appealed to a broader segment of society, particularly those affected by a changing social structure.

In this context, the UES as a whole, became a prominent critic of the regime in power.  Recognizing this role, the government implemented a university reform campaign in 1963, the year Lil Milagro began studying at the UES, that attempted to modernize education through a developmentalist lens that regulated administrative operations and democratized access in an effort to build a more substantial technocratic workforce.  The government believed that the university could change society in a way that would mirror its imperialist neighbor to the North.
  Instead of co-opting the university’s effectiveness, however, the developmentalist policies of the government allowed the university to become a political force in society because thousands of families were able to send their children to the UES for a post-secondary education.  This educational access then created an expanding audience for the discontented, evident in the proliferation of leftist literature emerging from the UES in the 1960s.
  “For all its limitations,” Grenier notes, the university became “a potent political resource in a non-democratic environment.”
  

By 1972, president Colonel Arturo Molina recognized that the UES was at the center of an oppositional culture, which rejected the fraudulent election that placed him in the country’s highest office.  Subsequently, Molina used tanks, artillery, and planes to seize the UES and imprison more than 800 government-identified subversives.  With the doors of the UES closed for the next two years, more radicalized students found it easy to participate in the guerrilla organizations proliferating in San Salvador.  For the next decade and into the civil war, some of the worst human rights violations in the history of the country targeted former university students. These events suggest that Molina and the military actually aided in the disintegration of the social order as radicalized university leaders chose to continue their work in a clandestine environment.

This trajectory is similar to what Lil Milagro experienced during her career at the UES, but as we will see, her story illustrates that radicalization is always a unique and personalized process.  A countercultural milieu nourished Lil Milagro’s intellectual development, but it also placed her on a violent and eventually deadly path.  Whether it was through literature, relationships, or a simple desire for justice, these influences encouraged and even demanded that Lil Milagro become an active political participant in Salvadoran society.  The process through which she embraced this imperative, however, was a gradual one.  As she changed and adapted to her environment between the years 1963 and 1970, Lil Milagro became a symbol of the passion, perseverance, and tragedy that many of El Salvador’s intellectuals encountered once they chose to embrace a revolutionary worldview.

Teacher and Student 


“Lil Milagro was a very active woman,” her younger cousin Gloria explained to me in 2007.  “She had so many interests that it seemed like she worked 24 hours a day; she didn’t have time to worry about cleaning the house or doing daily chores.”
  In her active lifestyle, Lil Milagro not only worked toward a degree in law at the UES, but she also followed in her family’s footsteps when in April of 1964, she began training to become a teacher at the same school where her mother taught at in 1951, the Escuela Normal de Maestras “España.”
  These two experiences were the cornerstone of Lil Milagro’s early young adult life.  Through teaching, she fought against the discrepancy between education for the rich and poor, while as a student she discovered that her actions would define her identity as a woman, activist, and intellectual.  Both roles facilitated Lil Milagro’s intellectual development as she encountered obstacles and opportunities within them that would serve as radicalizing forces in her life.

Like her grandfather, mother, and sister before her, Lil Milagro possessed an avocation for the teaching profession.  Her teaching portfolio confirms this as it shows that she received only exceptional marks on her instructor evaluations.
  Upon finishing her student training in 1966, she began her professional career at the same school she graduated from in 1963, the Instituto Cultural Miguel de Cervantes.  There she taught literature to fourth graders and the Constitution to fifth graders. These seminal years as a teacher taught her that a quality education was not offered to the poor.  This realization encouraged her to collaborate with teachers from low socioeconomic areas.  In 1967 she traveled to Colombia to take part in a teacher’s consortium concerning the “Condition of the teaching profession in Latin America, with a focus on socioeconomic status.”
 

While information on Lil Milagro’s teaching career is sparse, there are enough resources to analyze her intellectual development as a teacher and how it interacted with her gender and radicalization.  Despite a lack of information on the professions in which women typically worked during the 1970s, we know that in 1983 women constituted 70% of teachers in El Salvador.
  This statistic suggests that one of the few ways women could participate in the public economy was through education.  Not surprisingly, for Lil Milagro and her family this was also the case. 

Lil Milagro’s parents taught their children that education can lead to empowerment in an oppressive society; therefore, Lil Milagro’s work in this area was probably an early manifestation of her desire to create social change.  In fact, this ideal was strong enough to encourage Lil Milagro to work as a teacher while simultaneously studying at the UES, a difficult endeavor in itself.  Apparently, even her colleagues in the ERP and RN recognized Lil Milagro’s belief in education and its power to change society.  After her death, the FMLN established a school named in her honor and quoted her in a lesson plan teachers used at the school.  As the quote explained, “the Party should undertake [revolutionary] work in a systematic way:  in a school, political ideology is framed and advanced more rapidly.”
  Her words suggest that she believed education could help individuals quickly understand why revolutionary work was necessary in El Salvador.  However, if teaching was a manifestation of her desire to create change in this first stage of intellectual development, being a student at the UES was her passion.

Above all, Lil Milagro loved being a student at the university.  Inspired by her parents, particularly her mother’s ability to obtain a doctorate in philosophy in 1965, she directed almost all of her energy in her first years to becoming a scholar at the UES.  During this stage of her life, she hoped that by being studious she could obtain a doctoral degree in France, a place she dreamt about traveling to at an early age.
  This dedication to her studies, however, often prevented her from indulging in school politics, traveling around the world, or even forming romantic relationships.   

In a letter to a family friend in Mexico, we see the extent of her commitment to school, as she explains why she would not be joining her sister and mother in Mexico that year.  She writes, “I don’t think I should leave the country while I am studying at the University especially because I want to get my bachelor’s degree here and then my doctorate in France.”
  Perhaps to compensate for missing these opportunities to travel, she continued her relationships with the many pen pals she had collected over the years.  In fact, most of her letters from 1964 to 1965 were written to people living outside of El Salvador.  Although these letters could be seen as a simple hobby for collecting stamps, exchanging ideas, or discovering the cultural nuances of other countries, these relationships gave Lil Milagro a cosmopolitan understanding of different cultures, an attribute that proved important in her travels to South America later in her life.  

Lil Milagro’s passion for her studies hindered her political activism.  This is not to say that she was unaware of the political tensions evolving across Latin America.  In fact, in a letter to Medrano in 1964 she explains that the Asociación General de Estudiantes Universitarios Salvadoreños (AGEUS), the preeminent organization for students at the UES, held a general assembly to discuss and ultimately support a student strike against the Honduran dictator Oswaldo López Arellano.
  At this point in her career, however, Lil Milagro chose to remain on the sidelines of student activism.  In another letter to Medrano, a particularly enlightening passage explains not only the justification behind her decision to remain “indifferent,” but also reveals her ambivalence toward the way in which her colleagues operated within the political arena.  She writes:

About my political activity, Miriam, I am afraid you will be a little disappointed.  Something is stopping me from participating in any active way.  I do not know if it is my desire to constantly study, or the amount of time my poetic and literary ambitions absorb.  Maybe it is because I am disappointed about the diverse and displeasing attitudes that exist in the political field.  I am not referring to any particular group or person, but as a whole, they can be somewhat disastrous, and their results are somewhat unsatisfactory to me.  I guess I still haven’t embraced the famous phrase, “The ends justify the means.”  Nevertheless, I am still in the indifferent camp, and I understand that I am beginning to deserve that name.  Tomorrow they can throw in my face my lack of active participation; in the end, we will see what I decide to do tomorrow.

This seminal passage provides many clues to understanding Lil Milagro at this moment in her life.  Clearly, she felt a need, or perhaps even a moral obligation, to join the political struggle that was unfolding at the university.  Given the fact that she grew up in a household that emphasized political activism (i.e. her father’s work with the PAR and her mother’s work in various women’s organizations), she understood the importance of working through the political system.  Yet, that she questioned the way in which student activists achieved their goals suggests that either she feared the repercussions of taking an active role in politics or she had yet to fully embrace the radical actions of those who participated in these organizations.  The answer, I suggest, lies somewhere between these two interpretations.  

The military occupied the university in 1960 and in the process brutalized several students and professors because they took a “leading role in the uprising against José María Lemus.” 
  These actions, three years before Lil Milagro joined the UES, showed that this institution was not immune to political repression. For this reason, this event must have weighed heavily on those who were yet to become student activists because it warned that political participation could lead to physical harm. Adding to this collective memory, a more radical culture existed at the UES than perhaps Lil Milagro was accustomed to as a child.  Although she grew up in a progressive and politically active family, she was wary of embracing aggressive public protests and violent action advocated by student activists like Joaquín Vilalobos, Fermán Cienfuegos, Francisco Jovel, Jorge Shafik Handel, and Salvador Sánchez Cerén..
  

More than anything, Lil Milagro’s desire to remain politically “indifferent” was a product of her emphasis on education, but she was also reluctant to follow the tactics used by the AGEUS.  One way to interpret this decision is to see it through the intellectual dialectic discussed in chapter one.  According to this process, Lil Milagro needed to take into account the opinions of her audience, in this case the AGEUS, and act upon these ideas only after subjecting her work to self-criticism.  Her statement that she had yet to embrace the famous phrase “the ends justify the means,” suggests Lil Milagro concluded that her understanding of right and wrong justified her decision to remain inactive in the political sphere.  At the same time, the dialectic also suggests that she should direct her work “in accordance with the responses of [her] audience.”  However in this case, it would seem that her audience was demanding that she take an active role in the political sphere.  From this perspective, Lil Milagro’s stance was not consistent with this intellectual dialectic, because she chose to ignore the demands of her audience.  Although there is a give and take between the audience and its theoretical representative in this dialectic, Lil Milagro did not claim to represent anyone’s ideals except her own.  As a result, she did not completely adhere to the characteristics of a revolutionary intellectual at this particular juncture.

On a side note, Lil Milagro’s belief that radical demands were not the only way to create change may be a testament to her ability to think critically and independently about the world.  Although in time she would join her colleagues in armed struggle, it was only after she determined that other means of resistance such as protests and elections could not change society.   From this perspective, Lil Milagro was unique in that she was not prone to what Dunkerley suggests is the “natural deviation of youth.”
  As he explains, “radicalism can be the product of youthful tendencies towards adventurism, gangsterism, and an aversion to patient organizational work in mass movements.”
  For Lil Milagro, however, her letters typically illustrate critical and informed thinking, despite her age.  Yet, at this point in her life, Lil Milagro invested her time in interests that remained unthreatening.  Ironically, these interests, particularly in literature, guided her towards the individuals that would influence her actions in later years.

Towards the end of 1965, Lil Milagro established relationships with several students who shared her passion for literature.  Assiduous readers, Lil Milagro and her her sister Luz América wanted to share their passion for literature with others, and thus started a literary group named “Alba 13.”  Idealistic and full of hope, these students set out to create a magazine they named Péndulo del tiempo, or Pendulum of Time.  For them, Péndulo would present “bright, new words from voices that are born into the struggle, armed with hope.”
  Their first and only publication included an introduction by Lil Milagro’s old childhood friend Ramón Hernán de Fuentes, poems by Marietta Suárez and José David Escobar Galindo, and a literary essay by Rubén Ignacio Zamora dissecting Aldus Huxley’s Time Must Have A Stop.  Largely poetic in nature, each piece expressed an individual perspective on an idealistic hope for a better world.

Although Alba 13 published only one magazine, the group met regularly to discuss literature, art, and politics.  During these meetings, Lil Milagro’s path towards radicalization began to materialize, particularly when she befriended people like Marianella Villa García and Rubén Ignacio Zamora.  Although both of these individuals became close friends, her relationship with each of them was quite different.  With Marianella, Lil Milagro found a companion who shared her passion for literature, foreign languages, travel, and music.  Moreover, she desired, like Lil Milagro, to become a human rights lawyer.  These aspirations led Lil Milagro to write, “we are friends in French class as well as in our ambitions.”
  

On the other hand, Rubén shared many of the same interests as Lil Milagro, but also took a public role as the secretary of the AGEUS, where he represented the organization Movimiento Estudiantil Social Cristiano (MESC).  For Lil Milagro this was significant because the MESC was organized by Christian Democrat students who worked through the Catholic Church and advocated many of the ideals posited by the PDC and the social gospel.  Lil Milagro admired Rubén and his work, but the relationship went further when she developed a small crush on the soon-to-be revolutionary and political leader.
  As she explains,

I think that right now [Rubén] is the only boy I would seriously consider forming a relationship with…. but he is very busy, and in addition, he is under the impression that Lil “does not want to have a boyfriend because she thinks more about studying than this thing called love.”

Love interest aside, these comments are consistent with this phase of Lil Milagro’s life, as her dedication to her studies again prevented her from pursuing endeavors outside of the scholarly arena.  Moreover, a feminist current runs through her words as she emphasizes the rarity of finding a young man like Rubén, who valued a more egalitarian relationship in a society characterized by male chauvinism.  Although Lil Milagro and Zamora eventually moved beyond this puppy love, they developed a strong platonic relationship, one she compared to the bond between an older brother and a younger sister.
  This bond allowed Lil Milagro to view Zamora as a trusted companion and advisor throughout her career at the UES.

The relationships Lil Milagro established in Alba 13 were some of the most important of her young adult life.  As she became more active in politics from 1966 to 1968, interactions with friends served as a soundboard for her thoughts as she adapted her worldview to the environment that surrounded her.  For this reason, “the university was always a sacred placed for her,” explained her cousin Gloria, “because it was where ideas of liberation flourished.”
  Explaining the process in which liberation became a part of Lil Milagro’s identity, to determine whether it emerged organically through her experience or whether she acquired it from her colleagues, is the focus of the next section.  

A Year of Intellectual Experiences

At the end of 1966, Lil Milagro wrote a letter to her friend Marianella who was studying abroad at the time.  In it, she expresses what seems to be a 180-degree shift from what she believed only a year earlier.  She writes, “from my perspective I cannot support passive people; for me, the meaning of life is found in action and work.”
  While such a statement seems contrary to her decision a year earlier to “sit on the sidelines,” it reflects that 1966 was a crucial year in Lil Milagro’s intellectual development.  Although the year began like any other, a reading of her letters illustrates that her relationships with her colleagues at the UES were coming to have more influence on her identity and perceptions.  

Lil Milagro remained extremely busy in 1966 as she continued her work as a teacher and a student at the UES.  Adding to her workload that year, she also found a job as a secretary for an interregional shipping manufacturer.  While she received a pittance for her work, it was enough money to help with finances at home.  As she explained in writing to a friend in Germany, “I am very happy with my occupation because, above all, it allows me to help out at home; as you know there is always something or another that we lack at the home, and to be able to help is a good thing.”
  This comment reiterates the point that despite her middle class background, her family was not affluent.  Indeed, their middle class lifestyle in El Salvador would seem poor to anyone from the North.  Nonetheless, her contributions helped her family live a comfortable life in El Salvador, and in that Lil Milagro found great pride.  These comments also illustrate that her family remained an integral part of her life during her time at the UES, despite deepening bonds with friends. 

Perhaps the most rewarding event in 1966 came when an idol from her past recognized her poetry.  Claudia Lars, the first female national poet of El Salvador—or as Lil Milagro described her, “the best poet in El Salvador”—selected two of Lil Milagro’s poems to be published in a magazine called Cultura.
  Published among the work of well-known Latin American and Salvadoran authors, her poems “Destrozado jilguero” and  “Elegía prematura” addressed themes of nature, death, and the loss of innocence.  She also held the distinction of being the youngest Salvadoran poet in the magazine and, as a biographical note recognized, she was a poet who “demonstrated a love for literature from an early age.”
  Adding to this distinction, she was one of only three women to be published in the magazine with the other 21 writers being male.  Identifying her as both the youngest writer and one of the few women in the magazine illustrates the lack of intellectual and artistic equality in a patriarchal society.  In the end, Lil Milagro received 50 colones for the publication of her writings, but again she found more satisfaction in creating, as she states, “something that someone might value.”

Finally, 1966 presented Lil Milagro with her first opportunity to travel to South America.  Joining her mother at a teacher’s conference in Colombia, Lil Milagro met with educators from all parts of Latin America as they discussed the ramifications of socioeconomic status in education.  She found the conference “interesting and helpful,” but she especially enjoyed collaborating with her colleagues from other countries, demonstrating her passion for intellectual discussion.
  Upon conclusion of the conference, Lil Milagro and her mother decided to travel through Peru, Colombia, and Venezuela.  

Of all the places she visited, none impressed her like Machu Picchu.  Like the thousands who visited this sacred site before her, the magical city of the Incans touched her heart.  She explained its impact when she wrote, “it was emotionally imposing with a touch of mystery, and in those sacred places I was repeatedly reminded of the poems by Santos Chocano.”
  She continues by quoting Chocano’s poem “La tristeza inca,” emphasizing his dream-like description of this world.  In sync with Chocano’s words, Lil Milagro took many “dreamlike” pictures of the ruins.  One rather portentous scene shows Lil Milagro’s figure silhouetted next to a sacrificial Incan altar.  Her brother explained that this was one of his sister’s favorite pictures, perhaps because it alluded to the sacrifice of martyrdom.  Without Lil Milagro’s personal explanation, it is difficult to say that she took it as a poetic representation.  Nevertheless, her brother explained that his mother strongly disliked this picture of her daughter because it portrayed her in an ominous light, and once she entered the life of a clandestine operative her mother refused to acknowledge the picture even existed.

An Intellectual in a Radical Environment

It is important to note that amidst these events, the environment at the UES in 1966 continued to reflect its radical leftist spirit.  Regrettably, most of the university documents from this time (i.e. newspapers, pamphlets, magazines, etc.) were destroyed in 1973 after Molina seized the UES.  Fortunately, we can find a glimpse of this radical culture in a letter by Lil Milagro, describing a student protest parade.  In her letter, she paints a vivid picture of the different floats that passed by on the street.  Many of them, if not all, commented on the most contentious events occurring around the world.  As in many other universities at this time, the Vietnam War stood at the center of student criticism.  In this parade, Vietnam was the main centerpiece in a float that protrayed Uncle Sam and a Vietnamese guerrilla as wrestler in a ring “de lucha libre.”  In this scenario, however, the “chinito” came out victorious as he pummeled Uncle Sam into submission, effectively giving him a black eye.
  

This particular float is emblematic of the radical spirit in universities across the world in the 1960s.  In fact, the Mexican scholar Jorge Castañeda has written a 500-page monograph about the connections between Latin America and a universal leftist movement sweeping through the world during this time.
  Of course, this Salvadoran parade also celebrated the victories of the left in Latin America by touting the virtues of the Cuban and Guatemalan revolutions.  Although Lil Milagro does not explain these floats in detail, her comments give the impression that commemorating these victories was an important part of demonstration by students at the UES.

From a more local perspective, the students also attacked many conservative figures and symbols of the time, beginning with their president Julio Rivera.  Students made fun of this avid sports fan whose only virtue was staging football exhibitions, dubbing his float El Presidente Deportista.  Moreover, their allegoric representations ridiculed Rivera’s developmentalist goals and policies.  Finally, students attacked their new rival in higher learning, the University of Central America “José Simeón Cañas” (UCA).  Established in 1965 by conservative Jesuits offering an “alternative to the increasingly radical national university,” the UCA was presented as the antithesis of the UES.
  The parade included a massive float that satirized the UCA.  Lil Milagro’s description of this float is interesting:

[This float was] full of men dressed as acolytes, a priest as the professor, and a church bell.  When the priest said that they were about to start classes, all of the “students” broke into hymns and songs of praise.  It was most ingenious and everyone enjoyed it, except for some sisters who nearly fainted and a priest who resented some of the jokes.
 

Although it is possible to read too much into these comments, they illustrate that, in this instance, she identifies more with students than the clergy.  This does not mean that she was moving away from all of her religious conviction, but it does suggest that she could be skeptical of religious fervor. 

One way to conceptualize this stage is to place her comments within the intellectual dialectic.  During this stage of Lil Milagro’s life her friends and colleagues at the UES were at least one contingent of the “audience” whose opinions and ideas she valued.  Through her writings, we can see how she caters to this audience.  

Beginning with Rubén, Lil Milagro expressed in 1966 a deep admiration for his passion stating, “you exhibit a great spirit.  We are so accustomed to pettiness in this world that when we find demonstrations of such rich and deep spirit we realize that the human soul is always a mystery in which God is concealed.”
    This comment shows the value Lil Milagro placed on personal virtue, and it illustrates how she encouraged its development in her friends.   Moreover, the Christian undertones in this passage evoke a common spiritual bond in the two.   In the same letter, she asks Rubén’s guidance on whether or not she should become a member of a Christian social movement known as La Jornada de la Vida Cristiana, or Christian Life Journey.
  She explains that although a priest could help her decide whether or not to participate in a three-day journey of spiritual renewal with this organization, she felt more comfortable asking for Rubén’s advice because they had formed a strong bond over the past three years.
  Lil Milagro is deferring to her friends for advice rather than the clergy.   Although her younger sister, Amada, was one of the first promoters of this organization and it is possible that she sought her advice as well, it is significant that she solicited the opinion of her colleague.  

If Rubén was Lil Milagro’s spiritual companion, Marianella was her political advisor.  She explains this relationship in a letter to her friend stating:

Your social ideas and mine are alike.  I celebrate your excitement because it is an indicator of you not wanting to just have fun, but rather having an interest in problems of humanity.  The same thing happened to me at the University.  I think the same thing happens to anyone who has a little bit of human and social conscience.  You know that at home, we have always been a little revolutionary.  Daddy is a tremendous activist, always in the opposition and because of this he has suffered persecution from the government, and has even been sent out of the country because he was considered a threat.  Instead of intimidating us, his experiences have encouraged us to fight for what we believe.  Mommy, even though she does not seem to be this way, also has progressive ideas.  When she was at the university, she followed the social tendencies that seek equality and justice, and now, she is about to graduate with her doctorate in Philosophy and Letters.

This passage is a perfect illustration of the multiplicity of political influences in Lil Milagro’s life.  She explains how her family serves as the motivating factor behind her strength and idealistic worldview.  It might even be said that she sought out friendships with people like her parents who possessed a similar “consciousness” of the world and were willing to act according to their ideals.  This is perhaps one of the most important themes in her life in later years because it connects her love for her family with her clandestine activity.  At this time, however, her comments suggest that Lil Milagro was ready to act upon her ideals and distance herself from the “indifferent ones.”  This decision became abundantly clear in 1967.

Death and Religion


Although 1966 saw Lil Milagro engage her passion for change and her desire for action, the year itself ended on a sad note.  Suffering from a long battle with lung cancer, her grandmother, on her mother’s side, died just before Christmas on December 4, 1966.  Fortunately, her abuela died in the company of her family and embracing her youngest daughter.  “By the grace of God,” Lil Milagro wrote, “she passed away quietly without any major pain, because she has already suffered too many little episodes of agony.”
  Although her grandmother’s death was devastating, Lil Milagro was especially saddened by her grandfather’s loss of his wife after 53 years of marriage.  Concerned about his ability to continue living in the small pueblo of San Juan Nonualco, she was able to find comfort in the fact that as a former teacher the people of his town respected him and would care for him if needed.  

Although it is difficult to measure the degree to which the death of her grandmother affected Lil Milagro’s outlook on life, the following month she made the decision to participate in La Jornada, or the journey.  She describes this event with extraordinary passion and reverence while writing to a friend, 

This year, I have had a wonderful experience…I was invited to be a part of a “Christian Life Journey,”  It is three days when you meet with a group of girls (or boys) to reflect a little about Christianity, but really, to reflect on each person’s particular life.  If we received baptism and the sacraments of the Church, why wouldn’t we live the Christian life, a sincere life of true charity, without hypocrisy.
  

We see that living a life of compassion and sincerity was an important ideal for Lil Milagro, and one that guided her decisions.  Moreover, Lil Milagro was attracted to the message of women’s empowerment within this movement.  As she stated, “I am enamored by this new spirit of the woman as a saint, Christian and apostle…it is like a new dress Superman style that can never be destroyed or discolored.”
  This experience gave Lil Milagro strength and courage to act upon her ideals, and La Jornada would become the vehicle through which she chose to participate in the political arena at the UES. 
For the next two years, she dedicated numerous hours to a mission of preaching the gospel of social justice to youth in El Salvador, with students at the university serving as beneficiaries of her work.  She even joined MESC as a way of using this organization to spread the message of La Jornada.  As she wrote to a friend from La Jornada, “do you remember our conversation about our work in the university and the obligation we have to work in our environment?  This year, the MESC came to me and proposed that I accept a nomination to be treasurer of the department.”
  As a member of this organization, Lil Milagro entered into the public political arena on the UES campus.  There she joined Zamora and many others in a quest to create a Christian socialist world.  

Although the Christian underpinnings of the MESC suggest that the organization was more reformist than revolutionary, in many ways it was the student equivalent of liberation theology.  In fact, Lil Milagro’s sister and cousin agreed that La Jornada was an early manifestation of liberation theology and the progressive ideas it espoused.
  However, because liberation theology did not enter into the collective consciousness of Salvadorans until the archbishop of San Salvador, Luis Chávez y Gonzaléz, began advocating ideas of the movement in 1968, Lil Milagro’s work with La Jornada is too early to be considered part of this growing gospel.
  Nevertheless, both liberation theology and La Jornada share many ideas, and for this reason, it is useful to touch on some of key understandings of liberation theology in Latin America. 

Liberation Theology and La Jornada


For many, the origins of liberation theology can be traced back to colonial times.  Specifically, in 1512, the Dominican priest Bartolomé de Las Casas criticized Spanish conquistadors for unnecessarily killing thousands of indigenous people in Mexico.  According to the theologian Phillip Berryman, Las Casas argued “Indians were better off as living pagans than as dead Christians, and insisted that they must be won over by the power of the gospel rather than the force of arms.”
  Drawing upon examples like Las Casas, progressive priests from all parts of Latin America met in Medellín, Colombia, in 1968 to discuss the implications of the Second Vatican Council in 1961, also known as Vatican II.  According to the Brazilian theologians Leonardo and Clodovis Boff, the Vatican Council “produced a theological atmosphere characterized by great freedom and creativity.”
  In this open environment, priests criticized the many injustices occurring in the world and “affirmed the more humble ‘pilgrim’ status of the Church, journeying alongside the rest of humankind.”
  Phillip Berryman puts this event in its historical perspective when he explains, “for centuries church authorities had been piling sandbags higher and higher to withstand the rising water of modernity.  With Vatican II the dam broke.”

After Vatican II, the Medellín Conference became the “Magna Carta” of the movement.  The documents that emerged from this conference essentially denounced institutionalized violence, demanded profound societal change that would move underdeveloped countries away from dependence, and called for the conscientization of the poor based on the work of the Brazilian educator Paulo Freire.
  For Berryman and many other theologians, the Medellín documents outlined an implementation strategy for the movement with an emphasis on a “preferential treatment for the poor.”   

Using these theoretical ideas, progressive priests then journeyed into rural areas and began the process of building Christian Base Communities.  In these communities, the clergy focused on training peasants in three areas: Christian theology, national reality, and organizing techniques.
  The training then encouraged the delegates to become promoters of the movement and to teach others the tenets of the social gospel.  The theologian Christian Smith makes an important distinction here concerning the movement of liberation theology.  He argues that as a theology, “it is simply a coherent set of religious ideas, about and for liberation,” but as a movement it is an “attempt to mobilize a previously unmobilized constituency for collective action against an antagonist to promote social change.”
  Given this insight, Christian Base Communities can be seen as the manifestation of the social movement, while Vatican II and the Medellín Conference elaborated its theological aspects.

Applying these ideas to La Jornada, we see that both movements spread the ideas of the social gospel to others, both encouraged lay people to read the bible and act upon its lessons, and both wanted to create change in society.  In this organization, Lil Milagro embraced these ideas through her part in a group of Jornadistas who created the “Secretariado Especial.”  This group placed the basic doctrines of the religion and Christian thinking into a set of rules and regulations that the organization followed.
  In the end, Lil Milagro believed that this work would facilitate relationships with other youth movements to form a “union of wonderful Christians” who would then help spread the social gospel throughout her country.
  

Not surprisingly, her work with this movement influenced her political ideology.  She explains this in a letter to Marianella when she writes:

 I will say that the socialist ideology is the most fitting for our Latin American countries; the Christian modality is attractive to me because I belong to that religion, but only if there is a truly social-Christian revolution with virtuous aims that does not seek to benefit the oligarchy, even if it is Catholic.  I see myself as an advocate of social critique.
 

Recognizing the long history of complicity between the oligarchy and the Catholic Church, Lil Milagro still expresses a desire to participate in a Christian revolution espousing the ideas of the social gospel.  She continues, however, writing that regardless of her Catholic identity, she is above all a Latin American.  Perhaps alluding to the ideals of the Cuban intellectual José Martí in Nuestra América, Lil Milagro explains her worldview in a similar way, stating:  

I clearly proclaim myself against any kind of imperialism, neither yellowish like the Yankee imperialists, nor red like the Soviet Union.  I am one of those whose body and soul belong to the Third World, the American world, free of external influences, with its own idiosyncrasy and ways of forging its own freedom.
  

The theme that binds these statements together is that Lil Milagro desired change for her country and her “America.”  Whether or not a social order underpinned by Christian principles was possible, she remained committed to the pursuit of equality and freedom in her country.  

Unfortunately, the work of La Jornada never fulfilled the aspirations that guided Lil Milagro’s actions.  She became particularly aware of its shortcomings during her efforts to help organize the three-day spiritual journeys that were at the center of the movement.  During this time, she revealed a deep concern about her ability to make La Jornada a popular organization.  Without a dedicated “spiritual director,” it was proving to be difficult.  She expressed these concerns in a letter to her sister Luz América:

Sometimes I lie awake into the late hours of the night.  Maybe it should not worry me like this, but I feel guilty about something that is going to happen and it is necessary to find a solution beforehand.  On the other hand, I understand that if the Jornadas do not come to fruition, everything will end and die.  You know that we have spent a year and a half trying to make it work. But I tell you that we are going to continue; we do not lack enthusiasm, although our group is completely new, a little inexperienced, and even a little disorganized in certain aspects.

After dedicating a year and half of work to this organization, Lil Milagro was afraid that the movement would not be able to sustain itself.  Although she did succeed in creating an international meeting of different Jornada chapters in Nicaragua in 1968, the failure of the movement to sufficiently motivate students at the UES led her to search out other options.   

The ANDES Strikes

It is not surprising that one of the first secular organizations Lil Milagro joined advocated a better educational system and more support for Salvadoran teachers.  Formed in 1965 by a passionate revolutionary woman named Mélida Anaya Montes, ANDES fought, among other things, against a corrupt educational system, while demanding that teachers be paid sufficiently for their work.  As an employee in the Ministry of Education, Lil Milagro’s mother, Tránsito, understood this issue on a personal basis.  In an interview published by Third World Books in 1982,
 she discussed the Alliance for Progress and how it provided funds for educational purposes which were then used in dubious ways.  Specifically, her boss utilized these funds to create television programs on how to conduct proper laboratory work.  Meanwhile Transito explains that, “most teachers counted themselves lucky if there was any chalk available.  And more importantly, most rural schools don’t have electricity, so the television programs could only be used in urban areas.”  In the end, she reveals the true intention of the program pointing out that it was a “good business deal for the Minister of Education who had shares in the Japanese company, which sold the television equipment.”
  Corruption like this prompted the teacher’s association to become the first organization since 1932 to stage a massive demonstration that criticized key members of the Salvadoran government.

To understand the context of the ANDES protest, however, it is necessary to sketch a rudimentary picture of the political climate at this time.  The 1967 elections constituted one of the first times in Salvadoran history that a smooth succession of power for the presidential office occurred.   As Colonel Fidel Sánchez Hernández took the presidency from Colonel Julio Adalberto Rivera, the military once again proved to be the chief political force.  This time, however, the PDC candidate obtained enough votes to come in second in the election, prompting the middle class to believe that the elections in 1972 would place a more populist president in power.

Inspired by the potential for peaceful change, ANDES began a campaign for better pay and working conditions within the teaching profession.  The organization justified its demands by studying the economic viability of increasing teachers’ salaries.  Through this study, ANDES found that if the state chose to allocate its financial resources equally among its different departments, then a salary increase was not only feasible but easy to implement.  This plan became known as the IMPRESS project.  Not surprisingly, the Ministry of Education responded to this plan by reassigning key members of ANDES to rural schools, forcing them to live substantial distances from their families, and isolating them from their work in the organization.  The government then accused several organizers in ANDES of being subversives, a label that essentially threatened their lives.  Finally, in their public speeches the Minister of Education and President Sánchez Hérnandez suggested that ANDES was a small movement with very few participants and that it did not have the support of the masses.

Outraged by these actions and accusations, the organization decided to prove the extent of its support by staging a citywide demonstration in the capital on February 16, 1968.  Attacking the unjustified relocation of their members and the corrupt educational reform movement advocated by the government, it became the largest protest in El Salvador’s history as 30,000 teachers and students took to the streets with 50,000 more students, workers and people of San Salvador joining them in a massive march.
  Even the historically conservative periodical La Prensa Gráfica recognized the importance of this event stating, “ANDES organized a protest to define its public position in respect to the conflict that resulted from the recent measures taken by the Ministry of Education.”
  Their demands included the reinstatement of jobs for all teachers displaced in the reform, the immediate distribution of salaries to these teachers, and the immediate resignation of two administrators in the Ministry of Education.
 A witness and participant in this protest, Lil Milagro described the day:

More than 30 blocks were filled with people marching, not counting the thousands of observers throughout the city streets.  The protest started at a city park, passed through the center of the city in front of the National Palace, and continued toward the President’s residence.  After surrounding and walking around the residence, the protesters went to the Plaza Libertad and held a protest…during the manifestation, the entire city came together.  All the different faculties, colleges, professors, university employees, labor unions, and the three political parties of the opposition, the PDC, MNR, and PRI participated in this march.
 

The ANDES strikes represented a monumental event in El Salvador’s history not only because it galvanized the opposition under a common mission, but also because it was the first demonstration largely led and organized by women.
  In other words, this organization as well as the teachers who participated in these strikes created a space for others to question the practices of their government.  The political scientist Julia Shayne refers to this act as a process where women transformed into “revolutionary bridges.”  She states, 

Women workers [were] not expected to resist so forcefully, and in doing so en masse the women of ANDES not only shattered stereotypes, but acted as gendered revolutionary bridges by providing a model for other disenchanted sectors of society.

Even many leaders of the FMLN acknowledged that this strike was a model of activism as they pointed to the ANDES strikes as “the turning point in the unfolding of the political crisis of the 1970s and 1980s.”
 

For Lil Milagro, the protest served as a pivotal moment in her life.  As a board member of the Directiva de la Asociación de Estudiantes de Derecho at the UES, she was responsible for drafting a formal comment on this situation.  In a letter she remarked on this burden, stating “I have an immense responsibility in front of me as a Christian woman, college student and, above all, a Salvadoran.”
  These words not only express the magnitude of Lil Milagro’s commitment to her country but also show how her different identities forced her to take action.  Through her participation in this public demonstration of defiance and then her public statement of support for these strikes, she not only continued to take an active role in the public sphere of political activity, but also acted according to her perceived responsibility as a Christian woman, student, and Salvadoran.   The event marked an important phase in her gradual radicalization.  

Ironically, the protests also opened Lil Milagro’s eyes to the impossibility of realizing social change through peaceful means.  Like so many acts of defiance before it, the ANDES strike ended in a manner reminiscent of the repressive tactics used by so many of the country’s former presidents.  After what became a two-month general strike in which ANDES occupied the public space outside of the Ministry of Education, the government responded by killing two leaders of the organization and a student, while incarcerating and beating hundreds of others.  In the end, the military arrested thirty leaders of the organization and “disappeared” two key members.  Three days after their disappearance, “their mutilated bodies washed ashore on the Pacific beaches of La Libertad.”
  Many Salvadorans identify this event as the turning point in their country’s quest for social change.

For Lil Milagro, the actions of the military were a defining moment in her radicalization.  As she stated in a letter to her father in 1971:  

Do you remember that we experienced the first ANDES strike? I was one of the women most absorbed in that fight and my feelings of frustration and impotence started to form at the sight of the defenseless people who asked for justice but were met with only repression and death.

In this same letter, she justified her decision to join an armed revolutionary struggle by explaining that the military’s actions in response to the ANDES strikes proved that armed struggle was imperative if her country was to free itself from the grasp of the military.  She then proceeded to remind her father that he, too, opposed the repressive actions of the Salvadoran government.  In fact, as a representative of ANDES he wrote a letter to the president of El Salvador, Sánchez Hernández, that illustrated his passion and resolve for the social change this organization advocated.  In it he wrote:

Did you see the civic demonstrations that gave support to ANDES?  We must not close our eyes to reality…Let’s not allow the breaking of the constitutional democratic order, on a whim. History has already judged Martínez, the assassin of the masses; Osmín Aguirre y Salinas; José María Lemus, killer of the people and assaulter of Universities…This is a path followed by stubborn oppressors of free people.  The people who have suffered, in the long run, will triumph; and this, this is not communism, nor absurd rebellions, instead it is Thirst for Justice and Social Order.

These words suggest that the family was a vital source of Lil Milagro’s strong convictions.  Yet, she would have one more experience in 1969 that would further radicalize her worldview and convince her that armed revolt was the only solution for her country.  

A Journey South


In the spring of 1969, Lil Milagro joined a group of student members of the PDC on a three-month solidarity mission to South America.   Traveling to Ecuador, Venezuela, Chile, and Argentina, this journey exposed her to several ways of life that were foreign to what she understood in El Salvador.  The international experience not only gave Lil Milagro an example to model, but also changed the expectations she had for her own country.


At the beginning of her trip, Lil Milagro formed relationships with individuals from many different parts of the world.  Primarily young and often bohemian in nature, she embraced their youthful exuberance and freedom of expression.  The first letter Lil Milagro wrote during her journey paints a picture of a wide-eyed young woman searching for companionship and intellectual experiences in an environment characterized by freedom and collaboration.  Upon arriving in the port city of Guayaquil, Ecuador, she wrote:  

We traveled in tourist class, but we enjoyed ourselves more than the bourgeoisie in first; each night we have a dance.  As you will understand, students, youth, adventurers, artists, poets, philosophers, writers and nice girls (like myself, for example) travel together in this class, knowing how to live life to its fullest.
  

Against this backdrop of youthful exploration, Lil Milagro particularly enjoyed collaboration with her peers, a common theme in her life.   Eventually she continued on to Caracas, Venezuela, where she spent two weeks taking classes in law and simultaneously exploring her identity as a Latin American woman.  We see this perception in a letter where she comments on the feeling of solidarity that she shared with students from other countries in the region.  She writes: 

We are learning thousands of great things about social formation, more than we learned in any formal class, when we women talk to each other about different things relating to our countries, which are very Latin American.
 

This identity shift from viewing herself as a Latin American rather than Salvadoran is significant because it illustrates her ability to apply her own situation to those found in other countries throughout the region.  In other words, finding just societies in Latin America and hearing the stories of her companions, helped her realize that her country needed help and that change was possible.  As her journey through South America continued, this exposure to an outside world intensified her convictions about justice particularly after her visits to Chile and Argentina.  


“What a large place Buenos Aires is, but so is Argentina.”
  These were the first words that Lil Milagro wrote about this South American country.  Traveling by bus through the Andes could easily have this impact, especially when you come from a place relatively the size of Massachusetts.  Her letters from Argentina reveal a deep fascination with the environment.  Adding to her awe was the fact that up to this point in her life she had never seen snow, much less several of feet of it in the mountains.  Despite her fascination with the Andean landscape of western Argentina, Chile’s open political system especially drew her attention.   


“Chile has experienced more than 30 years without knowing what tyranny or a military dictator is,” Lil Milagro wrote to her father. “The Chileans are horrified and they think that we are exaggerating when we explain to them the difficult political reality that exists in Central America.”
  Such statements reflect the progressive nature of politics in Chile at this time.  With Latin America’s most recognized Christian Democrat in power, Eduardo Frei improved access to education, authorized the nationalization of the copper industry, and instituted successful land reform.  He even expanded the freedom of the press, a concept that was astonishing to Lil Milagro.  She commented on this in the same letter to her father, explaining her surprise at the idea that radio and television broadcasters did not need to live in fear of telling the truth.  Perhaps the most astounding difference in Chile, however, was the fact that the Communist Party was allowed to participate in the political system.
  Coming from El Salvador, where the Communist Party was not only the most radical party but also banned from the political system, Chile’s electoral politics impressed this young woman.  

In such a progressive milieu, Lil Milagro was shocked to discover that students at the university in Santiago used violence to achieve their ends.  She explained that second to the legislation passed to nationalize copper, the most serious problem emanated from the  university where students were using bombs and kidnappings to terrorize the city and in the process create their own revolution against Frei.  In a place like Chile, Lil Milagro found their actions to be unjustifiable.  As she wrote to her father, “the truth is that I can justify violent actions when there is no other way for a country to protest injustice, but in a place like Chile where everyone has opportunities and guarantees for using the electoral process to gain power, it is unjustifiable and even criminal.”
  Nevertheless, one of the few pictures of her in Chile shows Lil Milagro participating in a student strike at the university.  Her participation in this event suggests that the revolutionary culture at the university was too attractive to remain on the sidelines.  Her journey to South America was a time for experiential learning, and thus she valued the experience of this strike enough that she chose to participate in the demonstration. 

In her final days in Chile, Lil Milagro discovered a remarkable process in which communities promoted a better way of living in their respective townships.  Organized by mothers forming groups of 30 or 40 women, these committees would study problems in the family and the community and then devise solutions for these issues.  These groups were so successful that an organization called CEMA, or Centros de Madres, emerged to form a place of work for the different representatives of each community.  Here, mothers would organize fundraising events and parties for different communities.  More importantly, CEMA became a strong political organization that could demand change from the government, particularly during elections.  Lil Milagro believed that such a system might work in El Salvador, and she expressed an interest in studying this grassroots movement and transplanting it to her own country.
  

Chile offered Lil Milagro concrete experiences illustrating that society could function in a way that respected diverse opinions and encouraged political action.  Many of her friends and relatives point to her time in South America as a turning point in her intellectual development.     Her sister Luz América, for instance, explained that “she met many people with advanced ideas, which nourished the seed of her radicalization.”
  Miriam Medrano suggested that after returning from Chile, Lil Milagro became disenchanted with life at the UES because she did not think social change could occur through the university.
  Although it is difficult to measure the exact influence the experience in Chile had on her worldview, once she returned to El Salvador she began to view armed struggle as the only way to bring change in her country. 

Conclusion

When Lil Milagro began her career at the UES, she entered an environment that attracted some of the most notable revolutionaries who would later fight in the civil war that began in 1980 and ended in 1992.  Her relationships with many of these individuals influenced her intellectual development.  Concurrently, these influences were not the sole reason behind her eventual radicalization.  

The years between 1964 and 1970 exposed Lil Milagro to ideas that were both foreign and familiar to her own worldview.  Whether it was her work with Jornadas, forming literary groups, teaching at her former high school, traveling abroad, or participating in the ANDES strikes, Lil Milagro’s identity and intellectual evolution changed and adapted to her environment and the multiple groups she claimed as her audience.  These years illustrate that Lil Milagro worked through the intellectual dialectic as she subjected her ideas to different audiences until finally concluding that social change required an armed resistance.  Throughout these experiences, however, the core of her identity remained committed to a Christian view of the world that emphasized social justice and equality.  As the next chapter will show, this understanding joined forces with the Marxist ideology of her colleagues in the ERP.  Together, these ideas helped her develop a syncretic socialism that combined Christian social gospel with ideas relating to Marxist understandings of class struggle, an emphasis on social and economic equality, and an end to a government controlled by an elite oligarchy.
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Figure 9:  Lil Milagro entering the UES, 1963.
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Figure 10:  Lil Milagro at Machu Picchu, 1967.  

Lil Milagro is the dark figure standing in the shadows on the left of the alter.
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Figure 11:  Lil Milagro working with La Jornada, circa 1966.
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Figure 12:  Lil Milagro participating in a student strike in Chile, 1969.  
Lil Milagro is the fourth person on the back row.
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Figure 13:  The first and only issue of Péndulo, created by Alba 13, October 1963.
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Figure 14:  Lil Milagro’s signature (bottom right), as the secretary of the “Ateneo Salvadoreño de Mujeres.”  November, 1968.
CHAPTER FOUR

AWAKENING THE REVOLUTIONARY STRUGGLE WITHIN (1971-1979)
Awakening

I was gentle and peaceful,

A flower.

But gentleness isn’t a wall

That hides misery

And I saw injustice,

And strikes and rebellions

By ordinary people

Exploded before my astonished eyes.

And instead of absurd pity

And sympathetic hypocrisy

My indignation burst forth

And I felt myself united with my sisters and brothers.

And every strike hurt me,

And every cry struck me

Not only in my head or ears

But in my heart.

My white gentleness fell

Dead at the feet of hunger,

I undressed myself, weeping at its veils

And new clothing clung to my flesh.

My arms now in the springtime of struggle,

My red-hot blood protesting,

My body olive green

An incendiary passion consumes me

…and nevertheless

I keep feeling as before,

A lover of peace,

I want to fight for it—desperately

Because from the beginning

I have dreamt of peace.

--Lil Milagro
 


During the summer of 1970, Lil Milagro’s dream of living in Paris came true.  “One day she just decided to go, “ explained her friend Miriam Medrano, “she said I am going and that was it.”
  Obviously, she felt that fulfilling this dream was an important step in her maturation and thus made the decision despite her parents’ hesitation to bless her journey.  Perhaps they understood that their daughter was entering a new phase in her life, and thus were worried about the consequences.  Although they did not view her desire to live in Paris as a dangerous activity by itself, they became concerned over the ramifications of her defiance. Karen Kampwirth offers some clarity on this tension when she suggests, “the same parents who had inculcated anti-dictatorial values in their daughters were terrified when they realized that she was actively involved in opposing the dictatorship.”
  Without a doubt, Lil Milagro felt some conflict over this decision, evident in the fact that her first letter from France begins by thanking her parents for respecting her decisions even if they disagreed with her actions.
  In the end, however, her parents’ suspicions proved to be true.  

Upon her return from Paris, Lil Milagro made the biggest decision of her young adult life and left the university to join the revolutionary organization known as the ERP.  For a woman from a family who placed an extraordinary value on education, this monumental decision changed Lil Milagro’s life forever.  At that moment she transformed from a daughter, student, and Christian activist into a revolutionary intellectual willing to make extraordinary sacrifices in the name of social justice and equality.  

Her poem “Despertar,” or “Awakening,” that opens this chapter, provides a glimpse into Lil Milagro’s unsettled emotions during this crucial moment in her life.  Using metaphorical language, she explains her conversion from a “gentle and peaceful flower” who burst forth with indignation to join her “sisters and brothers” in a revolutionary armed struggle.  Moreover, this poem shows that the sense of peace and compassion that underpinned her identity as a woman and possible mother could no longer shield her from the repressive nature of the Salvadoran government after she witnessed its brutality during events such as the ANDES strikes.  In this poem, Lil Milagro sacrifices her identity as a woman on the altar of social justice.  This gendered perspective alludes to the process many women experienced when they joined an armed struggle.  In fact, the idea of sacrifice is a common theme in women’s studies, particularly among scholars like Heidi Hartmann who adhere to a Marxist feminist perspective.  According to her work, women’s liberation “requires first, that women become wage workers like men, and second, that they join with men in the revolutionary struggle against capitalism.”
  Although, in this case, Lil Milagro did not become a member of the working class, this chapter will illustrate why she believed that the revolutionary struggle to liberate all people took precedence over women’s liberation.  


Another theme that we can extrapolate from this poem is the interplay between violence and nonviolence.  Clearly, Lil Milagro felt a need to justify her actions, particularly if they were of a violent nature.  This justification revolved around a sense of desperation that located her actions as a decision forced by the government’s determination to prevent social change from occurring through any other means. As her poem explains, “I saw injustice, and strikes and rebellions by ordinary people exploded before my astonished eyes.”  At the same time, she did not justify her violent actions as solely motivated by the repressive nature of the military.  Instead, Lil Milagro viewed the hypocrisy of her peers as one of the greatest obstacles to overcome in her country.  Her frustration with the complacency and complicity of her fellow Salvadorans guided many of her decisions both violent and non-violent.  Quite visible in her decision to leave the UES as a symbolic protest or in the justification of her actions to her parents, a disdain for hypocrisy was always at the center of her worldview.  As her poem again explains, “sympathetic hypocrisy” could not prevent her “indignation.”  

Finally, this poem provides some clear imagery of Lil Milagro’s radicalization as she begins to see herself as a revolutionary intellectual who understood her role as a theoretical representative of the poor.  Poetically describing this process, she states, “I undressed myself, weeping at its veil and new clothing clung to my flesh.”  In this phrase, she metaphorically shed the skin of her social class and embraced poverty by isolating herself from society.  She figuratively evokes her passion and desire to fight for change, a goal she believed could be achieved through the hardship of clandestine guerrilla activity.  Through these actions she became physically and emotionally tied to the very injustice that validated her role as a theoretical representative of this class.


In an attempt to combine these themes into a cohesive narrative, this chapter traces the last steps of Lil Milagro’s evolution into a revolutionary intellectual.  It begins with an examination of key letters she wrote to her parents in 1971 and 1972 to determine how she justified her decision to join the ERP.  Understanding her justification for armed struggle then opens the door for illuminating how she interacted with the revolutionary culture that surrounded her.  In this section, we will also see that revolutionary figures, international events, and local repression aided in solidifying Lil Milagro’s revolutionary worldview.  Once in the revolutionary vanguard, however, her gender, family and friends forced Lil Milagro to make difficult decisions in the name of social  justice.  Finally, this chapter ends with the story of Lil Milagro’s capture and death in the secret jails of El Salvador’s president, General Carlos Humberto Romero.  The chapter not only explains Lil Milagro’s radicalization through her actions and words, but also illustrates how this woman became a martyr for the left.

Justifying the Revolution

Between 1971 and 1972, Lil Milagro wrote several letters to her parents explaining her justification for joining the ERP.  In these letters, we learn that in addition to her upbringing and personal passion for social justice, her disdain for hypocrisy was the cornerstone of her struggle for change.  Manifested through her fight against the theoretical gap that separated university idealism from the repressive reality of Salvadoran society, she refused to compromise her ideals.  The justifications offered in these letters follow an almost formulaic pattern of radicalization proposed by the political scientist Karen Kampwirth who suggests:
Women who had chosen to join the guerrilla groups or other organizations within the revolutionary coalition identified a series of factors that they saw as transformative, starting them on the path toward political activism.  Those experiences included…hearing family stories of past political violence such as that of the Matanza of 1932, participating with a relative in a strike or with the Christian Democratic Party, and joining a preexisting network such as a student or church organization.  Those transformative events led them to conclude that there was tremendous social injustice in El Salvador and that by challenging the military regime, they might help mitigate or even end that injustice.

Despite the similarities between Kampwirth’s characterization and Lil Milagro’s own radicalization, it would be a mistake to reduce her decisions to a formula.  As we will see, Lil Milagro was an independent, critical thinker who made decisions based on her experiences and understanding of the world.  Although her parents, friends and colleagues influenced her worldview, we will see that her decisions were always true to herself and her situation.  Examining Lil Milagro’s personal agency and the influence of collective decision-making allows this study to humanize Lil Milagro’s story and avoids essentialist understandings of radicalization.  

As the previous chapter explained, Lil Milagro’s work with Jornadas and Rubén Zamora in the MESC exposed her to individuals and ideas that helped her conceptualize Salvadoran subjugation.  In particular, she learned that the path of Christian social resistance could not galvanize support among students at the UES.  Still, her work with the MESC and La Jornada helped her develop an aptitude for building a coalition of support.  Kampwirth emphasizes the relevance of this ability when she writes, “it was in [these] networks that [women] developed the political values and skills that would eventually lead them to take radical actions to end the dictatorship.”
  Lil Milagro explained what she learned from working with these groups to her father:

The University was a refuge, a hiding place, a protection.  I believed then that I needed to look for another way.  It was not a decision that I made alone; after all I had my Christian social group in the university and in it were people who spoke the same language as I, felt the same deception, clearly saw the same problems, and we wanted to make an effort to find a solution.
 

As this passage explains, colleagues at the university helped Lil Milagro develop her worldview, but she felt that social change could not come from within the institution.  Instead, she suggests in the same letter that too many of her colleagues pass “their youth shouting and protesting” only to “embrace the establishment and yield to the errors of the past.”
  Such a statement illustrates Lil Milagro’s conceptualization of the hegemonic structures that prevented social justice from occurring, which to her were embodied in the university itself.  In this example, the UES fulfilled its role as a traditional institution for maintaining social order.  From this perspective, Lil Milagro viewed hypocrisy as one of the worst sins the student population committed; such self-delusion, and even deceit, served as the primary reason behind her decision to leave school and dedicate her life to an armed resistance.  As she explained to her father, “I am no longer able to be a hypocrite.”
  This statement is significant because it shows Lil Milagro exercising her personal agency independent of student radicals, and also illustrates her disgust with the discrepancy between theory and practice at the UES.  

It is important to acknowledge that Lil Milagro’s criticism is distinct in this example, considering that the UES had a long history of encouraging subversive thinking which continued to gain momentum in the 1970s.    In fact, Grenier explains, “by the turn of the decade student organizations were totally controlled by Marxist-Leninist groups, prone to ‘assemblyism’ and permanent ‘mass mobilization’, and fully committed to the subversion of all national institutions—starting with the university.”
  With such an ideological bias, it is reasonable to think that students at the UES would have continued to fight against capitalist expansion in El Salvador after their graduation.  Yet, Lil Milagro’s letters give the impression that this was not the case.  In particular, she pointed to the profession of law as an example.  “In my profession, every day I become more and more convinced that everything we learned in books was only a theory,” she wrote, “and that in reality, if you wanted to practice this profession, you had to give in to injustice and lack of shame at some point or another.”
  This comment illustrates the wide gap between theory at the UES and the reality of working in a society where an elite oligarchy controls wealth and its distribution.  Nonetheless, she did not limit her criticism solely to her profession.  In a letter to her sister in 1972, she commented on doctors in the medical profession and pointed to the failure of the UES to produce professional medics willing to work with the rural poor.  Instead of criticizing the profession in this case, she was critical of the training doctors received.  To rectify this problem she suggested that the UES should train doctors in more practical low-tech therapies in order to push them to work in rural areas.  As she explained,

Instead of training 35 high-powered doctors, they could have graduated 150 specialists in treating malaria, parasites, dysentery, etc. Then, everyone would not have been able to stay and work in San Salvador.
  

This example places blame upon the institution as much as society.  What we must understand is that these criticisms of her colleagues and the UES were a product of her ability to think critically about everyday societal problems.  As we have already seen, however, her social conscience was strongly influenced by her upbringing.  

Throughout her letters in 1970 and 1971, Lil Milagro repeatedly referred back to the lessons she learned as a child as motivations for her actions.  She wrote to her father and explained:

Life had given me so much, a home, intelligence, and parents who morally shaped me and placed me on the road to acquire culture and education, who taught me to love truth and justice, showed me that neither money nor material comforts are what makes a person, and gave me a social conscience and a path to follow.

In addition to the respect she held for her parents’ life and work, this passage implicitly shows that Lil Milagro chose the path of political activism put forth by her father, and ultimately let go her mother’s emphasis on completing her education.  It is impossible to know whether this decision was a product of her admiration for her father, the influence of her colleagues, or simply a compassionate personality.  Most likely, all of these factors contributed to her thinking, but when she wrote to her father in 1971 she expressed a deep admiration for his teachings as well as a feeling of responsibility to act upon the circumstances affecting her country and all of Latin America.   As she explained:

In Latin America, a fight to the death against oppression, exploitation and imperialism had begun long before.  When I realized that my country, far from being an exception, brutally suffered this miserable destiny, I felt deeply responsible.…How many times did I fail to say in the University, in my articles, at rallies, on radio programs and in personal conversations that there was a fight to join, or to realize that Camilo and Ché were the example to follow?”
 

She described the plight of Latin America and singled out key revolutionary figures who chose to fight against oppression in their daily life.  Repression throughout Latin America as well as the revolutionary culture in the region influenced her decisions.  In addition, Lil Milagro viewed her father’s actions as the most important influence in her thinking.  She reminded her father that he too opposed the repressive actions of the Salvadoran government.  Her words were particularly poignant:

The revolution is a war between rich and poor, and you must decide which side you will be on.  There is no middle ground; it is necessary to fight against the guns and the weapons, which can only happen by lifting the people from prostration and demonstrating to them that there is a way to prevail.  But you can only achieve this by being with the people, not outside of them, not protecting yourself, but instead suffering with the people, living how they live, understanding them from the inside, feeling part of them.  So that when a revolutionary who has belonged to the bourgeoisie says to the people:  we must fight, the people believe him, because they have seen him together with them exposing themselves in the same way and not from a distant and armored privileged class.  For this reason I am here.  Do not be burdened by having a revolutionary daughter, do not be overwhelmed by the critiques of this society that exploit the poor.  Think of those 25 years of your life that you engaged in the fight that you believed in.  You bore fruit in me with what you did in your historical moment.  I am doing no more than carrying on your legacy by continuing the fight that I learned to love through you.

This passage illustrates that Lil Milagro found strength in her father’s legacy and political work, while also showing that in 1971 she understood herself to be an encarnation of the poor.  Moreover, by adopting the hardships of this class she believed they would give her and the ERP their support.  In the years that followed this conviction for social justice only grew as her country fell into unprecedented depths of extreme repression, beginning with the elections of 1972.
Dissolution of the PDC

El Salvador found itself at a revolutionary crossroad in 1972.  Following a rise in nationalism after the “success” of the Soccer War,
 the party of the Salvadoran oligarchy and military, the PCN, emerged victorious in the 1970 legislative elections.  This significant victory erased important gains made by the PDC in the 1960s.  For Duarte and the PDC, this meant that if they were to bring democracy and human rights to El Salvador they needed to reassert themselves in the 1972 elections.  Little did they know, however, that electoral victory was impossible with the PCN in power and a repressive military government determined to reestablish its control over the country. 

At first, the political landscape in 1972 seemed to favor the opposition.  On the surface, the PCN’s failure to deal with economic instability resulting from the collapse of the CACM, accompanied by increasing violent repression by the National Guard, resulted in a decline of nationalistic fervor among the population.  In addition, newly formed leftist organizations such as the ERP began challenging PCN military control.  In this milieu, a new party known as UNO (Unión Nacional Opositora), came to the forefront.  Created by Duarte, the PDC, and two leftist organizations, UNO quickly became a viable political force.  Shortly after establishing this organization, Duarte resigned as mayor of San Salvador and ran for the presidency of El Salvador under UNO’s banner.  Feeling threatened, right-wing paramilitaries threatened Duarte’s family and assassinated various party members throughout the country.  Nevertheless, Duarte and UNO refused to yield as they continued to campaign on a platform of democracy and land reform.  

When the elections finally came on February 22, 1972, few members of UNO believed they would be victorious.  Despite a largely fraudulent election in which ballot boxes were pre-stuffed and the National Guard intimidated voters at various polling places, electoral results at first proclaimed UNO the winner and Duarte as the next president of El Salvador.  Shortly after announcing these results, however, Colonel Arturo Armando Molina of the PCN imposed a three-day news blackout to stifle further pronouncements of UNO’s victory.  Three days later, the Central Election Board emerged from the shadows of its government offices to publish another set of figures that declared Molina the victor.  

With Molina in power, the National Guard quickly targeted leftist groups throughout San Salvador, beginning with former members of the PDC and Duarte himself.  After torturing Duarte and forcing him into exile in Venezuela, the National Guard then turned its attention toward the UES.  As a way of preventing the resistant culture emanating from the UES from expanding, the National Guard invaded the campus, arrested 800 students and faculty, and forced the university president and the dean of the medical school into exile on July 19, 1972. 

Within this context, Lil Milagro’s conviction to remain with the revolutionary vanguard became a reality.  Unlike some of the other revolutionary organizations of the time, the ERP believed that after the elections of 1972 the only path to real change lay in an armed struggle led by an urban intellectual vanguard.  Lil Milagro reiterated this belief in a letter she wrote to her mother after the election:

I think that the PDC will be abolished as a party, and that we will possibly arrive at the same extremes of countries like Argentina that have prohibited oppositional parties from participating in the political system over the past four years, or like Uruguay where people have lived for two years in a “State of Siege”…This is the problem with tyrants: they do not allow the opposition to legally organize because the people might become aware and through peaceful means (elections) defeat the exploiters.  The tyrants themselves are opening more radical paths and forcing revolutionary violence…These people create more radical ways and force violent revolutionaries to emerge….Never before, in the history of this country has there been a situation so radical.

Lil Milagro’s frustration with the electoral system led her to believe that she had no choice but to force a violent revolution in her country.  Moreover, at this point in her revolutionary worldview, violence became her preferred mode of resistance.  No longer did she believe that non-violence was a viable option.

In addition, this passage illustrates that Lil Milagro possessed a keen awareness of the repression sweeping through Latin America in the 1970s.  Referring to Argentina and Uruguay as testaments to what El Salvador would experience if organizations such as the ERP did not act, she manifests her Latin American identity.  Such rhetoric also suggests that outside influences, from a revolutionary perspective, helped validate her decision to embrace the vision of the ERP.  During this epoch of her life, her letters bear witness that a revolutionary culture was integral to her intellectual worldview.

Historical Memory and Lil Milagro within the Revolutionary Culture

Always an avid reader, Lil Milagro thoroughly understood Latin America’s revolutionary heritage when she joined the ERP.  Not surprisingly, letters to her parents are full of allusions to many revolutionary figures.  On several occasions, she uses the lives and work of Latin American heroes such as José Martí, Camilo Torres, Símón Bolívar, and Ché Guevara as a way of contextualizing her own revolutionary consciousness and establishing her identity within a broader culture of resistance.  Identifying with nationalist heroes serves as a source of strength and resilience for intellectuals.  

The work of Durkheimian sociologist Maurice Halbwachs on collective memory provides a theoretical understanding of this process.
  In his analysis, memory is a tool that social groups use to conceptualize the origins of their present needs and desires. Halbwachs asks, “How can currents of collective thought whose impetus lies in the past be recreated, when we can grasp only the present?”
  Halbwach’s framework reifies memory within a social group’s present situation by suggesting that the needs of the present dictate the memories that group chooses to remember. Here, the historian Peter Novick provides an excellent way to conceptualize Halbwachs’ ideas.  He explains, “Typically, a collective memory, at least a significant collective memory, is understood to express some eternal or essential truth about the group—usually tragic.
  

Novick offers the example of the Jewish memory of Masada, where a group of Jewish exiles committed suicide in order to avoid becoming slaves of the Roman Empire. He explains that the Masada suicide did not exist within the Jewish memory “for almost two thousand years, though the text describing the event was readily available.”  He attributes this lack of consciousness to the fact that traditional Judaism focused on “survival and holy study rather than on military resistance.”
  Yet, when Zionists in the twentieth century discovered the tragedy at Masada, it instantly became a relevant way for understanding their own self-actualization.  

George Lipsitz adds to this discussion when he explains the creation of “counter-memory.”  In this construction, individuals reevaluate the collective memory purported by the dominant class.  Counter-memory thus “focuses on localized experiences with oppression, using them to reframe and refocus dominant narratives purporting to represent a universal experience.”
 This is where Halbwachs detours from traditional thoughts on memory.  As Novick states, “Freud treats memory as imposed, while Halbwachs treats it as chosen.”
 

The idea of counter-memory and collective memory are seen in Lil Milagro’s use of figures like Martí, Bolívar, Ché, and Torres.  Together, these revolutionaries helped her locate her own situation within the revolutionary movements of the past.   In effect, her understanding of these figures helped her counter the dominant understanding that El Salvador was a repressive society that could easily destroy any uprising.  Indeed, this was the collective memory espoused by both Lil Milagro and many of the intellectuals in the revolutionary vanguard.   This memory is particularly evident in the letters Lil Milagro wrote during the first years of her work in the ERP.

When Lil Milagro mentioned revolutionary figures in her writing, she used them in different ways.  Her letters to her father referred to strong Latin American liberators such as Ché and Camilo Torres as a way of validating a physical battle between oppression and social justice.  On the other hand, when she wrote to her mother, she used these figures in a more literary vein, emphasizing their beliefs over their actions.  This pattern underscores the fact that while her father’s life encouraged her active resistance, her mother had nurtured her intellectual and compassionate, Christian identity. As Lil Milagro explained to her mother, “if I learned from my father the revolutionary cause, I learned from you to love life itself, to look in every moment for beauty and truth, to love God and to respect myself and everyone.”
  This compassion, however, came at a price for her mother, as she expressed fears about her daughter’s work and repeatedly referred to Lil Milagro’s “Quixotian” ideals.

As a result, when she wrote to her mother she often focused on calming her mother’s worries and justifying her decisions.  For example, in a letter written in 1971 she told her mother: 

They say that you have been sad.  Although this is natural, please don’t be so sad that you worry us….Little by little, I want your anguish to turn into resignation and then into understanding my decisions that have made you so profoundly sad.

She then referred to José Martí and a poem in which he spoke to his mother.  As Lil Milagro explained: 

I do not mean to be vain in comparing myself with him, but his actions are the ones I want to follow and his words the ones I repeat to you.  They have always been engraved in my, soul perhaps because I always knew I would make you suffer for my ideals: 

Look at me mother and for your well-being don’t cry

If enslaved by my age and my ideology

Your martyr with heart full of thorns

Think among the thorns flowers are born.

This passage draws on a Latin American revolutionary consciousness enshrined in poetic memory to validate her own work, and reflects Halbwach’s explanation of how individuals use memory according to their needs in the present. 

Beyond individuals, Lil Milagro also used the memory of past revolutionary events as justification for her actions.  This is particularly evident in a letter she wrote to her mother explaining that her participation in the revolution did not come from a vain selfishness that sought glory and fame, but from a true compassion for the poor. She wrote: 

I am more than convinced that if I were in India, I would have already been converted to a human torch as a signal of protest; if I were in Vietnam, I would go around with my little straw hat and combatant’s uniform pushing the North Americans into the ocean; if I were in the US, I would be organizing strikes against the war and fighting for the civil right of blacks.  How could I be any other way?  If you believe in inequality and injustice, and that human rights exist in a country only for a higher class, you offend your own human dignity.  You have to fight, and not with flowers and music.  Unfortunately, the economically powerful use weapons to maintain their exploitation and theft; this obligates us to respond in this same manner if we want to defend the people from their enemies.
  

This passage illustrates that Lil Milagro was well aware of struggles around the world that fought to bring justice to the people.  This awareness allowed her to utilize the symbols of Vietnam, India, and civil rights, as a way of ascribing validity to her own cause and revolutionary identity.  

Beyond these international allusions, she includes a Marxist interpretation of class exploitation in her criticism of the complicity of the middle class.  The presence of these elements suggests that the Marxist-Leninist ideas of the ERP mixed with the Christian socialist identity she had come to embrace during her time at the UES.  This does not mean that she abandoned her Christian understandings.  Instead, she began to form a worldview that combined Christian beliefs with strategies of violence, the liberation of the poor, and social and economic equality for everyone.  In fact, this syncretic socialism was evident in her letters when she referred to the Colombian Catholic priest turned guerrilla, Camilo Torres, as a source of her inspiration.
  Even her friend Miriam Medrano suggested in an interview that by the end of her revolutionary career, Lil Milagro’s beliefs were most similar to those of this Colombian martyr.
 
Also contributing to this shift in ideological understanding were the dissolution of the PDC and the fall of Salvador Allende in Chile.  These events proved to Lil Milagro that the work of the Social Democrats could not change society enough for social justice to occur on a broad scale. In fact, Lil Milagro wrote to her brother in September of 1973 and expressed her extreme disillusionment with the coup against Allende, who was the first socialist President of Chile.  She wrote:

I cannot avoid telling you that everything that occurred in Chile has pained me more than anyone.  You don’t know what it is like to be reading and hearing the news and feel a tremendous lump in your throat to remember the beautiful city of Santiago and think that it is a scene of a bloody class war.  To me Chile and its tragedy hurts me as if it were my own country, and if I were not far away fighting for our own liberation here where I belong, rest assured that I would be there fighting in some battle, behind a carbine, together with those people.  I am absolutely sure that armed struggle to become free one day has begun.

Not only does this passage show Lil Milagro’s veneration for the people of Chile, but also the intensity of her revolutionary passion at this point in her life.  By 1973 Lil Milagro, clearly embraced the revolutionary culture sweeping through Latin America, but this acceptance came at a price.  In the years that followed, Lil Milagro was forced to make difficult decisions that sometimes compromised not only her values but also her relationships with those she loved the most.

Making Revolutionary Decisions  

During her career with the ERP, Lil Milagro overcame several obstacles that challenged her revolutionary worldview.  At various times, she found herself struggling to cope with issues relating to her family, her colleagues, and her gender.  Whether it was the assassination of her close friend and colleague Roque Dalton, the despair of being separated from her family, or the prospect of sacrificing her gender for a revolutionary paradigm, Lil Milagro always remained resolute in her conviction to fight for social justice.  The dynamics of these situations illustrate that women in the revolutionary vanguard faced a difficult path both in the larger society and within the revolutionary culture.

It should be evident by now that Lil Milagro felt a deep connection to her family; thus not being able to communicate with them on a daily basis posed a constant burden.  She explained this struggle to her father when she wrote:

Even though the sacrifices are enormous and painful, I will not deny how hard it is to be separated from you and everything I loved, especially on the dates of birthdays, anniversaries, and family reunions that we celebrated together.  Still, I am sincere when I confess that if I had stayed, shielded in my comforts, I would have cowardly ignored the voice of my conscience.

Passages like this are found throughout her letters to her family.  Whether she was asking them for money, telling her parents not to worry about her safety, or justifying her decisions, it is clear that she struggled with this separation between her personal and revolutionary lives.  

Lil Milagro’s separation anxiety reached a new high  when she learned that her sister gave birth to a baby girl on her birthday in April of 1973.  Writing to her sister that day, we understand exactly the extent of Lil Milagro’s sacrifices.  For her, the revolution not only robbed her of her family but also her identity as a future aunt.  As she wrote:

I didn’t want to fail to write to this new little person who has paid me the great tribute of being born on the same day that I came into this world.  Keep my words in your memory as best you can so that when your daughter is a conscious and responsible woman, you can tell her what her aunt wanted and hoped to be.

Lil Milagro knew that her niece would grow up without her as an aunt.  Her fatalism shows that this proud and idealistic woman was acutely aware that the odds of her survival decreased with each passing day.  Although this did not hinder her passion to fight for social justice, it caused her to question her role as a woman and mother in society. 

Writing to her mother in February of 1973, she commented both on her struggle with being a woman within the revolutionary vanguard and the specter of giving birth to a child in this environment.  As she explained:

I have always felt a strong inclination toward children….This means that I don’t deny my human nature (capacity to love) or my feminine nature (capacity to be a mother).  But without abandoning these things, I am firm in the revolutionary convictions for which I fight, and for which I have sacrificed many things, including the possibility of actually having a child.  You understand this as well as I and demonstrate it clearly when you tell me I do not have a right to complicate my life, to create a problem for my compañeros in the struggle, nor to bring a child into the world in such difficult circumstances.

Lil Milagro sacrificed her femininity and her ability to be a mother in order to fight against injustice.  Ironically, this did not prevent her from establishing a relationship with one of the most prolific poets of the left in El Salvador, Roque Dalton.  

As one of the founding members of the ERP, Roque Dalton brought instant notoriety and revolutionary fame to the organization.  Although the two originally met at the UES, their relationship prospered in the ERP.
  A document found at the National Archives suggests that on December 24, 1973, Dalton flew into the international airport where he met the “female poet Lil Milagro Ramírez.”
  Like Lil Milagro, Dalton shared a passion for poetry and revolution.  It comes as no surprise that the two formed a strong bond when they lived together in a “safe house” in the center of San Salvador.
   

At some point during this time, Dalton began a plan to expand the ERP by working with armed cells of the organization to bring workers into their struggle.  Together, Lil Milagro and Dalton believed that incorporating the working class was the key to a successful movement.  Nevertheless, by March of 1974, Dalton’s plan became a point of contention within the ERP when its leader, Joaquín Villalobos, accused Dalton of being a CIA agent trying to undermine his power. As these accusations gained steam, the rank-and-file of the ERP executed Dalton on May 10, 1975.
 

Profoundly disturbed by this event and mourning the loss of her close friend, Lil Milagro left the ERP at some point in May of that year.  One document suggests that the ERP gave Lil Milagro and her friend Eduardo Sancho an anonymous message telling her to leave the ERP on May 1, 1975, and to seek refuge in an unarmed cell of the Resistencia Nacional (RN).
  Once a part of the this organization, Lil Milagro continued  her work and convinced members of the RN to embrace Dalton’s ideas and take an even more militant stance against the brutal tactics of the Salvadoran government and the National Guard.  In this capacity, the organization and Lil Milagro participated in several subversive activities to sabotage key industries of the oligarchy.  In the end, however, Dalton’s death and Lil Milagro’s departure from the ERP put her on a trajectory that resulted in her capture in 1976 and her death in 1979.

Lil Milagro’s Capture

In 1977, El Salvador elected an even more tyrannical despot to the presidency, General Carlos Humberto Romero.  Outraged by Molina’s attempts to pass an agrarian reform that he viewed as a necessary concession to temper repression, the oligarchy searched for “someone who spoke the same language as Chile’s Pinochet.”
  They found this man in Romero.  As Molina’s minister of defense, Romero gained his experience in politics by commanding the paramilitary group known as ORDEN.  Under his rule, repression in the 1970s reached unprecedented levels as ORDEN created chaos in the countryside.  As Anderson and Shenk explain, “[ORDEN] grew to a force estimated at between 50,000 and 100,000, providing a mass base for the ruling PCN and a cover for the killings in the countryside.”
 One document claims that between 1975 and 1979, 1,200 civilians were assassinated each month, a horrifying 40 deaths per day.
 Lil Milagro fought against this tyranny with the ERP and the FARN, gaining a reputation as a subversive linked to a group of individuals known as “El Grupo.”  As one newspaper article explained, “the plans of this group included controlling campesino movements, staging worker strikes, sabotage, and assaulting banks in the area.”
  

Although Lil Milagro participated in many acts of resistance, it is difficult to know the extent of her involvement in their planning.  We do know, however, that after a raid on a safe house in 1971, authorities found her national identification card in a room, thus linking her to subversive plots.  Between 1971 and 1972, newspaper articles began showing Lil Milagro’s face in the hope of finding her and bringing her to trial.  After she left the ERP in 1975, her trail became more difficult to track as she chose to live in the western department of Sonsonate.  

Although she continued to participate in subversive activities with the FARN, no document directly links her to the actions of this organization.  In the early morning hours of November 17, 1976, the National Guard captured Lil Milagro “during a raid on a house of the RN” in the city of San Antonio del Monte.
  Newspaper articles reported that she was killed during the ensuing battle.
 Organization of American States (OAS) documents latter revealed that she suffered injuries in the fighting and was sent to a clandestine jail somewhere in San Salvador.  Only 31 years old, Lil Milagro would spend the next three years in this jail cell operated by the National Guard. 
Life and Death in a Clandestine Jail


Few words can accurately describe the physical and mental torture that Lil Milagro experienced in jail between 1976 and 1979.  In fact, our only clues of her life during this time come from reports by the OAS and a testimonial written by Ana Guadalupe Martínez, Lil Milagro’s cellmate and a future commander of the FMLN.
  These documents reveal the harsh nature of prison life and the pain this created for the families of the victims.  As one document explains:

The families of Lil Ramírez, Sergio Vladimir Arriaza and Carlos A. Madrid and the Salvadorian public believed them to have been killed by the National Guard. All of them were kept nude in their cells, and their daily food consisted of four dry-corn tortillas, two in the morning and two at midday, with approximately 25 grams (dry weight) of beans, and, once a week, 5 grams of cheese.

This passage suggests the “public believed” that the National Guard executed Lil Milagro during their raid on her house.  At first, even her parents understood this to be the case, but discovered a year later that she was being held in one of the National Guard’s secret jails.  At the same time, this article, along with the numerous pictures the newspaper published of her between 1971 and 1972, illustrates that Lil Milagro’s clandestine activities were a recognized part of the revolutionary movement in El Salvador.  Even in jail, however, she continued to have an influence on the revolutionary vanguard as her resolution and conviction to liberate the poor remained an integral part of her survival and her ability to encourage others to continue the fight.


Tales of torture, sexual assault, and extreme hardship in jail cells of Central America abound.  El Salvador is no exception in this regard.  The 1978 OAS “Report on the Situation of Human Rights in El Salvador” explains the methods the National Guard used to coerce Lil Milagro into giving them information about the ERP.  

During the early days of her detention, she was kept blindfolded, shackled hand and foot to a metal bed, completely nude.  On three occasions she was interrogated under Pentothal (truth serum) in the presence of a physician.  The hood was also applied to her.

Martínez reiterates these accounts of prison torture in her testimonial.  During the entire time Lil Milagro was in custody, “she was moored by one foot to a bed with chains and a padlock.”  She then explains that in “the first days, they hit her, they tightened the lines and everything else in order to get her to talk about her participation in the ERP.”
 For the next three years, Lil Milagro experienced this daily routine. Martínez paints a vivid picture of this life when she testified to the OAS.  Her account reads: 

From the beginning I was subjected to innumerable forms of harassment, physical and psychological torture, including electric shock, applied selectively on the principal nerve networks….during all this I was shackled hand and foot, blindfolded and on the floor.  There were pauses between the shocks to question me; they said to me:  “Here we have made men talk, not to speak of women.”  I was [also] brutally raped by Sergeant Mario Rosales who served in that section….The entire first month I was blindfolded, with shackles on my feet and hands; at times I was completely nude.  For certain periods they gave no food, and when my physical condition was very poor, they paid some attention to me in order not to let me die and then continued interrogating me.

Despite this harsh reality, according to Martínez Lil Milagro remained a positive and optimistic person in jail.  As one story in her testimonial explained, on the eve of a new year, a few prisoners asked Lil to recite the “Brindis del Bohemio,” which was a common toast made by revolutionaries at celebrations.  Then Martínez remembers asking Lil to recite a poem of the revolution entitled “El partido.” This poem spoke of the sacrifice individuals must make in war and the promises the revolution would fulfill.  According to Martínez, “When Lil finished, everyone was so emotional that for a moment, nobody applauded or said a word.  Then, we heard the sirens announcing the New Year and all of us yelled together: “Viva la Revolución! Viva el Pueblo!”
  Despite extreme hardship, Lil Milagro remained true to her ideals in jail.   In fact, Martínez’ concluding thoughts in this passage suggest that her resolution gave everyone hope for victory in the new year.  As she states, “We received the new year just like this, with the firmness and hope that outside our jail cells the fight continued.”
  

Although Lil Milagro remained in prison to the end of the decade, a few fortunate individuals were released during this time, including Ana Guadalupe Martínez who left prison in 1978.  That year, the ERP captured Duarte’s daughter and, in exchange for her safety, convinced the National Guard to release members of their organization.  Tragically, because Lil Milagro had left the ERP after Dalton’s death, she was not included in this contingent.  After Martínez’s departure from prison, Lil Milagro remained strong in her convictions, and encouraged Martínez to continue fighting for the revolution.  As Martínez states, “Her words demonstrated a political interest, above all to take advantage of this experience to advance the fight for unity and maturation of the revolution.”
  

On the day Martínez left, she turned to Lil Milagro and asked, “Lend me your shoes.” Lil Milagro complied.  It was the last time the two saw each other.  From this moment on, Martínez recalls, Lil Milagro’s compassion and revolutionary fortitude helped Martínez view her experiences in jail as a sign of her dedication to the people of the revolution and to continue the fight under any circumstance. 

Following the ERP’s strategy, the FARN tried to negotiate Lil Milagro’s release in 1979 by capturing two British bank executives.  A U.S. State Department memo retells the situation:

Two of the prisoners whose release are demanded are Professor Manuel Rivera and Lil Milagro Ramirez, a student, both charged with being members of FPL (Popular Forces of Liberation).  In February 1979, according to a FARN announcement, the two Britons had been executed.  However, the two were released unharmed in mid-1979.

While it is unclear why the release of the two bank executives did not free Lil Milagro, we know that it was her last chance to be released. 


Toward the end of her time in jail, her family, friends, and colleagues heard very little from Lil Milagro.  The last report came from a prisoner who had escaped from the clandestine cells.  According to him, Lil Milagro’s “hair had grown down to her heels, her face was a skull, her health had been broken by starvation, beatings, repeated rape and a brutal abortion.”
  Then on October 15, 1979, one year before the FMLN launched a large-scale revolution, a revolutionary government junta ousted the Romero from power.  As a way of avoiding international embarrassment, Romero’s National Guard executed every prisoner who was still detained in the PCN’s clandestine cells.  Among the dead was Lil Milagro Ramírez. 

Conclusion:  From Daughter to Martyr

Although cut short, Lil Milagro’s life, actions, and transformation into a revolutionary intellectual serve as an allegory for how individuals come to embrace a revolutionary paradigm.  From her humble origins in the countryside, to her work as a teacher, poet, and traveler, this passionate and caring individual interacted with and helped create a revolutionary culture in El Salvador that continues to exist to this day. Lil Milagro did not die in vain.  

Documents that emerged after her death suggest that her sacrifices continue to live on in the collective memory of the left.  Dagoberto Gutiérrez, one of the leaders of the FMLN, speaks eloquently of her martyrdom as he states, “In one of those cells…. Lil was given to martyrdom.”
  Women’s organizations such as the Association of Salvadoran Women—Lil Milagro Ramírez took her name as a symbol of their resistance.  A brochure published by the Asociación de Mujeres evokes her memory when it lists her as one of 11 women who “shed blood during the struggle of the people.”
  Finally, during the Salvadoran peace accords Shafik Handel, the leader of the FMLN, gave a speech at the negotiating table in which he paid homage to Lil Milagro, listing her name first among the revolutionaries who had died prematurely in the war.  He stated:

Lil Milagro Ramírez, Luis Díaz, Rafael Arce Zablah…offered their young lives for the ideals that are beginning to be realized today, when it was difficult to imagine this moment, they symbolized every one of us who has fallen and the unity of the revolutionaries, without which we would not be here in this solemn and significant international ceremony.
  

Lil Milagro left an important legacy to El Salvador.  Her efforts as a woman helped future women’s organizations work toward social equality, her poetry can be read in many different anthologies on guerrilla movements, her compassion for the poor continues to exist in the memories of those she touched, and her life as a daughter and friend will always be thought of with deep emotions by those who knew her best.  

For scholars of revolution, Lil Milagro’s story helps us understand how revolutionary intellectuals participate in the creation of a culture of resistance.  She also illuminates how the process of radicalization is not instantaneous and often evolves as a result of compassion for the oppressed, an idealistic worldview, and a resilient determination to fight for the cause.  Finally, Lil Milagro herself is a testament to the human spirit and the belief that some individuals will always resist injustice.

The best way to remember Lil Milagro’s life and transformation from daughter to  martyr is to end on a poem written about her by her friend Alfonso Hernández.  The poem is entitled, Shadowed by a Blossoming Girl.

A poet says that Lil opens the daytime doors


so we all may enter,

her poetry is like the people: creative,

when she dreams an angel lowers his eyes

and when children cry Lil shares her smile


the light and the whole world.

She writes freedom from the dark cell

she sees everything and touches it silently like a child

we poor drink from her bounty, her exile from this life


usurped by blood and fire

we learn to love her in each skirmish

she is the perennial daybreak in our heats.  







--Alfonso Hernández
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Figure 15:  "El Grupo" Picture
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Figure 16:  Lil Milagro with Bandana
These two pictures were widely disseminated during Lil Milagro’s clandestine life.  The picture on top linked Lil Milagro in 1971 to a group of subversive individuals known as “El Grupo.”  The picture on the bottom became the most well known image of her after her death, appearing in newspapers, posters, and wall-murals.
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Figure 17:  “Safe house” where Roque Dalton and Lil Milagro formed a relationship as members of the ERP.
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Figure 18:  Lil Milagro Memorial at the UES
Throughout the UES, Lil Milagro’s name can be found on many memorials dedicated to students who lost their lives in the conflict.  Lil Milagro’s name is the seventh from the bottom in the list on the right.  Following her name is Roque Dalton.
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Figure 19:  Lil Milagro Mural
Photographed in 1992, this mural places Lil Milagro among members of the revolutionary vanguard in El Salvador.  On the bottom of this mural are the figures (from left to right) of Farabundo Martí, Ché Guevara, and Augusto Sandino.
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Figure 20:  Author standing next to a mural of Lil Milagro at the UES.
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Figure 21:  Lil Milagro's sisters, 2006.
Lil Milagro’s sisters and extended family who reside in Reseda, California.  From left to right; Amada Bendeck (Lil Milagro’s younger sister), Gloria Videz Ramírez de Mulera (Lil Milagro’s cousin), Kwan Choi, Luz América Choi, and Lil Milagro Videz Ramírez de Mulera (daughter of Gloria Videz Ramírez de Mulera).

CONCLUSION

When I interviewed Lil Milagro’s uncle in 2006, Alfonso Huezo Córdova, I asked him to explain how her ideas continue to exist today.  He responded by saying, “she is dead but her ideas live on…of course men died in the fight as well, but for a woman to die like she died, she transformed into a martyr, a woman fighting for the freedom of all Salvadorans.”
  Although Lil Milagro’s life ended tragically, her story humanizes the transformation individual’s encounter as they become revolutionary intellectuals.  Moreover, her narrative helps us understand how opportunities and obstacles determined by an individual’s class, gender and society can serve as both intellectual and radicalizing forces in a person’s life.  Above all, Lil Milagro’s story illustrates that individuals become intellectuals in different ways, but that their work is critical for revolutionary cultures to emerge and create a counter-hegemonic alternative.

Without understanding Lil Milagro’s historical context, it would be impossible to humanize her story and place it within a broader context of revolutionary movements.  Through this lens, we learned that Lil Milagro exhibited a deep compassion for people at an early age.  Her parents and their emphasis on education then nourished Lil Milagro’s intellectual development as she benefited from the opportunities of being part of a Salvadoran middle class.

  Upon graduating from high school, Christian idealism surfaced as the core of her identity and would interact with many new ideas and experiences at the university.  At the UES, Lil Milagro embraced the path of a traditional intellectual who learns about the world through institutions and the dominant culture.  Over time, however, her experiences with the outside world fostered a revolutionary consciousness as she interacted with audiences that included the church, radical student groups, Christian movements, and Latin Americans from other countries.  These experiences allowed her to work within an intellectual dialectic as she sought out the opinions of different audiences, which then strengthened or changed the assumptions underpinning her worldview.  Through this process, she began to see herself as a theoretical representative of the poor, and thus a revolutionary intellectual. 

Once Lil Milagro decided to join the armed struggle in El Salvador, her Christian idealism merged with ideas relating to Marxist understandings of class struggle, an emphasis on social and economic equality, and an end to government repression.  At this point, she developed a syncretic ideology that combined Socialism and Christianity.  Similar to the path of Camilo Torres, Lil Milagro came to believe that armed struggle was the only way to bring social justice embodied in the Christian gospel to the people.   

Beyond this theoretical framework, Lil Milagro’s story also illuminates the process in which individuals search for an identity in a world characterized by repression and injustice.  Whether as a teacher, student activist, demonstrator, or revolutionary intellectual, Lil Milagro remained true to her conviction to fight for social justice.  This core identity was fueled by a strong disdain for hypocrisy and her Christian idealism.  In addition, her gender was a strong component of her identity. Although she did not analyze society based on a western feminist understanding of women’s struggles, her legacy will remain a testament to the influence of women intellectuals and their capacity to participate in the creation of a revolutionary culture that paved the way for social justice and the liberation of all Salvadorans.  Julia Shayne suggests a similar position when she states:

Salvadoran women believed in a feminism predicated on the liberation of the masses and not the liberation of women, in particular. A handful of revered women revolutionaries, including Mélida Anaya Montes (Comandante “Ana Maria), Nidia Díaz, Eugenia, and Ana Guadalupe Martínez, had been active members of the FMLN since its inception, and they served as role models, challenging the stereotype of women as unfit for military tasks.  In this sense, women guerrillas served as gendered revolutionary bridges through their mere existence.

It is difficult to know whether Lil Milagro’s life in the revolutionary vanguard made her a gendered revolutionary bridge.  Nevertheless, we cannot deny that her presence had an impact on society.  


Indeed, there are many areas in Lil Milagro’s life in need of further exploration.  For instance, comparing Lil Milagro to other revolutionaries of her time would help conceptualize her place within the revolutionary vanguard.  Uncovering more information on Lil Milagro’s interaction with the poor during her clandestine life would clarify her specific contribution to El Salvador’s revolutionary culture.  Conducting more interviews with Salvadorans and their memory of Lil Milagro would help us discover the extent of her legacy and its relevance in the country today.   Finally, it should be noted that Lil Milagro wrote thousands of pages of poetry, letters, and diary entries that were not included in this analysis.  Exploring these writings further is obviously necessary if scholars are to understand every nuance of Lil Milagro’s life, ideas, and experiences.

Despite this need for further research, with this thesis I hope to introduce Lil Milagro’s story into the ever-growing scholarship on revolutionaries and their role in challenging repressive governments in both El Salvador and Latin America.  Beyond this, I believe that stories like hers serve as a foundation for understanding the radicalization process and how individuals come to believe that they can create a more socially just world. 
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APPENDIX  B:

Yo quiero ir a París by Lil Milagro

Tengo 19 años

y quiero ir a París….

ver mi rostro en El Sena,

rezar en Notre-Dame,

conocer las costumbres de París.

Cierto,

que tengo casa

en este pueblo de San Salvador,

pero casas y pueblo,

se le vuelven pequeños

a la desmesurada dimensión

que toman mis ideas,

y aunque ya se

que sobre El Sena

no corre más que agua

que París es también,

una continuación

de casas y de pueblos,

donde los hombres rían,

sueñan, duermen y caminan,

yo quiero ir a París.

Cierto,

que aquí nací,

y mi cariño por el mundo

aquí comienza;

quiero a mi madre,

mucho,

tanto que ya es dolor

imaginarme lejos.

Amo los campos de la casa

en que murió mi abuelo,

el río,

donde lave mis manos y mi cuerpo

cantándole a los vientos.

Amo y quiero

las grises piedras del camino

que me llevo en los pasos,

-de tantas veces rece ride-

Amo también,

lo que está aquí,

todo lo mío,

que me acompaña íntimamente,

ya cuando duermo o pienso,

libros, vestidos, pensamientos, papeles,

mis cuadernos,

mis cartas de estudiante.

Amo y quiero el recuerdo

de aquellos días,

en que iba con mi madre

a recorrer su pueblo,

y me pasaba,

meciendo ensueños

sobre la hamaca

de mis abuelos.

Cierto también,

que me formé bajo este cielo,

que tengo sangre autóctono,

que pienso americanamente:

como los compañeros

nacidos en mi suelo.

Llevo dulces verdades

de esta pequeña patria:

la amiga mas querida

el amor primero

de generosas ilusiones

mis hermanos

que como yo cantan y vivan

bajo el paterno techo.

Amo y quiero todo esto,

quién lo duda?

tanto, que ya es dolor

imaginarme lejos;

quiero a mi madre,

mucho;

quiero campos y hermanos,

abuelos, amigos, compañeros,

casa y pueblo.

quiero esto, quien lo duda.

Pero a pesar de todo,

de mi pueblo y mi casa,

de mis libros y cosas,

de los amigos,

de los buenos recuerdos,

muy a pesar de todo,

tengo 19 años

y quiero ir a París.

APPENDIX C:

Despertar by Lil Milagro 

Yo era mansa y pacifica

Era una flor,

Pero la mansedumbre no es un muro

Que cubre la miseria.

Y vi las injusticias

Y ante los ojos asombrados,

Estallaron las huelgas y las rebeldías

Del hombre proletario.

Y en vez de absurdas lástimas,

De hipocresías compasivas,

Brotó mi indignación

Y me sentí fraternalmente unida a mis hermanos,

Y toda huelga me dolía,

Y cada grito me golpeaba

No solo en la cabez o los oídos

Sino en el corazón.

Cayó mi blanca mansedumbre,

Muerta a los pies del hambre,

Me desnude llorando de sus veles

Y un Nuevo traje me ciñó las carnes.

Primavera de lucha son ahora mis brazos,

Mi enrojecida sangre es de protesta,

Mi cuerpo es verde olivo

Y un incendiario fuego me consume

…y sin embargo,

sigo siendo como antes,

amante de la paz,

quiero luchar por ella deseperadamente,

porque desde el principio

yo soñé con la paz.







� Lil Milagro Ramírez quoted from Curriculum Brochure of the FMLN Escuela Central
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� Lil Milagro to “oriental” (Miriam Medrano), October 28, 1965, AHCPC.  Spanish: como tu y como yo, tiene ambiciones grandes y somos compañeras en el idioma Francés y en las ambiciones, también leemos y comentamos de literatura.





� Zamora would later become the leader of the MPSC after it broke apart from the PDC when Duarte….He was also the presidential candidate for the FMLN in the 1995 elections.  As Grenier describes him, he “was (and is) one of the most able and articulate politicians in the country.”  Grenier, 135.





� Lil Milagro to ‘oriental’, No Date, AHCPC. Spanish:  Creo que sería el único muchacho, por ahora, con quien sería capaz de formar un noviazgo, me gusta cantidad, tanto que temo de vez en cuando descubrirme, pero él esta bastante asediado, además, sabe que Lil “no quiere tener novio porque piensa más en estudiar que en esa cosa llaman amor.





� Lil Milagro to María Auxiliadora Lake, Mexico D.F., April 1965.  AHCPC.  


� Gloria Ramírez, interview, August 13, 2006.





� Lil Milagro to “Recordada Marianella” November 29, 1966, AHCPC.  Spanish: Claro que tuve oportunidad de conocer tu carácter y quedé encantada de tu actividad, por mi parte no puedo soportar a los entes pasivos, para mí el justo significado de la vida es la acción, y el trabajo.


� Lil Milagro to Herr. Ricardo Cabrera Alemania July, 14, 1966, AHCPC.  Spanish:  Estoy muy contenta con mi ocupación y sobretodo por que me permite ayudar en casa, tu sabes que siempre en el hogar hace falta una que otra cosa y cualquier ayuda es buena.





� Claudia Lars, Cultura: Revista del Ministerio de Educacion, April-June,  (San Salvador, El Salvador:  Dirección General de Publicaciones del Ministerio de Educación, 1966)





� Ibid., 7.  Spanish:  La más joven poetisa salvadoreña en la actualidad.  Desde muy niña mostró su amor por la literatura.”





� Lil Milagro to Srta. Ma. Auxiliadora Lake M. July 14, 1966, AHCPC.  Spanish:  cada participación la pagan en 50.00 pero más que la plata, me llena de satisfacción el hecho de que en algo valga lo que hago.





� Lil Milagro to Recordado Amigo, January 4, 1967, AHCPC.





� Ibid.,  Spanish:  es algo emocionante imponente y con sabor a misterio, en aquellos parajes sagrados, recordé muchas veces los poemas de Santos Chocano:  “…este era un inca triste de soñadora frente, de ojos siempre dormidos y sonrisa de hiel…”  
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� Jorge Castañeda, Utopia Unarmed:  The Latin American Left after the Cold War (New York: Alfred A. Knopf Press, 1993), 177.





� Lil Milagro to Herr Ricardo Cabrera Alemania, July, 14, 1966, AHCPC.
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� Lil Milagro to Ricardo Cabrera July 14, 1966.  Spanish:  sobre un camión imitaron un aula de clase, llena de muchachos vestidos como acólitos, y un padre de profesor, una campana y cuando el sacerdote decía que iban a recibir clases, todos los “alumnos” rompían a cantar alabados y cánticos religiosos, fue de lo más ingenioso y gusto mucho al público, excepto algunes señoras Beatas que casi se desmayan del susto y uno que otro Sacerdote que se resintió de la broma. 





� Lil Milagro to Reuben Zamora, October 4, 1966.  Spanish:  demuestra grandeza de espíritu, Tan acostombrados como estamos a la mezquindad en este mundo, cuando encontramos estas demostraciones de amplitud y riqueza de espíritu, nos damos cuenta que el alma humano es siempre un misterio en el cual se oculta Dios.”�





� Organized as an evangelizing Catholic youth movement, La Jornada invites youth like Lil Milagro to partake in a Three-day conference of spiritual renewal.  Upon completion, Jornadistas seek to help young people deal with the trials and tribulations of life.  As Lil Milagro’s sister explained it, “La Jornada was a movement of youth from the PDC, but it was led by the church and progressive priests who organized meetings where we studied the bible and Jesus in a progressive manner, applying these lessons to the conditions in society.” These meetings emphasized that “everyone was equal and there was no difference between sexes and socioeconomic status.”  �





� Lil Milagro to Rubén Zamora, October 4, 1966, AHCPC.  Spanish:  Sé que tal vez el Padre Ramón pueda aconsejarme al respecto, pero tú, creo que me conoces por lo menos tres años de compañarismo y convivencia así me lo indican, dime: que crees que debo hacer?


� Lil Milagro to “Recordada Marianella,” November 29, 1966, AHCPC. Spanish: Tus ideas sociales también concuerdan con las mías, celebro tu fogosidad, eso indica que no solo eres nueva ola para divertirte sino que también te llenan de interés los problemas humanos, Lo propio me sucedió a mí cuando ingresé a la Universidad, y creo la pasa a todo aquel que tiene un poco de conciencia humana y social ?No? Sabes que en casa siempre hemos sido un tanto revolucionarios, Papy es un político tremendo, siempre de la oposición y ha sufrido muchas persecuciones del gobierno y hasta lo han emigrado de vez en cuando fuera del país por peligroso, con lo cual en vez de ponernos tímidas más nos ha entrado el deseo de luchar.  Mamy, aunque no lo parezca, tiene ideas de avanzada, ella también cuando estuvo en la Universidad, siguió la línea de los conquistas sociales por la igualada y la justicia, ahora está por licenciarse en Filosofía y Letras. 





� Lil Milagro to Pety Querida, December 13, 1966, AHCPC.  Spanish:  Gracias a Dios, tuvo un tránsito leve un desprendimiento sin mayores sufrimientos, porque ya antes había sufrido tantas pequeñas agonías.”





� Lil Milagro to Ana, April, 26, 1967, AHCPC.  Spanish Este año, he tenido una experiencia muy bella, …fui invitada a asistir a una "Jornada de Vida Cristiana"…Son tres días en que te reúnen a un grupo de muchachas (o de muchachos) para hacerlas reflexionar un poco sobre el cristianismo, pero sobre todo, sobre la vida particular de cada una, si hemos recibido el bautismo y los sacrementos de la Iglesia, Por qúe no vivir cristianamente, pero una vida de verdadera caridad, sin hipocresías, sincera.





� Lil Milagro to María Esther, Nicaragua, March 30, 1967, AHCPC.  Spanish: me siento encantada de este nuevo espíritu de mujer santa, cristiana y apostólica tan alegre que me he podido hacer, es como un nuevo vestido estilo Superman, que nunca se rompe ni se desluce.





� Lil Milagro to Recordada María Esther, June 3, 1967, AHCPC.  Spanish: Recuerdas lo que conversábamos en nuestra Jornada sobre nuestra actividad en la U. sobre nuestra obligación de trabajar en nuestro ambiente?  Este año, el MESC (Movimiento Estudiantil Social Cristiano) vino a proponerme si aceptaba la candidatura a tesorera de la Facultad,





� Liberation theology did not achieve widespread support in El Salvador until 1970.  That year, the Archbishop held a conference called the National Week for Joint Pastoral Practice, and invited priests from rural origins in order to promote the developments from Medellín.  This action encouraged rural organization and education according to the tenets of the social gospel. See John Hammond, Fighting to Learn: Popular Education and Guerrilla War in El Salvador (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1998).
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� Paulo Freire developed a series of literary techniques that allowed the poor to learn to read, while at the same time making them aware of the social injustices of their situations.  See Paulo Freire, Learning to Question: A Pedagogy of Liberation, trans. by Tony Coates (New York: Continuum, 1989).  
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� Lil Milagro to Dear Rabbit August 22, 1968, AHCPC.  Spanish:  El Conejo y yo formamos parte del Secretariado Especial (vocalía) de formación Doctrinal, o sea poner las bases doctrinales de la religión y el pensamiento cristiano (encíclicas, documentos conciliares, pastorales, pensamiento de la iglesia, etc.) Y trabaja con nosotros el Padre Aguilar, y además dos muchachos (hembra y varón) de las nuevas jornadas,





� Lil Milagro to Dear Rabbit August 22, 1968, AHCPC.





� Lil Milagro to Marianella, March 23, 1967, AHCPC.  Spanish:  Si me preguntas a mí cuál es la mía te diré que la ideología socialista es la que me parece mías adecuada a nuestros países de Latinoamérica, la modalidad cristiana me atrae por cuanto que pertenezco a esa religión, pero siempre y cuando la revolución social cristiana sea verdadera, con fines completamente limpios y no propugne por oligarquías aunque éstas sean de católicos, creo que me sitúo entre las personas de pensamiento social. 


� Lil Milagro to Marianela, March 23, 1967, AHCPC.  Spanish:  De plano me pronuncio contra los imperialismos, de cualquier clase que sean, ni amarillistas como el yanki ni rojos como el soviético.  Soy de las que pertenecen en cuerpo y alma al Tercer Mundo, al mundo Americano, limpio de influencias extrañas con su propia idiosincrasia y modo de forjarse sus propias libertades.





� Lil Milagro to Cherie (Luz América) November 5, 1968, AHCPC.  Spanish: A veces me mantiene despierta hasta muy altas horas de la noche.  Quizá no debiera preocuparme así, pero me siento como culpable de algo que va a pasar, como si es necesario buscar una solución antes de tirar jornadas.  Pero por otro lado, comprendo que si no se realizan Jornadas, todo acaba y muere, ya ves, aquí, dejamos año y medio de lanzarlas.. pero ahí vamos, eso si te lo digo, entusiasmo no nos falta, aunque en el Seceretariado estemos solo gente totalmente nueva, y un poco inexperta y ha ta quizá desorientada en ciertos aspectos.”
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� Lil Milagro to Lupita, February 24, 1968, AHCPC.  Spanish:  Participaron alrededor de treinta mil personas, maestros y alumnos, y como cincuenta mil más estudiantes, trabajadores y pueblo.





� No Author, “Miles de Maestro en Manifestacion,” La Prensa Grafica, February 16, 1968.  Spanish:  La ANDES organizó la manifestación para definir ante el público su posición con respecto al conflicto surgido a raíz de las medidas acordadas recientemente por el ministerio de Educación.  
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� Lil Milagro to Lupita, February 24, 1968, AHCPC.  Spanish:  Mas de treinta cuadras se cubrieron de personas desfilando, sin tomar en cuenta los miles de personas que observaban a lo largo de toda la ciudad, la manifestación salió de un parque de la capital, pasó por el centro mismo, frente a Palacio Nacional, continuo hacia Casa Presidencial y después de rodearla y dar la vuelta se dirigió hacia la Plaza Libertad en la cual tuvo lugar un Mitin de protesta.  En esta heulga manifestación en que el pueblo entero se dio cita, participaron de una manera ordenada, todas las instituciones universitarias, facultad por facultad, los profesores, los trabajadores universitarios, los sindicatos obreros y por supuesto y en primera fila los maestros.  Así como también los tres partidos políticos de oposición: Demócrata Cristiano, Nacional Revolucionario y Partido Revolucionario.
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� Lil Milagro to Monstruo Normando, March 7, 1968, AHCPC.  Spanish:  tengo inmensa responsabilidad se te presenta como mujer cristiana, como universitaria, como salvadoreña en fin.
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� In every interview I conducted, all participants pointed to this event as a crucial moment in forming the attitudes of the people of El Salvador to their government.  


� Lil Milagro to Father, 1971, AHCPC.  Spanish:  ¿Recuerdas que nos tocó la primera huelga de ANDES? Fui una de las que más se entregó en aquella batalla y mis sentimientos de frustración e impotencia comenzaron a formarse al ver que al pueblo indefenso que pedía justicia se le respondía con la represión y la muerte.


� José Ramírez, “Carta Abierta al Ejército Salvadoreño,” El Diario de Hoy, February 21, 1968.  Spanish:  Ha visto Ud. Las demostraciones de civismo que ha dado en apoyo a la ANDES…. No debemos cerrar los ojos ante la realidad….haga retroceder la historia señor Presidente y Ejército de la Nación.  No dejemos que se rompa el orden constitucional democrático, por un solo capricho.  La historia ya juzgó a Martínez, asesino de masas; a Osmín Aguirre y Salinas; a José María Lemus, macerado de pueblos y asaltador de Universidades…camino que corresponde seguir a todos los obstinados y opresores de su pueblo, el cual aunque sufra, a la larga, triunfa; y esto, no es comunismo, ni absurdas rebeldías, sino Sed de Justicia y Orden Social.


� Lil Milagro to Luz América, “Chiqui,” May 27, 1969, AHCPC.  Spanish:  Vamos en clase turística pero nos divertimos más que los burgueses de primera; nosotros tenemos baile todas las noches y como comprenderás, en esta clase viajan los estudiantes, los jóvenes, los aventureros, los artistas, los poetas, los filósofos, los literatos,…y las chicas simpáticas (como yo, ejem) en fin, aquí viajamos los que sabemos vivir la vida a plenitud.


  


� Lil Milagro to Luz América, “Chiquitina”, April 30, 1969, AHCPC.  Spanish:  aquí estamos enterándonos de mil cosas buenas para la formación social, más que en las clases, cuando hablamos las unas con las otras de las realidades de nuestros respectivos países, que son en definitiva Latinoamericanos.  





� Lil Milagro to Luz América, “Chiquitina,” June 26, 1969, AHCPC.  Spanish:  Que cosa tan grande es Buenos Aires, pero que cosa tan grande es la Argentina. 





� Lil Milagro to Father “Papy,” June 26, 1969, AHCPC.  Spanish:   Chile tiene más de 30 años de no saber lo que es una tiranía o una dictadura militar, los chilenos se horrorizan y hasta piensan que exageramos cuando les contamos la dura realidad política que vive Centro América.





� Ibid.,  Spanish:  la TV y las radio difusoras no temen hablar y decir la verdad, el partido comunista está legalizado y tiene hasta diputados y senadores





� Ibid.,  Spanish:  la verdad es que yo justifico los actos violentos cuando ya no hay otra manera de reivindicar un país, pero en un lugar como Chile donde se tienen todas las oportunidades y garantías para subir al poder a través del proceso electoral, es injustificable y hasta criminal





� Ibid.  Spanish:  Hay en Chile otro proceso extraordinario que es lo que más me interesa y que pienso estudiar con más ahínco se trata de la promoción popular, de la organización del pueblo en sus bares, pero no a través de organismos estatales que bajen hasta el pueblo sino al contrario;  el pueblo mismo va formando grupos que al ir creciendo presionan hacia arriba en busca de canales de expresión por medio de los cuales participan directamente en el destino de la nación
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� Lil Milagro to Parents, July 27, 1970, AHCPC.  Spanish:  Antes que nada, agradecerles en el alma, lo comprensiones que han sido; es bastante difícil, casi imposible encontrar padres que respetan las decisiones de sus hijos aunque no están de acuerdo con ellas.
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� Lil Milagro to Father, August 1971, AHCPC.  Spanish: La Universidad era un refugio, un escondite, una protección, creí entonces que había que buscar otro camino, no fue una reflexión que hiciera yo sola, para entonces tenía mi grupo social cristiano en la Universidad y había en él personas que hablaban el mismo lenguaje que yo, que sentían la misma decepción y que veían con claridad los mismos problemas y se esforzaban por hallar una solución.





� Ibid.,  Spanish: Lo que es peor, andando el tiempo me hubiera convertido en uno de tantos profesionales que tan despreciables me parecen ahora, porque después de haberse pasado su juventud gritando y protestando, al doctorarse, al establecerse, comienzan a ceder a sus “errores del pasado.”





� Ibid.,  Spanish: Ya no puedo, padre, ser hipócrita





� Grenier, Emergence of Insurgency, 114.





� Lil Milagro to Father, May 1972, AHCPC.  Spanish: En mi profesión por ejemplo cada día me convencía más y más de que todo lo que aprendía en los libros era solo eso teoría y que en la realidad, si quería ejercer mi profesión, tenía que ir cediendo una y otra vez a las injusticias y desvergüenzas de los demás.





� Lil Milagro to Mon petite (Luz América), No Date (most likely 1972 because this letter talks about the university reform by Molina, which occurred that year), AHCPC.  Spanish:  Si en vez de esos 35 flamantes doctores, hubieran podido entregarle 150 especialistas en paludismo, parásitos, disentería, etc. que por supuesto no podrian haberse quedado todos en San Salvador.





� Lil Milagro to Father, August 1971, AHCPC.  Spanish: A mí la vida me había dado tanto, un hogar, una inteligencia, unos padres que me formaron moralmente y me pusieron en el camino de la cultura y la instrucción, que me enseñaron a amar la verdad y la justicia, que me demostraron que no son el dinero ni las comodidades materiales lo que forja a una persona, y una conciencia que me indicaba un camino a seguir.





� Lil Milagro to Father, August 1971, AHCPC.  Spanish:  en América Latina hacía mucho que había comenzado a librarse una batalla a muerte en contra de la opresión, la explotación y el imperialismo, y cuando me di cuenta que mi país, lejos de ser la excepción, sufría en carne propia ese miserable destino, me sentí profundamente responsable…¿Cuantas veces en la Universidad, en mis artículos, en los mítines, en los programas de radio y en las conversaciones personales con los demás no dije que había que luchar, no reconocía que Camilo y el Che eran un ejemplo que debía seguir?





� Ibid., August 1971, AHCPC.  Spanish: La revolución es una guerra entre ricos y pobres, y uno debe decidir al lado de quién va a estar, no hay términos medios, hay que luchar contra los fusiles y las armas y eso únicamente puede lograrse levantando al pueblo de su postración y demostrándole que hay un camino para vencer, pero sólo puede lograrse estando en el pueblo no desde de afuera, no protegido uno, sino sufriendo con ese mismo pueblo, viviendo como él vive, comprendiéndolo desde adentro, siendo parte suya para que cuando un revolucionario que ha pertenecido a la clase burguesa le diga al pueblo: hay que luchar, este pueblo le crea, porque lo ve junto a él exponiéndose de igual forma y no de lejos acorazado en sus privilegios de clase. Por eso estoy aquí, que no te duela padre tener una hija revolucionaria, que no te importe la crítica de esa sociedad que explota a los pobres, piensa que los 25 años de tu vida que tú entregaste a una lucha en la que creías, tienen su fruto en mí, que tú hiciste lo que correspondía a tu momento histórico que yo no hago más que ser tu heredera, que continuar una lucha que aprendí a querer a través de ti.





� Although there was a truce declared between Honduras and El Salvador after the Soccer War, the Hernández regime painted the war as a Salvadoran success to inculcate a patriotic, nationalistic pride among the people.  See Durham, Soccer War.  


� Lil Milagro to Mother, No Date (1972), AHCPC.  Spanish:  Yo creo que el PDC va a ser cancelado como partido, y que posiblemente lleguemos a los extremos en que se encuentran países como Argentina que han pasado casi cuatro años sin partidos de oposición porque los prohibía el régimen, o cómo en Uruguay que tenía dos años de vivir en "Estado de Sitio"….El problema de los tiranos es el siguiente: No permiten que la oposición se organice legalmente porque entonces puede llegarse a los extremos de que el pueblo tome conciencia y por la vía pacífica (elecciones) derroque a los explotadores;...están ellos mismos abriendo caminos más radicales, y forzando la violencia revolucionaria…Nunca antes en el país se había presentado una situación tan radical. 
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� Lil Milagro to Mother, August 1971, AHCPC.  Spanish: Si de mi padre aprendí a amar una causa revolucionara, de ti aprendí a amar la vida en sí, a buscarla en todo momento la belleza y la verdad, a amar a Dios y a respetarme a mi misma y a los demás. 





� Ibid.,  Spanish: Dicen que te encuentras triste, es natural pero por favor no lo estés tanto que llegues a preocuparnos, por eso quiero hablar contigo largamente, quiero que tu angustia se convierta poco a poco en resignación y luego en comprensión para estas decisiones mías que parecen haberte llevado a una profunda tristeza.





� Ibid.,  Spanish: “No pretendo ser tan vanidosa como para compararme con su figura, pero suyas son las acciones ejemplares que yo quiero seguir y suyas las palabras que yo ahora te repito a ti y que desde siempre se me grabaron en el alma quizás porque presentía ya que iba a hacerte sufrir por mis ideales: 


Mírame madre y por tu bien no llores.


Si esclavo de mi edad y mis doctrinas


Tu mártir corazón llené de espinas


Piensa que nacen entre espinas Flores.





� Ibid.,  Spanish: Estoy más que convencida que si estuviera en la India, ya me habría convertido en antorcha humana en señal de protesta, si en el Vietnam, andaría con mi sombrerito de paja y mi uniforme de combatiente echando a los norteamericanos al mar; si en Estados Unidos, organizando huelgas antibélicas y manifestaciones a favor de los negros. ¿Cómo podía ser de otra manera? si se cree en la inigualdad y en la injusticia y se siente que los derechos humanos en el país sólo existen para los que pertenecen a una clase superior, se siente uno ofendido en su misma dignidad de ser humano y decide que no es justa esta situación, cruzarse de brazos sería de alguna manera admitirla y ser sus cómplices, y por lo tanto hay que combatirla, y no precisamente con flores y con música, desgraciadamente la clase económicamente poderosa se sirve de las armas para mantener su explotación y su robo, con ello nos obliga a responder de la misma manera si queremos defender al pueblo de sus enemigos.





� Camilo Torres preceded the liberation theology movement, but he embraced many of the ideas that would underpin it in the 1960s.  Most of all, he tried to reconcile revolutionary Marxism with Catholicism, a task that ultimately led him to join the National Liberation Army in Colombia and fight for the rights of the poor.  He was killed in combat in 1966.  One of his most famous quotes was “If Jesus were alive today, He would be a guerrillero.”  See Camilo Torres, Revolutionary Priest: The Complete Writings and Messages of Camilo Torres, ed John Gerassi, trans. June de Cipriano Alcantara.  (New York, NY: Random House, 1971).





� Miriam Medrano, interview, June 8, 2006.  





� Lil Milagro to Benjamin, September 1973, AHCPC.  Spanish: No puedo dejar de decirte que todo lo ocurrido en Chile, me ha dolido a mí más que a nadie, tú no sabes lo que es estar leyendo y escuchando los noticieros y sentir en la garganta un nudo tremendo al recordar aquella ciudad de Santiago tan linda y pensar que es ahora el escenario sangriento de la lucha de clases, a mi Chile y su tragedia me está doliendo tanto como mi propio país, y si no fuera porque estoy luchando por nuestra liberación aquí donde me corresponde, te aseguro que hubiera querido esta allá en algún puesto de batalla, detrás de una carabina, junto a ese pueblo que estoy segura, segurísima que ahora ha iniciado la lucha armada para ser libre algún día.


� Lil Milagro to Father, August 1971, AHCPC.  Spanish: Aunque los sacrificios sean grandes y dolorosos; porque en ningún momento voy a negarte lo duro que es estar separado de ustedes y de todo lo que me era tan querido, sobre todo cuando llegan las fechas de los cumpleaños, de los aniversarios, de las fiestas familiares que siempre celebramos unidos; pero así mismo, soy sincera al confesarte que si me hubiera quedado, desoyendo cobardemente la voz de mi conciencia, si me hubiera escudado en mis comodidades.”





� Lil Milagro to Luz América, April 3, 1973, AHCPC.  Spanish: No he querido dejar de escribirle a esa nueva personita que me hizo el gran homenaje de nacer el mismo día en que yo viene al mundo, guarda en tu memoria lo mejor que puedas mis palabras para que el día de mañana cuando tu hija sea una mujer consciente y responsable puedas decirle lo que su tía quería y esperaba de ella.
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