
 

  
  

 

  

Police Brutality and Conflict Transformation  

A case study of police officers’ increasing use of lethal force in El Salvador 

 

     Vilde Holmboe Mortensen  

Master’s Thesis in Peace and Conflict Studies 

Department of Political Science 

University of Oslo 

Spring 2020 

Word count: 34 892 



 

i 
 

(Page left intentionally blank) 

 

  



 

ii 
 

Abstract  

Since transitioning from a civil war (1980-1992), El Salvador has been struggling with high levels 

of violence. With one of the highest murder rates in the world, the country is considered one of the 

most violent places outside a war-zone. A lot of attention has been directed towards the 

phenomenon of youth gangs, which is considered one of the main drivers of the high homicide 

rate. This thesis takes another approach and explores the role of police brutality in the escalation 

of violence. In the year 2012, 33 people were killed by the police. However, in 2016, more than 

600 civilians were killed. Many of these deaths are considered to have been extralegal executions. 

This thesis asks the question: why did the security officer’s use of lethal force increase to such 

high levels between 2013 and 2017?  

To answer this, the thesis adopts an interpretive approach, seeking to understand the increase in 

police brutality through key actors’ perceptions of it. It relies on data gathered from qualitative 

interviews, conducted during a three-week field trip to San Salvador. The thesis argues that no 

single variable can explain such an extreme increase in the use of lethal force by security officers. 

By applying Müller’s crime-violence-governance nexus, the thesis analyzes the increase as a 

dynamic process of conflict escalation between gangs and the police. The conflict dynamics are 

influenced by some structural drivers, which enable such high levels of police brutality to develop. 

However, it is triggered by a series of key events that have transformed the gangs and their 

relationship to security officers. The thesis concludes that the increasing levels of lethal force 

between 2013 and 2017 should be understood as the result of a conflict transformation, where what 

used to be gang violence has mutated into what is increasingly an undeclared war between the 

public security forces and the gangs.  
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1. Introduction  

Despite several decades with democratic development, many Latin American countries are 

struggling with high levels of violence and insecurity. This is particularly evident in high murder 

rates. Although Latin America only accounts for 8 percent of the world’s population, it accounts 

for 30 percent of the world’s homicides (Erickson, 2018). According to data from the United 

Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (OECD, 2019), 17 of the 20 countries with the highest murder 

rates in the world are located in Latin America. The evidence does not only suggest that the region 

is facing high levels of violence, but also that the problem is increasing. While the global homicide 

rate has slightly decreased from the 1990s until today, the homicide rate in the Americas, especially 

in Central America and South America, has moved in the opposite direction.  

One of the countries considered most violent in the region is El Salvador, which often has been 

referred to as the most dangerous country outside a warzone. In 2015, 6,656 people were murdered, 

a very high number considering the small population size of El Salvador (around 6,5 million). This 

number constitutes a homicide rate of 104 murders per 100,000 inhabitants. To put that into 

perspective, it is more than twice as much as the average of Central America, which is considered 

the most violent region in the world, and more than 60 times the average in Western Europe. The 

persistent violence in El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras, which together often is called “the 

northern triangle”, has driven many people to flee the region. The UN high commissioner of 

refugees calls the situation a humanitarian crisis (Amnesty, 2019). Since violence in these 

countries continued after the end of political violence related to conflicts in the region, it has often 

been understood as a case of post-conflict violence.  

Several violent actors contribute to creating these high levels of violence in El Salvador. Most 

scholarly and public attention has been directed towards the phenomenon of youth gangs, which 

in Central America is considered a serious threat to public security. However, youth gangs are by 

no means the only actor who maintain or increase violence in the region. This thesis will look at 

police brutality as a significant contribution to the violence in El Salvador. When doing so it argues 

that increasing levels of police brutality cannot be characterized and understood only as a post-
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conflict issue, but should instead be seen as the result of a conflict transformation. By choosing 

this approach, the thesis aims at understanding new patterns of violence in El Salvador in the 

context of changing conflict dynamics, where constant interaction and altering power-relations 

between the state and the gangs can produce different violent outcomes.  

1.1 Historical Background  

Between 1980 and 1992, El Salvador was experiencing a brutal civil war. After an UN-backed 

peace process, it reached a peace agreement; often called the Chapultepec-agreement. The 

agreement brought hope and optimism to a war-torn people. The expectations of a more inclusive 

democracy were high, but most importantly people were hoping that their everyday lives would 

improve and that they would be shielded from violence that had troubled them in the past. 

Unfortunately, for many Salvadorians peace did not protect them from violence. On the contrary, 

although El Salvador no longer is experiencing a civil war, the population is still suffering from 

extreme violence.  

Why did the transition to peace not lead to less violence for the Salvadorian population? Although 

explaining this requires an understanding of the country’s history, politics, and socioeconomic- 

and contextual conditions, the emphasis when talking about issues of extreme violence in El 

Salvador has mostly been put on the phenomenon of youth gangs. Salvadorian youth gangs started 

to develop among young Salvadorian immigrants in Los Angeles in the 1980’s. When Bill Clinton 

signed the Illegal Immigration Reform and the Immigrant Responsibility law in 1996, and it 

became easier to deport immigrants who had been convicted of a crime, thousands of young 

Salvadorians were deported back to their home country (Denvir, 2017). These young deportees 

came back to a country haunted by many years of civil war, with weak state institutions and few 

opportunities for work and education. Not surprisingly, these conditions were fertile grounds for 

the gang phenomenon to spread its roots. The two main gangs, Barrio 18 and Mara Salvatrucha, 

started with small-scale crime and extortion, but have now grown into more organized actors of 

armed violence. They are now considered to be behind not only extortion but also trafficking of 

drugs and people, threats, kidnappings, violence and murder. Their expansion and influence have 

enabled them to control entire neighborhoods and limit the free circulation of people, by using or 

threatening to use violence.  
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Violence in El Salvador is by no means limited to the expansion of youth gangs. There are many 

other actors of violence, one of them being the state itself. However, governments and aspiring 

politicians repeatedly underlined that gangs are the biggest issue in the country. This has led the 

government to adopt policies referred to as Mano Dura (hard hand). These policies focus on 

coercive and repressive measures, based on the belief that violence can only be defeated by the 

use of force, mainly applied by the help of the nation’s police and military forces. Although these 

policies have not proven to be very efficient and compromise several human rights, they are still 

very popular both amongst governments and voters.  

The emphasis on hard-hand solutions to security problems in El Salvador has put the national 

police force in the center of attention. During the civil war, both the military and the national police 

force had been behind massive human rights. It was therefore considered necessary, especially 

from the perspective of the previous guerilla force (FMLN), to create a new police force put under 

civilian control. During the negotiations, it was agreed upon that the new civilian police, Policia 

Nacional Civil (PNC), would consist of at least 60 percent recruits of civilians that never had 

fought for any of the sides, no more than 20 percent former guerilla soldiers and no more than 20 

percent police officers from the old national police (Call, 2003a). The police reform included a 

change of doctrine. The goal of the police should now be to protect the citizens’ rights and interests 

rather than the state’s. The formal changes were considered a success in many ways. 

Unfortunately, changes in the formal institutions do not always guarantee changes in practices. 

PNC has both been incapable of stopping the rising crime level and proven to lack accountability 

and transparency. Moreover, local human rights organizations and international observers have 

reported high levels of police brutality and many human rights violations. A recently published 

report demonstrates how the use of lethal force by the public security forces has rapidly increased 

over the years, and that in 2016 the police itself were behind more than 11 percent of the violent 

deaths in the country (Bergmann, 2019). Although the government and the police institution justify 

these deaths as self-defense in alleged enfrentamientos (shoot-outs), it is generally recognized that 

many of these cases are extralegal executions. While security forces killed 33 people in 2012, more 

than 600 were killed in 2016. In other words, the number of people that died in the hands of the 

state’s security agents increased by more than 18 times in only 4 years. Such extreme changes 

require some answers.   



 

4 
 

1.2 Research question    

This thesis asks the question: why did the security officer’s use of lethal force increase to such 

high levels between 2013 and 2017? By investigating this, I hope to find out what can cause such 

increasing police aggression. Furthermore, I also hope that by identifying the main factors that 

facilitate such police brutality, one can come closer to understanding why El Salvador never really 

was capable of achieving genuine peace. 

To answer this question, it will be necessary to understand the underlying causes as well as to 

clarify the contextual circumstances that motivated or forced the police to use their deadly weapons 

much more frequently than before. Therefore, this thesis will argue that to understand police 

brutality in El Salvador, one must not only look at how changing violence dynamics make the 

police use their weapons more, but also how this development is dependent on and intensified by 

some underlying societal factors. In other words, a conflict like the one we have seen between the 

police and the gangs in El Salvador is not likely to happen in many other places in the world. For 

a conflict to escalate to such levels, it is dependent on several deep-rooted cultural, political and 

socioeconomic factors, which together create an environment where violence is likely to prosper.   

1.3 Contribution to the literature on the “new violence” in Latin America   

The findings of this thesis contribute to the literature on both police brutality and urban violence 

in Latin American cities and direct required attention towards how some governments in violent 

contexts are likely to govern in ways that can intensify the level of conflict.  

The fact that rising levels of violence in Latin America developed alongside the expansion of 

democracy is a puzzle that has sparked great scholarly interest (Müller, 2018). Several scholars 

have used the term “new violence” to draw a distinction from the violence of the previous military 

dictatorships, and draw attention to the new violence dynamics in democratic Latin America 

(Koonings and Kruijt, 2005; Müller, 2018). Generally, the literature emphasizes that “new 

violence” is no longer political and concentrated in rural areas, but criminal and mainly 

concentrated in urban areas (Pearce, 2010). One of the most important characteristics has to do 
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with the “newness” of the contextual environment in which the violence develops. As Koonings 

and Kruijt (2005, p. 6) argue: 

One of the most noteworthy characteristics of contemporary Latin American societies is 

the de facto coexistence of formal constitutionalism, (electoral) democracy and an often 

vibrant civil society on the one hand, and the use of force to stakeout power domains or 

pursue economic or political interest on the other.  

According to Müller (2018), extralegal practices by the state constitute a significant part of the 

‘new violence’, where violent policy approaches to crime reduction from the government's part 

can contribute to increased tensions. To exemplify how the state contributes to escalating violence, 

he points towards democratic Brazil where state agents have, through their “urban security 

operations”,  killed more people than most wars in Latin America since the 19th century (Müller, 

2018, p. 172). Also Cruz (2016) argues that state agents in Latin America have contributed to the 

escalation of criminal violence by extending the legal limits of the use of legitimate force, by 

tolerating and supporting extralegal approaches to deal with crime and by partnering with criminal 

groups and militias. By resorting to extralegal practices at the expense of human rights, some 

would argue that the state itself is undermining the consolidation of the rule of law (Caldeira 2002). 

Since the police are for the government as “the edge of the knife” (Bayley, 1990), understanding 

where and why police brutality increases is especially important for understanding the dynamics 

of the new violence.  

The thesis offers a dynamic analysis of how underlying structural factors interplay with historical 

events in transforming conflicts and creating new dynamics of violence. Furthermore, it also 

contributes by shedding light on some essential challenges connected to policing, issues that are 

not only relevant for countries suffering the consequences of the “new violence”, but for all 

countries interested in preventing police misconduct. 
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2. Explaining Police Brutality  

This theory chapter will first discuss theoretical approaches to explaining police brutality, by first 

including some basic theories on police behavior, and then later move on to literature on police 

brutality in the context of Latin America. The goal of this section is to identify some key variables 

that can help explain why El Salvador is prone to high levels of police brutality. Since police 

brutality is both part and a symptom of greater dynamics of violence, this section will also include 

some theories that explain violence on a general level and connect this to the use of repressive and 

violent public security policies. What will become evident from my theory chapter is that none of 

the variables used to explain violent police behavior and repressive security policies, could alone 

explain the sudden increase in the use of lethal force by the security forces between 2013 and 2017. 

Therefore, the second section of the theory chapter will introduce the crime-violence-governance 

nexus, a theoretical framework that can help understand complex patterns of violence by analyzing 

the changing conflict dynamics. 

Before moving on to this, it is important to clarify how I define police brutality. The state’s security 

agents can contribute to the reproduction of violence in two different ways (Koonings and Kruijt, 

2005). First, they can use violence within the legal framework. Since the Mano Dura policies in 

El Salvador have extended the legal limits when it comes to the police institution’s use of force, 

some practices of police brutality fall within the boundaries of the law. However, the police can 

also contribute to violence by expanding legal violence into extralegal violence. In this case, police 

brutality is no longer within the legal framework. In the case of El Salvador, it can be hard to 

distinguish legal practices from the extralegal, since the expansion of the legal framework has 

made it easier to hide illegal practices. An example of this is how police officers can camouflage 

extralegal executions as self-defense. 

The channels of which a police officer can practice violence are not reduced to formal state 

institutions, but can also happen through participation in for example death squads or social 

cleansing groups (Koonings and Kruijt, 2005, pp. 9–10). Although the line separating formal and 

informal participation in extralegal violence is blurred, for the scope of this thesis, I will draw a 

clear distinction and focus only on the extralegal violence committed by agents while working in 

formal sections of the police force.  
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2.1 Explaining police behavior  

The police institution has a fundamental function in any democracy. As Skolnick (1966, p. 6) puts 

it: “The police in democratic society are required to maintain order and to do so under the rule of 

law. As functionaries charged with maintaining order, they are part of the bureaucracy”. The 

principal ways in which the police attempt to maintain order is by controlling, deterring and 

investigating crime. Furthermore, the police are the only institution with the legitimate right to use 

deadly force against its citizens. However, it is argued that to be legitimate this must be within the 

boundaries of human rights (Bonner et al., 2018, p. 3).  Although police officers in principle have 

a duty to act within the rule of law, they “occasionally cut legal corners in order t o  provide 

effective protection t o  that very same public” (Bayley, 2002, p. 133). Therefore, it is common 

that it evolves some tension between the operational function of the police and the rules and 

regulations. 

Theories that attempt to explain what causes police brutality are related to more general theories 

that explain police behavior. Worden (2015) identifies three main branches of the theory that do 

so. First, sociological theories focus on how police behavior is influenced by “the social dynamics 

of police-citizen encounters”. According to these theories, social attributes, such as race, social 

status and gender, affect how the police behave. Research coming from this theoretical perspective 

have for example argued that police are more likely to use coercion if the accuser is of high status 

while the accused is of lower status (Black, 1980). Second, psychological theory highlights 

individual behavior patterns, where personality characteristics are believed to make police officers 

react differently to the same situation. Within this approach, it is often hypothesized that attitudes 

affect police behavior. However, research has shown that police behavior often is inconsistent with 

their attitudes. This can, as Worden (2015, p. 154) argues, be because “behavior is not a simple 

extension of attitudes, as organizational and other social forces can attenuate the impact of attitudes 

on behavior.” Third, studies based on the perspective of organizational theory often attempt to 

explain police behavior by highlighting the organizational features of the working place. Within 

this theory, it is often hypothesized that administrative controls affect how many times police 

officers use their weapons. According to Worden (2015, 155), this theoretical perspective is the 

one that would have the greatest potential as a guide during a police reform since organizational 

factors are easier to change than the psychological and sociological aspects. Because the crime and 
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violence many places in Latin America has grown beyond what can be considered ordinary crime, 

one should also consider to move beyond theories that seek to explain police responses to normal 

crime. Therefore, this section will focus on scholars that have attended to explain police brutality 

in democracies struggling with extreme levels of violence. 

2.1.1 Control-mechanisms: monitoring a militarized police force  

In a peace process, one of the most fundamental goals is often to bring the normalization of 

violence to a halt by improving security for the general population. In order to do so, it is often 

argued that “policing and judicial systems must be substantially reoriented toward protecting 

individual citizens rather than regimes or dominant groups” (Call and Stanley, 2001, p. 152). This 

is why security sector reform has been highly prioritized for international donors and many NGOs 

in Latin America during the transitions to democracy (Pearce, 2010). However, despite several 

noteworthy reforms in Latin American countries, the security situation for many people has not 

improved, and in countries like El Salvador, people faced an even higher risk of a violent death 

after the civil war than during it (Call and Stanley, 2001, p. 151). Furthermore, the security force's 

use of extra-legal measures, such as arbitrary arrests, torture and extra-judicial killings, show that 

individual citizens’ rights are not always being protected. Why are not security reforms enough to 

ensure citizen security, both from criminal violence and police violence?  

It has been argued that high levels of violent crime can disrupt the implementation of police 

reforms because long-term initiatives do not address the citizen’s immediate need for security 

(Neild, 2000, p. 233; Smulovitz, 2003; Tulchin, and Golding, 2003). According to Diamint (2015, 

p. 156), the many Latin American countries have failed to adapt to new crime challenges and have 

attempted to fill this gap by (re)introducing the military in public security tasks. Human rights 

advocates often argue that a weaker military is less likely to be a threat to the democracy and that 

civilian police are more likely to protect individual’s right and the rule of law, if correct doctrine, 

training, selection, internal control mechanisms, and civilian oversight is in order (Call and 

Stanley, 2002, pp. 213–214). Despite this, many Latin American governments have taken use of 

the military to combat rising crime, often as a response to the citizen’s urgent demand for security.  
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Significant de-militarization was seen as a necessary condition for successful major reform in the 

region (Call, 2002, p. 1), and was therefore one of the top priorities during various transitions in 

Latin America. However, the police forces in the region have continued with a militarized 

character (Pearce, 2010). Legget (2007, p. 35) point out that sometimes former military personnel 

is integrated into the post-conflict security institutions, which can intensify militarized tendencies, 

and create what Koonings and Kruijt (2005, p. 18) call a “masked military presence”. The 

persistent troubles with human rights violations could indicate that the region’s public security 

forces have not been sufficiently demilitarized, or as Call (2002) argues; that although 

militarization is necessary, it is not sufficient on its own to ensure that citizens' rights and 

protection are the core of the new civilian security.  

The militarization of security does not exclusively refer to the presence of the military. There can 

also be a militarization of the police institution. Lawson (2019, pp. 178–179) argues that 

militarization of the police can happen through two mechanisms. The first one is hierarchical, 

where for example language used by elected officials affects police officer’s behavior. When 

elected officials use warlike rhetoric, it affects the public as well as the police. As Lawson puts it, 

when the police training and socialization highlight the role of police as soldiers, this can result in 

the police officers seeing the streets they serve as “enemy territory for them to occupy and control”. 

The second mechanism, which is operational can happen either by the direct cooperation between 

military and police or by the creation and expansion of elite police units. Koonings and Kruijt 

(2005, p. 18) also argue that there has been a militarization of public security in some Latin 

American countries, which is not only exemplified by the military’s fulfillment of police tasks, but 

also by the militaristic organization and culture that is present in most police forces today.  

El Salvador is one of the few cases where the peace agreement included significant demilitarization 

and plans for police reform and where these were implemented in practice (Call and Stanley, 2002, 

p. 217). As Call (2003b, p. 2) explains, the country “experienced an important transformation of 

decades-old military and police doctrines, training and deployments, as well as important 

modernisation, pluralisation and greater independence of the judicial system”. However, as the 

case of El Salvador demonstrates, these formal institutional changes have not automatically 

assured accountability and transparency in the public security institution. Why were these reforms 

not enough for ensuring effective control over the new civil police force PNC?  
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Cruz (2011) argues that the reason why some of the violent characteristics have continued after 

the transition in El Salvador, it that the new security institutions were not properly separated from 

previous ‘violent entrepreneurs’. Therefore, state institutions in these countries have been less 

efficient in preventing and combatting violence, while also to some extent been causing violence 

themselves through extralegal violence. Call (2003b) also points out that a great challenge to the 

transition process is that new political elites often adapt to the same socio-cultural practices as the 

previous elite. Wade (2016) explains that these new actors showed a lack of political will to 

construct and fund the new police force and the human rights ombudsman, which consequently 

had an impact both on the credibility of these institutions and on the civilian security. Furthermore, 

the reform was challenged when El Salvador was hit by a crime wave after the end of the civil 

war. This empowered the critics of the new criminal justice codes, which had been included to 

address legal pitfalls that had permitted violations of human rights (Call, 2002). This consequently 

led to some setbacks.  

Another explanation can be that administrative controls are not enough to control police 

(mis)behavior. On one hand, administrative controls are often believed to represent a disincentive 

for police officers to use improper force, and some researchers have concluded that such controls 

affect the frequency police officers use their firearms (Worden, 2015). Policies that set clear 

boundaries and offer effective enforcement of these have reduced the number of police shootings 

(Fyfe, 1979). On the other, some theories have suggested that these formal control mechanisms 

have a limited effect on controlling and directing police behavior since this behavior often if 

formed through informal police culture. Police culture is a type of occupational culture with norms 

and outlooks, which arguably can protect officers from sanctions and reforms and help them to 

develop their own policing styles independent of organizational structures (Worden, 2015, p. 157). 

Central in this police culture is the concept of occupational solidarity and loyalty, which several 

authors have found exceptionally strong in the police force (Skolnick, 1966, p. 52). Worden argues 

that there is a link between formal administrative structure and informal organizational culture, 

which in practice means that in order to reduce officers’ use of improper force, one must reduce 

incentives coming from the informal process of socialization, while increasing the formal 

sanctions.  
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Control mechanisms are essential for any civilian police force in a democracy. However, as 

discussed in the first section, they are not always enough to assure accountability. Informal police 

culture and increased militarization of the police force can prompt certain incentives to be brutal, 

and the strong police solidarity can serve as a protection mechanism for police officers who cross 

legal limits. Therefore, if one is to understand patterns of police brutality, it is central to address 

the shortcomings of institutional control and attempt to understand what can cause an informal 

police culture that encourages some officers to abuse their force. In this thesis, the limits of 

institutional control mechanisms will serve as one of the explanatory variables that can help us 

understand why El Salvador struggles with a violent police force, and why so few police officers 

are held accountable for police misconduct.  

2.1.2 A culture of violence 

One of the biggest puzzles connected to the new violence is how to explain the continuation of 

high levels of violence after the transition to peace or democracy. Some researchers have discussed 

how a culture of violence continues to stimulate violent practices in some post-conflict contexts. 

Steenkamp  (2005) explains that it is not unusual that countries continue to experience high levels 

of violence after the transition to peace. According to her, violent conflict and the exposure to 

violence leaves a lasting legacy, where violence-supporting norms and values sustain both the use 

of violence and the acceptance of it. When this tolerance becomes so embedded in society it creates 

a “culture of violence”, violence is likely to continue despite efforts to change and reform. Violent-

accepting norms and values in Latin America have been discussed in the literature, where issues 

of violence are associated with historical structures of repression, war and authoritarianism. For 

example, it has been argued that long time exposure to brutality can normalize violence, and hence 

legitimize the use of violent practices (Legget 2007, 14).  

Since the culture of violence normalizes violence, it is also likely to affect the behavior of police 

officers. Several scholars within political science have pointed to authoritarian legacies or 

experience with civil war to explain why some countries have more police brutality than others. 

For example, according to Cerezales’ (2010) comparable analysis of the police reform during the 

democratic transition in Spain and Portugal, Spain was arguably able to undergo a quicker and 

deeper reform than Portugal, because Portugal has experienced a “double dictatorship” and 
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revolution. In an analysis of police brutality in Brazil, Costa (2011) agrees that the historically 

persistent police brutality is a product of the country’s long authoritarian tradition. Caldeira (2002) 

also argues that ensuring police accountability and controlling police violence can be especially 

complicated in countries with long authoritarian legacies and continued military involvement in 

security.  

When it comes to El Salvador, several authors argue that the experience with violence during the 

civil war still affects the levels of violence today. As Hume (2004, p. 31) writes: “El Salvador is a 

post-war country and it is important not to underestimate the extreme repercussions that over a 

decade of armed political conflict have had on the development of society, affecting levels of 

tolerance and inculcating a certain social respect for authoritarian measures.” Put differently, 

tolerance for violence and support of authoritarian measures can partly be explained by the 

experience of civil war.  

While studies like this see violence in post-war El Salvador as a continuation of patterns from the 

civil war, some authors argue that the history of violence goes much longer back than the civil 

war. Wade (2016) argues that the use of violence as a way to solve social conflict is deeply rooted 

in the Salvadorian history, where throughout late 19 and 20-century elites and the state frequently 

used repression as a way to control the population. Similar lines are drawn by Cruz and Gonzales 

(1997, p. 953), who also see violence in El Salvador as a deep-rooted phenomenon going back 

much further than the civil war: “The problem with violence is not new in El Salvador; in the times 

before the war, this country had one of the highest homicide rates in the region.”  

The culture of violence is not only used as a way to understand why violence is ignored or justified 

by the population, but also how it increases the population’s incentive to use violence themselves 

(Hume, 2004), through for example vigilantism1. One example of how these attitudes can increase 

not only support towards violence, but actual violence, is how it generates support for private 

ownership of small arms and light weapons. Cruz and Beltrán (2000) argue that there is a 

relationship between cultures who favor or accept violence and the possession of firearms. In 1998, 

a survey revealed that 49 percent of the asked were in favor of the neighborhood arming up to 

defend themselves against crime. Although only 9 percent answered that they had a weapon, 50 

                                                 
1 For more on vigilantism violence in Latin America, see Moncada (2013, 2019) 
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percent of those who did not, answered that they would like to have one (Cruz and Beltrán, 2000, 

p. 82). In many ways, the Salvadorians’ relationship with arms is connected to the culture of 

violence, where it is seen as a way to guarantee safety, but also to obtain status, respect and power 

over others, in a system that both promotes and justifies violence as a way of problem-solving 

(Duhalde, 2011, p. 95). 

The relationship between value structures and public support for authoritarianism and extralegal 

measure could explain why 83,1 percent of Salvadorians asked expressed support for the military’s 

role in public security (Legget 2007), or why 76 percent agreed that the authorities must govern 

with a “hard hand” (IUDOP, 2020). Wolf (2011, p. 53) also discusses how El Salvador’s long 

history of repression, aggravated by the civil war, has for decades developed into a culture of 

violence. However, as Wolf underlines, one should not put too much emphasis on the culture of 

violence as the only explanation for current levels of violence. As she points out, Honduras, which 

has similar issues of violence as El Salvador, did not experience civil war or the same level of 

authoritarianism and repression as its neighbors.  

Since many authors suggest that the culture of violence plays a central role by both encouraging 

and normalizing violent practices, it is likely that this cultural aspect also affects police officers’ 

use of lethal force. First, because the normalization of violence increases violent tension in society 

in general, which consequently increases the expectations of an encounter to become violent. 

Second, if the cultural aspect of violence has generated people’s perception that conflict must be 

solved with repression, it generates the incentives for the police to use force, both because they are 

a part of this culture themselves and because there is a public support towards repression. 

Therefore, this thesis will adopt the concept of a culture of violence as one of the explanatory 

variables for why the police in El Salvador are more likely to use lethal force than in countries that 

do not have the same toleration for violence.   

2.1.3 Constructing a state enemy: Police brutality in unequal societies  

Socioeconomic variables are often central to the study of violence. Some civil war literature argues 

that high levels of poverty, inequality and social exclusion increase the probability of civil war 

(Østby, 2008; Cederman, Gleditsch and Buhaug, 2013), or that low income is connected to low 
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opportunity cost for joining a rebel group (Collier, 2004). Socioeconomic variables have also been 

central for explaining violence and crime in criminology and sociology. For example, the 

percentage of low-income households has been associated with violent crime rates (Patterson, 

1991, p. 769) and poverty and income inequality have been positively associated with high 

homicide rates (Williams, 1984; Hsieh and Pugh, 1993). Furthermore, a quantitative study on the 

relationship between inequality and crime, conclude that income inequality has both a significant 

and positive effect on the occurrence of crime, and that fast poverty reduction consequently will 

lead to declining national crime levels (Fajnzylber, Lederman and Loayza, 2002). 

Despite this conclusion, the relationship between inequality and crime is not always clear from an 

analytical perspective. Fajnzylber, Lederman and Loayza (2002) point out that one of the 

shortcomings of their study is that they have not identified the mechanisms through which 

inequalities lead to more crime. Furthermore, if high levels of inequality are associated with higher 

crime rates, one would expect a drop in inequality to be associated with a reduction in crime. 

However, the fact that Latin America has experienced continuing or even growing crime rates, 

despite a significant reduction in inequality (Gagne, 2017), demonstrate that the relationship 

between inequality and crime is not straightforward.   

Inequality has also been discussed in connection with police brutality. Jacobs and Britt (1979) 

argue that since force, or the threat of it, is necessary to hold unequal societies together, police are 

more likely to use deadly force in places with a higher degree of inequality. Liska (1992, p. 13) 

argues the same, pointing out that: “when economic inequality is extreme, elites and the polity as 

a whole may see a need for show of violent force to discourage civil disturbances”. Here, both 

arguments are based on a “threat model” (Clark, 2008), where police violence is a reaction to a 

potential threat in a society coming from the deprived. 

Bonner et al (2018) argue that established inequalities can determine if some police abuse needs 

to be justified or if they are seen as normal by the affected community, police, political leaders, or 

society at large. This might explain why tougher laws and policing measures in Latin America 

mostly have been directed towards the marginal segments of the region’s population (Müller, 

2018). As illustrated by Chevigny (1990, p. 425) police violence in Jamaica, Buenos Aires, Sao 

Paulo and Rio de Janeiro, was almost exclusively directed against anonymous and poor people as 
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“an extreme form of coercive social control”. Violent police measures are likely to be intensified 

places where police officers believe they are participating in a war on crime. Chevigny (1995, p. 

256) argues that if policing starts resembling an army combatting an internal enemy, efforts to 

dehumanize this constructed enemy will make it easier to kill or torture them.  

Inequality and exclusion are also connected to the distribution of security. Increasing privatization 

of the security sector in Latin America (see Kinosian and Bosworth, 2018), has facilitated new 

forms of exclusion and inequality. In the book City of Walls, Caldeira (2000) argues that the 

privatization of security and the creation of gated communities have created new patterns of urban 

spatial segregation in Sao Paulo. Several authors argue that this type of exclusion and segregation, 

as illustrated by Caldeira, can increase citizen’s approval for extralegal violence, which 

consequently contributes to increasing levels of violence. This is especially visible in the more 

marginalized societies, where the absence of both state-provided and privatized security arguably 

helps legitimizing vigilantism (Binford, 1999; Goldstein, 2004; Phillips, 2016; see: Cruz and 

Kloppe-Santamaría, 2019).  

This exclusion and segregation play an important role in the social construction of a public enemy, 

being the group that is believed to be the source of insecurity. As several authors argue (Chevigny, 

1995; Pearce, 2010; see for example Peetz, 2011), the government’s practice of public security 

tends to differentiate between the citizens who deserve being protected and the social group that 

is believed to be a potential threat. This discourse also affects citizens-police interactions, since 

the police often distinguish between citizens who “belong and deserve rights and those who do not 

belong and are a threat” (Bonner, 2018, p. 252). As pointed out by Pearce (2010, 300), the groups 

that are constructed as what she calls “non-citizens” in Latin-America can be based on either 

historical patterns or newly designed security measures. This construction of an internal enemy is 

connected to how people understand and experience citizenship, and the civil rights connected to 

this. As Bonner (2018, p. 14) points out, the society’s stereotypes often mirror some groups, such 

as the poor and minorities, as dangerous or less worthy, which results in them more often being 

“dismissed, criminalized, or subjected to violence”. Furthermore, the same stereotypes also affect 

the police’s “final street-line recognition” of who is entitled protection, and who is perceived as a 

suspect.  
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According to Peetz, (2011, p. 1486) we can understand the experience of citizenship in Central 

America through the concept and practice of “seguridad ciudadana” (public security policy), 

where: “Youth gang members in particular are constructed as the “criminal others” from whom 

society has to be protected”. People associated with this group are not protected by the state and 

are frequently violated of their rights with the justification that it was necessary to “protect those 

citizens considered to deserve protection” (Peetz, 2011, p. 1464). Poor and undereducated youth 

are often connected to gangs through media and public discourse (Muggah, Garzón and Suárez, 

2018). Although this group is responsible for a large share of violence in all societies, this does 

not mean that “youth and poor equals violence” (Yashar, 2018, p. 91). However, poor and 

undereducated young men are still often stigmatized as gang members and treated accordingly.   

Shortly said, inequality and exclusion can affect both how violence plays out in society, and how 

violence is governed by the authorities. As theory suggests, inequality can be seen as one of the 

root causes of violence, as well as one of the drivers of police brutality. However, since inequality 

and poverty have been prevalent characteristics of Salvadorian society through history, 

socioeconomic factors do not help us explain the sudden rise in police officers' use of lethal force. 

For that reason, I will not focus on explaining the increasing level of police brutality as a direct 

result of inequality. Instead, this thesis will analyze in which way the construction of an enemy 

increases the stigmatization and exclusion of already vulnerable youth, and in this way reproduce 

violence. Furthermore, the construction of an enemy can also help understand in what way the 

public security policies facilitate a war mentality, where security forces are more likely to use their 

weapons since they believe they are protecting themselves and the nation against an enemy.   

2.1.4 The politics of violence: governing in violent democracies 

Many policy responses to increasing crime in Latin America have focused on repressing or 

removing what is believed to be the threat, instead of investing in prevention or measures that can 

address the underlying causes of increased violence and insecurity. In Brazil, street gang members 

are increasingly treated like terrorists and are consequently being hunted down by the military 

(Legget, 2007). In Central America, coercive and repressive anti-gang policies like Mano Dura 

(Hard hand) policies in El Salvador and Guatemala, or the Cero Tolerancia (zero tolerance) and 

Operation Thunder in Honduras, have focused on an “enforcement-first, combining aggressive 
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crackdowns operations with increased penalties to deter gang membership” (Rodgers, Muggah and 

Stevenson, 2009). In Mexico, where violence often is connected to armed groups with links to 

drug trafficking organizations, the government response has certainly also been coercive, 

especially exemplified by the declared war on drugs (Lee, Renwick and Labrador, 2019).  

Although researchers have concluded that repressive and hard-hand policies either are ineffective 

(van der Borgh and Savenije, 2014), or in worst case counterproductive (Jütersonke, Muggah and 

Rodgers, 2009; van der Borgh, 2019), many state leaders keep expressing the need of a hard hand 

to fight crime. Why is that? According to Müller (2018), crime has been used politically in the 

sense that political actors use the fear of it either to win popular support or to legitimize their 

actions. This is in terms with Pearce’s (2010, p. 299) argument that the violent challenges have 

given the state a new way of legitimizing itself by waging “internal wars with violent youth, drug 

traffickers, and the remaining insurgent forces of the region”. This political process of using crime 

has been called the rise of ‘penal populism’ (Pratt, 2007), which is characterized by tougher laws 

and policing measures mostly directed towards more marginal segments of the population. These 

policies have contributed to a dramatic rise in the Latin American prison population (Müller, 

2018).  

The politics of violence is connected to police behavior in many ways. First, the state’s discourse 

on violence can affect the police’s willingness to adapt to democratic ways of policing. According 

to Bonner (2009, p. 228), state discourses can reveal the level of commitment the government has 

towards democratic laws and human rights, and suggest what level of support police officers are 

likely to receive if not complying with the official policies and laws. She concludes that “(…) if 

state actors show a weak or inconsistent commitment to democratic policing, they might encourage 

public support for police violence and police might be reticent to abandon their traditional (and 

familiar) violent practices.”  

Second, the politics of violence is also connected to police brutality through public opinion. The 

official discourse highlighting current crime levels and insecurity as reasons to declare a state of 

emergency and introduce extraordinary security measures, have been present in many places in 

Latin America. Popular support for these policies, as well as for police’s use of lethal force, is a 

major obstacle for implementing reforms to moderate it (Caldeira, 2002). Bonner et al (2018, p. 3) 
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point out that police can stretch the definition of when it is legitimate to use deadly force or not. 

However, the expansion of these boundaries is not only dependent on their ability to justify it or 

general police discretion, but also by the state and society’s willingness to accept their 

justifications. In other words, police brutality can to some extent be connected to the public 

acceptance of such. This is also what Chevigny (1990) concludes in his comparative study on 

police violence in Argentina, Jamaica and Brazil. He argues that the police’s ability to use 

extralegal violence is dependent on the perceptions in society. In other words, high levels of police 

brutality will continue as long as the elite and public opinion accept it.  

Opinion polls from Latin America and the Caribbean show that people generally accept heavy-

handed policies, mainly because they are believed to be an effective way to bring justice and fight 

crime (Holland, 2013; Cruz and Kloppe-Santamaría, 2019). Perez (2000, p. 73) calls this 

acceptance by state and society ‘the paradox of accountability’, since both law enforcement 

officials and the public at large has welcomed reforms that will provide police accountability, but 

at the same time tolerates varying degrees of misconduct. This consequently results in poorly 

implemented reforms of accountability. He argues that many support repressive and extra-legal 

police responses since violence often is framed as a dilemma between ensuring security or 

respecting human rights. His conclusion is similar to the one of Chevigny; if large parts of the 

population continue to accept police brutality, their respected governments will lack the incentives 

to address the problem (Perez, 2000, p. 74). However, several studies have pointed out that the 

fear of crime actually can affect the degree of acceptance of repressive policies more than the 

actual crime level itself (Caldeira, 2002; Cruz and Kloppe-Santamaría, 2019), the state can have 

incentives to use this fear to gain support.   

Some scholars use securitization theory to explain how the process of constructing and defining 

‘security issues’, can both require and legitimize the adoption of emergency measures (van der 

Borgh and Savenije, 2014). Buzan, Wæver and de Wilde (1998, p. 41) focus on the ‘security 

speech act’ in which the securitizing actor, often political leaders or governments, attempts to 

convince the audience to “accept exceptional procedures because of the specific security nature of 

some issue”. Balzacq (2005), on the other hand, elaborates the concept of securitization further 

and argues that the securitization process is not a one-way communication, but that the audience 

also can encourage or even pressure the securitizing actor to adopt emergency measures. In other 
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words, the necessity and legitimization of emergency measures can be affected by both top-down 

and bottom-up pressures.  

When governments encourage a discourse that clearly constructs a part of the population as the 

enemy, they also allow a certain war-logic to develop. Kalyvas (2015) points out that recent 

developments of wide-ranging violence in Central America has challenged traditional disciplinary 

boundaries and led several scholars to borrow terminology from civil war literature, such as the 

term criminal insurgency. Other researchers have also used similar concepts, which in many ways 

blur the lines between insurgency and crime, such as “New urban insurgency (Manwaring, 2005), 

“new civil wars” (Lessing, 2015), and “criminal urban guerillas” (Pinheiro, 2009). According to 

Hochmüller and Müller (2016), this ‘criminal insurgency narrative’ can affect how crime and 

violence are governed both in the national and international context. They argue that efforts to 

portray violence in Central America as a subtype of insurgency results in more blurred boundaries 

between war-making, peace-making, development and law enforcement. Legget (2007, p. 65) also 

argues that the term urban insurgency is problematic, since framing criminals as insurgents can be 

dangerous in a region known for its brutal repression of such. As he puts it: “There are serious 

implications for democracy when citizens are treated like enemy combatants and neighborhoods 

like hostile territory”. For the same reason, framing them as terrorists can also be problematic.  

A central part of the literature on El Salvador has discussed how violence affects politics and party 

behavior, making repressive policy and extralegal measures frequent tactics to win votes. As Wade 

(2016) argues, the political elite in El Salvador has always been more concerned with elections, 

than strengthening institutions, assuring the rule of law and encouraging transitional justice. 

Holland (2013, p. 45) argues that the reason why ARENA, the conservative right-wing party, 

stayed in power while most other countries in Latin America moved to the left, was because they 

managed to “exploited popular frustrations with crime to secure electoral majority and to unite the 

party”. Van der Borgh and Savenije (2014) also connect popular frustrations of crime with the 

continuation of hard-hand policies during the left-wing party FMLN’s administration. They argue 

that their attempt to follow a different public security strategy failed because of the political 

context, where repressive policies are very popular and criticism about being ineffective against 

crime made it essential for them to communicate that they were in control. 
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Public discourses framing gang members as the state enemy have made the public generally more 

skeptical towards strategies emphasizing dialogue and rehabilitation. However, this does not mean 

that political parties do not pursue alliances with gangs if they believe it can help them win 

elections. The truce, which was a process of negotiation between the main gangs, facilitated by 

state representatives between 2012 and 2013, is an example of such an alliance. Van der Borgh 

(2019) explains that the minister of justice and public security, Munguía Payés, had promised a 30 

percent reduction in the homicide rate. However, as the homicide rate continued to increase during 

his tenure, he decided to engage in dialogue with the gangs.  Since he was aware that this would 

be unpopular, it was done in secret. Although the truce was successful in lowering the homicide 

rates, it is argued that this negotiation showed the gangs that they could gain influence and benefits 

by using violence, which had the contradictory effect of making them stronger and more violent 

(Cruz and Durán-Martínez, 2016).   

As this section has illustrated, state actors in violent societies often use the citizens’ fears as a way 

to win votes or to legitimize their position. In this thesis, I will treat the Politics of violence as an 

explanatory factor for police violence, by analyzing how the state’s security strategy create ways 

of justifying and facilitating the excessive use of force through its practices and discourse. Public 

opinion is likely to support these violent practices, especially if the state successfully constructs 

an enemy of which the majority believe the country would be better off without. In many ways, 

political elites take advantage of this public opinion through penal-populism, where they use of 

stigmatizing rhetoric and repressive policies, either to get in power or to stay there. This discourse 

and populist policies are likely to also affect the level of police brutality. Furthermore, as this 

section illustrated, governments can also be tempted to engage in secret liaisons with criminal 

actors. This interaction between state actors and gangs creates new patterns of violence, which 

also can affect the level of police brutality.  

2.1.5 Work stress and the use of force  

A different factor that is considered to affect police behavior is work-related stress. It is argued 

that police officers working under especially stressful conditions are not only usually more cynical, 

unhappy or worn out, but also often have troubles with high blood pressure, destructive habits such 

as smoking and drinking, marriage problems or mental issues (Finn and Tomz, 1996; Gherson, 



 

21 
 

2000). It is also argued that work-related stress can be linked to police officers’ excessive 

aggression (Gershon, Lin and Li, 2002; Queirós, Kaiseler and Leitão, 2013). Scholars have 

suggested two alternative causal links between work-related stress and the use of violence. On the 

one hand, the use of violence and a high probability of victimization can cause higher levels of 

stress (Brown and Campbell, 1990). On the other, it has been argued that stressed and burnt-out 

police officers are more likely to use violence (Kop, Euwema and Schaufeli, 1999).  

Few studies have empirically tested the link between work-related stress and the use of force, and 

the few that have obtained mixed results. According to Mansoni and Eisner (2006, p. 614), two 

different qualitative studies on police violence in Germany suggest that police violence is related 

to stress and frustration among police officers who work in urban areas with high crime rates and 

a deprived population. However, in Manzoni and Eisner’s own quantitative analysis of police 

officers in Zurich, they do not find that any stress-related factors affected the use of force. Yet, 

Queirós, Kaiseler and Laitão’s (2013) quantitative study on male police officers in Portugal find 

that burnout among officers can predict aggressive behavior. In other words, the empiric evidence 

obtained mixed results. This does not necessarily mean that we should reject the idea of the 

potential stress-caused use of force. Instead, it demonstrates a need for more studies to test a 

potential causality.   

High levels of victimization can be a stress-trigger for the police force. Hassell (2018, p. 163) 

argues that one must see problems of violence by the police in context with violence against the 

police. As she puts it: ”Violent incidents by and against the police have intensified blatant 

disrespect and noncompliance during police engagements, decreased levels of proactive police 

enforcement activities, increased violent crime, and generated greater levels of hostility and 

distrust between police and the communities they serve”. Chevigny (1990, p. 396) also argues that 

one should expect the police to use lethal force more often places where they are facing life-

threatening situations. In other words, violence by and against the police is both harmful to society, 

and both aspects must be addressed to reduce hostility and distrust between society and police.    

In sum, there are several aspects of police behavior that can be better understood by studying work-

related stress. Therefore, this thesis will explorer and analyze in what way police stress can affect 

the way the Salvadorian police force perceive reality and how they perform their tasks. 
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Furthermore, the thesis will also analyze to what degree the use of lethal force can be connected 

to increased victimization and risk.  

2.2 The crime-violence-governance nexus: understanding changing conflict 

dynamics 

The previously discussed factors are all important when attempting to understand under what 

conditions high levels of police brutality is likely to emerge. However, these factors cannot fully 

help us understand why levels of brutality increased in one specific moment since their effect on 

society has been more or less constant in the last 20 years. The extreme number of civilians killed 

by the security forces between 2013 and 2017, suggests that we are not dealing with ‘normal’ 

police brutality, but repeated patterns of excessive use of force. Therefore, this thesis does not try 

to explain police brutality only as the product of violence-producing norms and practices, but also 

as the symptom of a conflict transformation, where what used to be a conflict between gangs has 

been transformed into a conflict between the state and the gangs. I will adopt to Müller's (2018) 

theoretical approach The Crime-Violence-Governance Nexus, which will allow me to analyze the 

increasing levels of lethal force as a consequence of changing conflict dynamics.  

Some researchers refer to the Weberian concept of violence monopoly when analyzing violence 

in Latin America. They argue that the high levels of violence are the consequences of failed state 

institutions and lacking violence monopoly. However, Pearce (2010) argues that the violent 

development should not be seen as a loss or absence of the violence monopoly for two reasons. 

First, many of the Latin American states have never exercised, nor aspired to exercise such a 

monopoly, but instead welcomed indirect alliances between local elites and alternative sources of 

coercion. Second, she believes that explaining the violence by looking at the state’s failure to 

establish a violence monopoly does not convey the systematic way in which the state enables the 

multiple forms of violence to spread. According to her, the new violent challenges have offered 

the state new ways of legitimizing their power and also given them political capital through 

“internal ‘wars’ with violent youth, drug traffickers, and the remaining insurgent forces of the 

region” (Pearce, 2010, p. 299). This is what she refers to as “perverse state formation”, where the 

fears and insecurities of the population enable the state to build authority and legitimacy without 
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protecting the rights of citizens, but by violently encounter and build sneaky collusions with other 

violent actors, “in the name of security provisions”.  

Muller (2018) also argues that Latin America does not fit into the Weberian ideal-typical 

perspective of statehood. In these violent democracies, the state’s power has been and is still 

challenged by non-state and para-state actors. This has resulted in a “constantly negotiated 

character of Latin American statehood, including the exercise of violence and the reach of the 

state, between a variety of state and non-state actors” (Müller, 2018, p. 175). According to him, it 

is the negotiation of statehood that fuels violence in the region. He also includes Arias’ (2018) 

argument that crime does not only pose a challenge to governance but also produce different forms 

of governance. Ultimately, he argues, the relational dynamics between governance and crime has 

consequences for the policymaking. In other words, according to Müller, to fully understand crime 

and violence in Latin America, one must study the power relation between non-state and state 

actors.  

To do so, he suggests adopting the crime-violence-governance nexus. This will allow the 

researcher to move away from the state centrism approach, which he believes dominates research 

on violence in contemporary Latin America. Instead of seeing violence as the result of failed 

governance, violence can be understood as the product of “constant interactions and negotiations 

between state as well as non-state actors who have stakes in the reproduction of the violent (and 

criminal) orders they are embedded in” (Müller, 2018, p. 39). Such an approach will allow the 

researchers to see the crime and violence as sources and modes of governance, as well as a resource 

for it. In other words, this approach makes it possible to see problems of police brutality not only 

as of the result of weak state institutions, but also as a product of the violence dynamics that are 

produced in the interaction between the gangs and the Salvadorian state. 

To sum up, this theory section has highlighted several theoretical approaches and explanatory 

factors to the issue of continuous violence in Latin America and high levels of police brutality. 

While these factors can help explain why some countries are more prone to police brutality than 

others, they do not necessarily help us understand why the levels of police brutality increased to 

higher levels in a specific period. Bonner et al (2018) argue that police brutality tends to change 

over time due to changes in society. So, when these five underlying causes of police brutality have 
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been more or less constant in El Salvador for the last 20 years, what societal change can then 

explain the sudden rise in police brutality? In this thesis, I will apply Müller’s crime-violence-

governance nexus, which can help us understand the complexity of police brutality by analyzing 

it as the result of changing conflict dynamics and altering power-relations between different violent 

actors. By identifying key events, the first part of the analysis aims at understanding the increasing 

use of lethal force by the security forces as a consequence of altering power-relations between the 

gangs and the police. However, as the second section of the analysis will argue, for these events 

to cause such extreme levels of police brutality, they had to be dependent on some underlying 

structural drivers of violence.   
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3. Methods  

3.1 Introduction 

This thesis is a single case study where I specifically focus on understanding what caused the rising 

levels in the use of lethal force by the Salvadorian security forces between 2013 and 2017. I will 

adapt to an interpretive approach, where I will use my interviews and additional data to understand 

the phenomenon from an inside-out perspective, by focusing on the interviewees’ perceptions of 

reality. An interpretive approach to social inquiry is based on the epistemological argument that 

social facts are culturally mediated (Schaffer, 2016, p. 2), and that knowledge is not discovered 

but created (Collingwood 1965 in Finlayson et al., 2004, p. 132). This stands in contrast to the 

positivist tradition, which originates in the belief that social scientists “can directly and neutrally 

observe a social world that is made up of entities (like families, classes and revolutions) that enjoy, 

or are treated as if they enjoy, a real existence independent of how people think of them” (Schaffer, 

2016, p. 2).  

3.2 Research design: a case study 

A case study is “an intensive study of a single case or a small number of cases which draws on 

observational data and promises to shed light on a larger population of cases.” (Gerring, 2016a, p. 

28). Some might confuse the word case with a unit, like for example a country. However, a case 

in this context is defined as both a “spatially and temporally delimited phenomenon of theoretical 

significance” (Gerring, 2016a, p. 27). The main goal of this thesis is to understand more of what 

can cause high levels of police brutality by looking closer at the case of rising levels in the use of 

lethal force in El Salvador between 2013 and 2017.  

A case study is a popular research design among many researchers since it allows them to study 

one, or a few, entities at depth and often over a longer amount of time. Case study designs can be 

both qualitative and quantitative, but the nature of collecting in-depth knowledge about one case 

often comes more naturally for qualitative research (Burnham et al., 2008, p. 64). Studying one or 

a few cases of a specific phenomenon can contribute to research by providing important detail that 

normally would be overseen in large-N study designs (Gerring, 2016a). Learning more about what 



 

26 
 

contextual factors and events that coexisted with and potentially produced the rising level in the 

use of lethal force, require a great amount of information as well as detail and sensitivity to the 

context, which can be provided through a case study design.  

Research within political science, both qualitative and quantitative, is often interested in causal 

relationships, being the way two or more variables are linked together. However, as Shively (2017, 

p. 79) argues, we do not automatically have a causal relationship simply because two phenomena 

coexist. To argue that one has a causal relationship, the idea that one of the phenomena produces 

the other must exist. While large-N studies often focus on finding the causal effects, meaning X 

Y, a case study can help us uncover the causal mechanisms, and tell us how to understand these. 

As Gerring (2016b, p. 248) argues: 

Case studies does not simply help us understand causal relationships, but also how to 

interpret them. If a case study is well constructed it might allow one to peer into the box of 

causality to the intermediate factors lying between some structural cause and its purported 

effect. Ideally they allow one to see x and y interact.  

In other words, the detail and depth provided by this case study can help us understand how the 

dynamics of violence and police brutality are interconnected, and possibly reveal what factors that 

are intertwining on the causal path.  

3.2.1 Assuring validity and reliability in the research 

Validity and reliability are key aspects in all types of research designs, and often what determine 

whether the research findings are seen as accurate and trustworthy, and thereby accepted by other 

researchers. In social science, the validity refers to “the issue of whether a method investigates 

what it purports to investigate” (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2018, p. 142). In other words, that our 

observations reflect the phenomena or variables we want to understand. Assuring validity is a 

continuous process, where the researcher must constantly check, question and theoretically 

interpret the findings through the whole research process (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2018, p. 143).  

One element that stands out as a challenge to the validity of this thesis is a measurement challenge. 

While the scope of this thesis is limited to understanding police behavior, it relies on data about 
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the public security forces’ use of lethal force, which do not differentiate between military and 

police personnel. Public security in El Salvador has been increasingly militarized, which makes it 

difficult to separate the two institutions from each other. In 2017, the public security forces 

included 27,300 police officers and 13,827 agents from the military (Bergmann, 2019). I 

sometimes refer to the use of lethal force by public security officers, but my data collection and 

analysis is confined to understanding the increasing use of lethal force by studying the police 

institution, not the military. It was pointed out by some of my interviewees that although the use 

of the military in public security is highly problematic, it is mostly police officers or elite groups 

under the jurisdiction of the PNC that carry out extralegal executions. Ideally, this thesis would 

manage to include both the military and the police institution. However, to do so would require 

much more time and space than a master thesis allows. I believe that this measurement challenge 

does not create a major problem for the research results. Furthermore, it is important to mention 

that my analysis and observations by no means are dependent on only this measurement, as the 

violence dynamics are seen and interpreted by using different sources and interviews. 

Being dependent on interview data can also pose a challenge for validity. Stories and information 

obtained from interviews can be colored by individual motives or opinions, and might not reflect 

the reality. Since this thesis adopts an interpretive approach to understand patterns of police 

brutality, finding one objective truth is not the only value of the research. On the contrary, the 

reasons why police brutality can flourish depend on how people justify, condemn, or deny that it 

is happening. Therefore, personal stories and views can be of value for the research, since it 

exemplifies the histories and attitudes that influence the public perception of the phenomenon. 

However, it is important to evaluate the accuracy of the histories, so that the research is not blinded 

by the informant’s own bias. It is possible to prevent this from becoming destructive for the validity 

of the thesis. For example, I can check and compare statements with previous research and other 

informants’ explanations, in order to evaluate the degree to which a statement reflects a generally 

accepted interpretation of reality. Furthermore, it can be easier to reveal untrue statements or 

personal biases if I both before and after the interview, consider potential reasons why this person 

would lie or color the reality.   

Case study designs are sometimes criticized for lacking external validity, which means that the 

conclusion from the research cannot be generalized to a bigger population (Bryman, 2012, p. 390). 
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However, there is a difference between statistical generalizations and analytical generalization. 

Statistical generalization is more formal and explicit. To use interview data to generalize, it must 

have been obtained through random sampling. Analytical generalizations, on the other hand, refers 

to “the extent to which the findings from one study can be used as a guide to what might occur in 

another situation” (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2018, p. 147). This thesis does not aim at doing any 

statistical generalizations. However, I would argue that a well-designed case study can contribute 

to analytical generalization. Furthermore, by constantly checking, questioning and interpreting my 

results with the theoretical aspects, the findings and conclusions from this thesis could contribute 

to a better understanding of other cases.  

Reliability relates to whether the research findings are consistent and trustworthy, and is often 

connected to the replicability of the research (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2018, p. 142). Replicability 

refers to the extent another research will be able to draw the same conclusions by accessing the 

data and repeat the same producers as the first researcher (Gerring, 2016b, pp. 208–209). One 

concern is that the researcher’s subjectivity affects the result, which is called researcher bias 

(Feagin, Orum and Sjoberg, 1991, p. 18). In order to prevent this and assure replicability, it is 

important to be transparent about the research process. Therefore, I use this method chapter to 

demonstrate how the research unfolded over time and to explain the procedures I followed to come 

to my conclusions. 

3.2.2 Triangulation  

According to Gerring (2016b, p. 273), it is advisable to engage in method triangulation, where the 

researcher uses both qualitative and quantitative modes of analysis to diminish problems of 

validity, replicability, uncertainty and representativeness. By providing information from several 

sources and over a period of time, I can assure a more holistic study that better understands the 

complexity of social networks and behavior (Feagin, Orum and Sjoberg, 1991, p. 6). My interview 

data will therefore be combined with secondary sources, such as reports, academic articles and 

news articles, and two primary sources, the police handbook on the use of force and a speech on 

security measures. Besides, descriptive quantitative statistics on violence, homicide and the police 

institutions will be used as an important reference point in the analysis. I believe that by engaging 

in this triangulation of data, where I combine both primary and secondary sources, as well as 
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quantitative and qualitative data, I can assure the holistic analysis necessary to understand complex 

mechanisms of social behavior, at the same time as strengthening the validity of my results.   

3.3 Data collection  

In this thesis, the main data consist of 19 semi-structured expert interviews with police, 

government workers, journalists and NGOs. All, except one, were collected during a three-week 

field trip to San Salvador. I decided early in the research process that visiting El Salvador would 

be beneficial for my study. Although it would require some additional resources and time, I agree 

with Kapiszewski, MacLean and Read’s  (2018, p. 2) argument that: “being present in the places 

where politics plays out remains critical to our ability to understand and gain insight into political 

processes”. Since I already had a good understanding of Spanish and received a scholarship from 

Fritt Ord, fieldwork was both possible and reasonable to do. I believe being present in San Salvador 

did not only make information more accessible, but observing at close gave me a better contextual 

understanding that no book could have offered me.  

3.3.1 Semi-structured in-depth interviewing 

I chose to focus on doing semi-structured in-depth interviews since I considered this to be the best 

way to access information that could enlighten different dynamics of the conflict, as well as 

different perceptions. In-depth qualitative interviews are: 

Face-to-face encounters between the research and informants directed towards 

understanding informant’s perspectives on their lives, experiences, or situations as 

expressed in their own words (…) The [interviewer] role entails not merely obtaining 

answers, but learning what questions to ask and how to ask them” (Taylor, Bogdan and 

DeVault, 2015, p. 102). 

In other words, doing interviews is also a learning process where one interview can open doors to 

new angles or explanations, which can help the researcher guide the next interview. 

The term semi-structured interview can be used in various ways. However, it typically refers to a 

situation where the interviewer has a series of questions in general form, while including space for 
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follow-up questions (Bryman, 2012, p. 212). Since semi-structured interviews allow the researcher 

to “balance” between structure and non-structure (Burnham et al., 2008, p. 240), they encourage 

the flexibility necessary to capture unexpected angles, while assuring the structure necessary to 

place interview data within the theoretical framework. To make sure that I balanced well, I 

prepared an interview guide that included a list of topics with some general questions. To guarantee 

some comparison across interviews, some questions were asked to every interviewee, while other 

questions varied according to the profession or the individual. Since the goal of the thesis was to 

explore potential alternative or additional causes of police brutality, the interview guide needed to 

be open enough for the interviewees to share their own thoughts around the issue of police 

brutality. It was also important to prevent confirmation bias, so I made sure that my questions were 

not too leading towards one explanatory model.  

Most of the interviews were recorded, except one of the conversations with a low-ranking police 

officer. Here I chose to have a more informal conversation since I believed that recording would 

make the police officer more restrained. Since the interviews were going to be my main source of 

data, it was important to record and later transcribe them. This assured, as it is pointed out by 

Bryman (2012, p. 482), that I did not have to depend on my memory or hasty notes, that I later 

could thoroughly examine the conversation, and to some degree potentially avoid the researcher 

bias I earlier discussed. Even though I recorded, I still took notes to remember details that would 

not necessarily be picked up in the sound recording, such as the interviewee's physical reactions 

to some of the questions. All quotes that were originally in Spanish are my own translations.    

The interview data was used to understand changing patterns of police brutality, by interpreting 

and comparing different actors’ perceptions and understanding of it. The actors’ perceptions must 

be interpreted and not taken as “facts” because people tend to see their own actions in the best light 

(Keith Dowding in Finlayson et al., 2004, p. 138). Therefore, their evidence must be “weighted 

along with other evidence”, which in this case will be interviews with other actors or secondary 

sources. When being guided by an interpretive approach, the analysis can move back and forth 

between “aggregate concepts” and the beliefs of a particular individual (Finlayson et al., 2004, p. 

131). This means that while the perceptions of individuals are constructed and dependent on the 

social context (which can include history, culture, norms, traditions, etc.), the same social context 

does not exist independent of the beliefs and perceptions of individuals. In other words, this thesis 
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argues that to understand particular patterns of violence in El Salvador, one must try to understand 

how the social context influences people’s perceptions, while also recognizing how these 

perceptions can influence outcomes, which in this particular case is increased levels of police 

brutality. 

3.3.2 Sample  

To get as much information from the interviews as possible, the sample was limited to interviewees 

that could comment on the phenomenon in a reflected and insightful way, either because of their 

background, current position, or knowledge. To limit the interviews to a specific group is called 

strategic or theoretical sampling (Tjora, 2010, p. 128), and since the selection is based on the 

interviewee’s knowledge or insight,  I will refer to them as expert interviews. An expert interview, 

or “elite interview” as Burnham (2008, p. 247) calls it, is valuable because it “brings the world of 

the practitioner and the academic together in a hopefully fruitful mutual dialogue.” In order to 

successfully conduct and use expert interviews, the interviewer needs to be “prepared to explore 

the world of the respondent sympathetically without being captured by it”. (Burnham et al., 2008, 

p. 247). I believe that the expert interviews in this thesis opened up for new ideas and interpretation, 

while depending on a theoretical framework and the central research question prevented me from 

being “captured” by the interviewees' perceptions and ideas.  

I started looking for potential interviewees before I traveled to El Salvador by contacting several 

researchers and NGOs I believed could be relevant. Many of my interviewees were accessed 

through snowball sampling, which is a non-random form of sampling where the researcher uses 

its initial contacts to recommend potential interviewees from the same circumstances (Burnham et 

al., 2008, pp. 107–108). One of the limitations of such sampling is that it is not representative of 

the group under investigation. However, by being aware of this, I can prevent misleading 

conclusions.  

I chose to limit my interviews to four main groups: academics (professors or government workers), 

NGO workers, journalists and police officers. I did this because I believed their insight and 

information could help bridge theory and local experience together. Furthermore, by interviewing 

people with different backgrounds, I would be able to cover different opinions and perceptive, 
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which I believed was essential for understanding the complexities of police brutality. Besides, 

experts and officials were easier to access, and interviewing them implied fewer ethical issues than 

it would if I for example interviewed victims. This does not mean that there are no ethical issues 

connected to interviewing experts. However, I will come back to this later.  

I chose to exclude some groups that arguably would have been beneficial to include. I left out 

victims, mostly because I believed their vulnerable situations would make the interview process 

more difficult and that the ethical consideration would be too immense for me to guarantee as a 

master student. Furthermore, I also considered that finding them and building the trust necessary 

would be difficult to do successfully in only three weeks. After conducting my fieldwork, I was 

happy about this decision since my concern about their vulnerability and potential risks were 

confirmed by several of my sources. I also excluded gang members, since they were difficult to 

reach and because of the ethical issues connected to communicating with them. On one hand, they 

could put themselves in danger by talking to me, and on the other, it could be considered immoral 

by some because it potentially could allow them to legitimize their violence. Because of my limited 

local knowledge, I decided that excluding both victims and gang members would be the most 

responsible thing to do. However, I expect that some of the expert interviews can cover some of 

the viewpoints of both victims and gang members.   

Within the police institution, I talked with people from three different occupational levels. Since 

this thesis argues that police brutality in the case of El Salvador 2014-2017 should be treated as a 

systematic issue and not as a result of a few bad officers, I mainly focused on interviewing officers 

with administrative responsibility. I believed they had the best overview over their departments 

and the national police strategy, and also that they could to some extent be held responsible for 

what their police officers do in the field. Three of the interviews were with chief officers from 

different departments, while one interview was with a sub-director of Sección Táctica Operativa 

(tactical operations). I also wanted to talk to some patrolling officers to learn more about their 

experience in the field, and especially their perceptions of risk and blame. I was able to talk to two 

agente, which are the police officers that patrol the streets.  

One of the most obvious limitations in the sampling process when doing interviews is that the 

sampling depends on the access to the interviewees. Burnham et al (2008, p. 184) argue that if a 
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potential interview is not possible to conduct, it can “produce systematic error into the sample of 

interviewees”. This was a problem with some planned interviews with people in the police 

institution, where I experienced that some officers canceled last minute or wanted me to get 

permission from the chief of police, who was very difficult to reach. Although these issues 

illustrate some of the limitations of this research design, I would argue that it does not produce a 

systematic error that will harm the research as a whole. However, the bureaucratic barriers and the 

lack of cooperation from some police officers should instead be seen as a natural obstacle in the 

research on police brutality.  

3.4 Ethical guidelines  

Ethical considerations were not only important in the initial face of the research, but also essential 

during the fieldwork. Indeed, a researcher always faces the challenge of “meshing the theoretical 

requirements of a research design with the practical and ethical demands of the field.” 

(Kapiszewski, MacLean and Read, 2018, p. 2). Although I had spent time reflecting on ethical 

boundaries beforehand, I did also face dilemmas during the fieldwork and interview process.   

The discussion on ethical boundaries tends to be broad and often discussed in diverse ways. To 

discuss what ethical consideration I had to do during my research process I will distinguish 

between Diener and Crandall’s (1987; in Bryman 2012, 135 ) four main areas of ethical issues; 

harm to the participant, lack of informed consent, invasion of privacy and deception. The first 

consideration, that the researcher must not harm the participant, was fundamental through the 

whole research process. Getting approval from the Norwegian Center for Research Data (NSD) 

was an important step in the process, since it provided me with meaningful advice from 

professionals, as well as giving me guidelines to help me protect personal data. I made sure that 

personal data was protected according to the standards of NSD, by for example coding the names 

of the respondents and keeping the codes in a password-protected document.  

The second ethical consideration, the informed consent, is also connected to protecting the 

informant from harm. Every participant got an informational letter concerning the research and the 

protection of their personal data. Informed consent was collected from each participant, either in 

writing or through email. The information letter and consent form was translated into Spanish. I 



 

34 
 

also made it clear during the interview that the respondent could choose to be anonymous. Most 

NGO workers and academics wanted to have their names published, but underlined that their 

perceptions were their own, and did not necessarily represent the views of their workplace. 

However, during the interview process, some of my interviewees who originally were confident 

revealing their identity developed doubts about this later in the process. For example, one of the 

police officers I interviewed expressed to me, during our second conversation, that some 

statements might get him in trouble with his superiors, and consequently cost him his job. Although 

he did not say directly that he would like to be anonymous, I ultimately decided to protect the 

identity of all police officers, since I believe there was a chance that participating could cause 

problems for them.   

The third consideration, invasion of privacy, was important to consider when formulating the 

questions. I evaluated whether some questions could bring psychological harm to the interviewee, 

and during the interviews, I underlined that they could choose not to answer if the question made 

them uncomfortable. For example, I believed it was important to talk about positive attitudes 

towards the use of torture and social cleansing (the removal of members from a social category 

regarded as undesirable). However, I considered this a sensitive topic that could be uncomfortable 

for the interviewee. Therefore, I was very careful when entering this topic. However, it turned out 

that most of my respondents had reflected on this issue before, and therefore did not have any 

problems discussing it.  During the interview process, I also realized that snowball sampling could 

generate some potential ethical issues. Since many of the interviewees knew each other, they 

sometimes asked questions about what their friends or acquaintances had answered. Therefore, it 

was very important to assure confidentiality and not reveal information.  

Finally, it was important to be honest about the research goal towards my informants to prevent 

potential deception. Although I knew that it would be easier to access the police if they did not 

know what I was studying, I chose to be transparent with my research and was honest from initial 

contact. As Bryman (2012, p. 143) argues, avoiding deception is important, not only because it is 

unethical, but also for the researcher's self-interest. As he points out, if the researcher is found to 

be dishonest, his or her reputation will be damaged and it will be difficult to gain further 

cooperation or financial support. Furthermore, it could also harm the possibility of future research, 

since the informants could have a hard time trusting other researchers.   
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3.5 Analysis  

In a case study analysis it is common to engage in three levels of analysis (Gerring, 2016b, pp. 

139–141). The first is cross-case analysis, where variation across different cases is analyzed. The 

second is longitudinal analysis, where variations over time are central. And third is a within-case 

analysis, where the researcher focuses on the variations within the case itself. Although this thesis 

is a single case study and not comparative of design, it does include some sense of cross-case 

analysis in two different ways. First, to present the case as interesting and worth studying, the 

thesis does make references to other geographical areas. Second, it is fundamental in the analysis 

to compare the case of El Salvador 2013-2017 with other periods within the same geographical 

limited area, El Salvador, and hence engage in cross-case analysis. In terms of within-case 

variation, in order to “exploit variations within the case” (Gerring, 2016b, p. 140), I distinguish 

between different groups of individuals based on their background. For example, I expect that a 

police officer most likely will have different perceptions than a human rights defender. Analyzing 

these variations will provide fundamental insights for my research subject.  

To contribute to political science, the thesis must connect the observations with a theoretical 

framework. In order to extract the relevant information from my data, I used the qualitative data 

program NVivo. This software allowed me to identify important themes and information that came 

up during my interviews and systematically organize them into defined ‘nodes’, which are 

“collection[s] of references about a specific theme, place, person or other area of interest’ (Bryman, 

2012, p. 596).  

3.5.1 Structure of the analysis 

In this section, I will make clear how I plan to organize the analysis. I divide my analysis into two 

main parts. In the first section, I will use Müller’s crime-violence-governance nexus to identify 

some key moments that somehow changed the power relations between the gangs and the police, 

which consequently caused an escalation in violence and eventually the sudden increase in the use 

of lethal force. I argue that these violence dynamics and changing patterns cannot be understood, 

or explained, without connecting them to the deep-rooted causes of violence and police brutality, 

which were discussed in the theory section. Therefore, the second part of the analysis will interpret 
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the increasing aggression and police brutality in the context of: 1) a culture of violence, 2) the 

limitations of control-mechanisms, 3) the construction of an enemy, 4) the politics of violence and 

5) police stress-factors. These are operationalized below.  

3.5.2 Operationalization of the main explanatory factors 

To make sure that the analysis is connected to theory and previous research, it is important to 

operationalize the concepts central in the analysis. The first part of the analysis will look closer at 

the changing conflict dynamics, by identifying some key events that led to a significant change in 

the power relations between the state and the gangs. In order to be considered a key event, the event 

must have caused: 1) a change in attitudes or discourse, 2) a change in the level of violence, or 3) 

increased the capacity of either the police or the gangs. I do not expect that one single event alone 

can explain the sudden increase. However, I expect that by identifying several events that were a 

part of the path to more brutality, I can ultimately understand better why the use of force increased 

at that particular time. 

The second part of the analysis will interpret the violence dynamics in the context of the underlying 

causes of violence and police brutality, previously identified in the theory chapter. The first factor, 

the limits of control-mechanisms, are important to understand why police officers in El Salvador 

seldom are held accountable for abusing their power. In this section, I will interpret my informants’ 

perceptions about the functionality of accountability measures, and see them in the context of the 

changing conflict dynamics. Since the literature does not conclude why these control-mechanisms 

fail in El Salvador, this section will aim at analyzing how the informal police culture can facilitate 

elevated levels of police brutality, and how this is connected to other underlying factors. I will also 

analyze the relationship between public acceptance towards extralegal measures and limits of 

control-mechanisms, to figure out if this can affect the institution's possibility or willingness to 

assure police accountability.  

The second factors is the culture of violence. Here I will interpret my interviewee’s perceptions 

about current violent practices, and see if they connect or justify these by referring to historical 

patterns of repression and violence. If many of them do so, it will confirm that the socialization of 
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violence is important to understand why the police in El Salvador are more likely to use lethal 

force and get away with it, also in situations where it can be considered an extralegal execution.  

The third factor is the construction of an enemy, will will be used to analyze how violent state 

strategies and the police officers’ use of lethal force are connected to an antagonizing public 

discourse that portrays gang members as the biggest issue of insecurity. I hope that by analyzing 

perceptions and information regarding this ‘internal enemy’ will help me understand how 

underlying structures of exclusion, intensified by stigmatizing discourses and practices, can play 

an important role in both increasing the level of conflict and creating patterns of police brutality. 

Furthermore, the way my interviewees talk about this enemy or the conflict can help me understand 

to what degree there exists a war-mentality, which the theory predicts can create elevated levels of 

police brutality.   

The fourth factor, the politics of violence, will analyze how politics can be connected to the 

changing conflict dynamics and the high levels of police brutality. Repressive policies have usually 

dominated the field of security politics in Central America, despite the fact that it usually makes 

matters worse. Why is that? This section will look at how some politicians take advantage of 

public’s fear of crime by using ‘penal populism’. Here I will explore the relationship between 

public opinion and repressive public security policies, and analyze to what extent police brutality 

can be explained by the politics of violence. Furthermore, I will also look at how the interaction 

between politicians and criminal actors, through secret liaisons, can alter the power relations 

between the actors and create different violent outcomes.  

The last factor, police stress, will try to identify to what extent pressure, fear of victimization and 

bad working conditions can affect the behavior of the police officers. This part of the analysis will 

point out why policing can be hard in El Salvador, and analyze this in connection to the changing 

conflict dynamics. Here I want to explore how stress factors can make occupational solidarity 

particularly strong, which can affect the use of lethal force. Furthermore, I also want to see how 

victimization can increase the incentives for police officers to kill who they believe is responsible 

for killing their colleagues, which consequently will encourage a cycle of revenge that further will 

increase the conflict levels between gangs and police.      
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Even though I distinguish these five categories of potential underlying causes of police brutality, 

it does not mean that each category exists and works independently of the others. On the contrary, 

there is a strong interconnection between all of them. However, drawing a distinction is necessary 

in order to efficiently identify relevant observations, and to secure a structural analysis. I hope that 

a thorough analysis of these observations will help us understand better how the underlying causes 

are interconnected and exactly how they affect one another. Being aware of these interconnections 

will ultimately provide a more comprehensive understanding of the contextual complexities of 

where police brutality flourish.  

  



 

39 
 

4. Analyzing changing conflict dynamics  

What makes El Salvador such a compelling case for students of peace and conflict is that the 

country has continued to face epidemic levels of violence after what is considered a successful 

peace settlement. Despite continuously high levels of violence in peacetime, there have been some 

significant alterations in the patterns of violence. This is especially recognizable when looking at 

the murder rate. As one can see in table 1, the number of homicide each year has varied 

significantly. For example, in 2013 the murder-rate was at 39.61 per 100 000 inhabitants. However, 

only two years later it had increased to 103.03, which is almost three times higher than in 2013. It 

is important to remember that although 39 seems like a low number in comparison to 103, it would 

still be considered one of the highest murder rates in the world. Nevertheless, the big alterations 

do give us a clue that something is going on. 

We can also observe variations when it comes to state-led violence, measured by the security 

forces’ use of lethal force. As illustrated in table 1, the deaths as a result of this have changed 

significantly in the last 10 years. However, in contrast to the fluctuating homicide rates, the use of 

lethal force seems to have a steady but strong increase from 2011, until it reaches its maximum in 

2016. The percentage of the total homicide count attributed to the security forces has increased 

from less than 1 percentage in 2011, to be more than 11 percentage in 2016. This is not only 

worrying but could also imply that there has been a significant change in police strategy.   

As discussed in the theory section, applying Müller’s crime-violence-governance nexus can help 

us understand complex patterns of violence. By studying the power relation between state and non-

state actors, a researcher can uncover the complex way of how violence is not only governed but 

also is a mode of governance. Therefore, this section will include a brief overview of important 

events, which can be considered to have changed the power-relations between criminal gangs and 

the state, and by doing so, also changing the general violence dynamics.  
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Table 1: Data on homicides and deaths by use of lethal force  

 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

Homicide total 4,371 2,594 2,513 3,912 6,656 5,280 3,962 

Homicide per 100.000 70.06 41.24 39.61 61.11 103.03 80.97 60.20 

Deaths by security forces’ 

use of lethal force  

28 33 51 109 381 617 407 

Deaths by the use of lethal 

force per 100.000 

0.46 0.57 0.84 1.70 5.90 9.46 6.18 

Percentage of total 

homicides corresponding 

to the use of lethal force  

0.66% 1.39% 2.11% 2.79% 5.72% 11.69% 10.27%  

Death by lethal force for 

each death of a security 

agent 

29.00 18.00 8.83 17.17 23.81 77.13 101.75  

Source: Selected data from the report: Monitor fuerza letal: El Salvador (Bergmann, 2019, p. 88). My own translation.  

4.1 Key Events and Changing Conflict Dynamics   

4.1.1Introducing Mano Dura  

At the beginning of the 2000s, the gangs had started to gain more visibility, not necessarily because 

they had gained more strength, but because they contributed more to the violence in the 

neighborhoods. This moment Veronica Reyna (interview 2), the manager of SSPAS’ (Servicio 

Social Pasionista) human rights program, identifies as the beginning of a more coherent and hostile 

government discourse against these criminal groups. In July 2003, just 8 months before the 

presidential election, the Mano Dura (hard hand) policies were introduced by the ARENA 

government. Mano Dura broadly refers to iron-fist and repression. In the case of El Salvador, it 

included the Anti-Mara law that “ban gang membership as determined by appearance and affect 

alone” and give the police the power to detain people “found wandering about without an identity 

document (…) without justified cause” (Holland, 2013, p. 46). From the launch of Mano Dura 
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until 30th august 2004, it was carried out 19,275 gang-related arrests. However, due to a lack of 

evidence, more than 95 percent of these were dismissed in court (Wolf, 2017, p. 51).  

The effect of the Mano Dura policies has been discussed by several researchers, which mostly 

conclude that the policies were ineffective, or that they actually had a contradictory effect on the 

levels of violence and crime (Jütersonke, Muggah and Rodgers, 2009; van der Borgh, 2019). The 

Mano Dura policies were perceived as problematic by most of my informants. Moreover, many 

saw these policies as an important turning point in the evolution of street gangs in El Salvador. As 

Reyna (interview 2) puts it: “In this era [early 2000s] the gangs were not what they are today.” 

How exactly did the Mano Dura policies affect the relationship between the state and the criminal 

gangs? And how did these changes influence the conflict dynamics and the use of force by the 

security forces?  

4.1.1.1 The contradictory effects of Mano Dura 

My data suggest that the introduction of Mano Dura policies resulted in a change in the daily 

operations of the gangs, especially when it comes to their financial substation, extortion. As Reyna 

(interview 2) explained, when Mano Dura was introduced and many gang members were sent to 

prison, it created a need for more economic founds to liberate important leaders of the gangs. 

Consequently, the gang got more involved in extortions. What had before been “asking for a dollar 

from those passing the corner, for cigarettes or other foolishness” (interview 2), escalated into 

more wide-scale extortion. Van der Borgh (2019, p. 9) also finds support for this argument on a 

local level, in the town of Nueva Concepción. He argues that the gangs here transformed as a 

consequence of the repressive policies, where extortion practice escalated and the municipality 

became much more violent.  

Other informants also suggest that gangs became more violent as a reaction to the repressive and 

sometimes violent treatment from the police. As one of the police officers (interview 3) puts it: 

“The young people’s reaction to the Mano Dura policies was to become more violent against the 

authorities.” The same police officer also believes that the increased extortion activity made it 

possible for the gangs to buy more guns, which escalate the violence. The other police officers 

also identify the distribution and use of heavy weapons as a factor that has increased the gang’s 

capacity to confront the authorities. This increased capacity is also discussed in the literature, by 
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for example Aguilar (2019), who argues that Mano Dura policies made the gangs more lethal since 

they started accessing more vehicles, weapons and communication devices.  

It is also argued that the Mano Dura policies caused the gangs to increase their organizational 

capacity, due to the mass-incarceration of members. “Without the mass-incarceration, we would 

not be where we are today,” says Bergmann (interview 14), a researcher at the University of El 

Salvador. He explains that by placing thousands of gang members together permanently, one 

created the possibility for them to coordinate at a national level, something they never would have 

been capable of doing if it was not for the mass-incarceration. It was not only the act of mass-

imprisonment that was crucial for this transformation, but also the government’s decision to 

separate the gang members according to their affiliation (interview 2, 9, 11 and 13). As reflected 

here by Carillo (Interview 11): 

What the Mano Dura strategy did was to help mutate the gang phenomenon. To begin with, 

these groups were not well structured and hierarchical groups, openly dedicated to 

committing crime. The security strategy itself made them develop into exactly that. One of 

the hypotheses that for example circulates, is that in one moment the government decided 

to separate the gang members in the prisons, which as a result made it possible for them 

to advance their hierarchical structure.   

This was done to prevent violent clashes between rival gangs inside the prisons. However, what 

happened was that the prisons became “operation centers” for each gang, where the leaders could 

control not only the prisons but also what happened outside (Interview 2). In other words, it is 

believed that the Mano Dura policies increased the gang leaders’ capacity to organize and send 

instructions to their members, and could because of this control violence in the streets.  

Since the criminalization of gang membership and the anti-Mara law made it possible for the police 

to arrest people based on the suspicion of being a gang member, many people were arrested 

because of their looks, age or the neighborhood they lived in. Although most arrested were released 

almost immediately (FESPAD, 2004), there have been some accusations against the attorney 

general for fabricating statements to get a conviction. Therefore, it is suspected that many people 

were imprisoned on false charges (Wolf, 2011, pp. 64–65). Several of my interviewees pointed 
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out the serious consequences these arrests could have for the individual in question. Arnau 

Baulenas (interview 11), a human rights lawyer, expressed that this mass-incarceration did not 

help resolve issues of insecurity, especially when: “(…) the good comes out bad, and the bad 

comes out worse”. The lawyer working for UNISPAD, Hector Carillo (interview 14), agreed that 

these arbitrary arrests could have crucial consequences for some young males. He explained that 

if arrested for being a gang member, it would be very difficult to rejoin the educational system or 

gain employment. In other words, the mass-incarceration did not help decrease crime or to 

rehabilitate criminals. Instead, it helped to stigmatize poor youth, and by doing so, shrinking the 

already limited opportunities they had.  

To sum up, the Mano Dura policies introduced in 2003 are believed to have caused a 

transformation in the gangs, both in the way they operate and by making them more organized. In 

many ways, these public security policies have not helped to pacify the situation. On the contrary, 

it seems like they have escalated the aggression from both police and gang members. Furthermore, 

it seems like the anti-Mara law had a contradictory effect since it stigmatized youths as gang 

members and further diminish any opportunities for them to find meaningful employment. In other 

words, this strategy might have created more potential gang members, than it actually deterred 

membership. 

4.1.1.2 Increasing tensions between gangs and state (2010-2015)  

Another series of events that generally are considered important when intending to understand the 

patterns of police brutality in El Salvador, is the increasing tensions between the gangs, and 

eventually also between the state and the gangs, beginning in 2010. Especially important for this 

period, highlighted by several of my interviewees, was the bus massacre that happened in June 

2010, in the municipality of Mejicanos. Juan José Ramírez (interview 8), a Salvadorian 

anthropologist, explained the circumstances of the attack. In the months leading up to it, there had 

been an escalation in the conflict between two clicas2, one from the Mara Salvatrucha and one 

from the Barrio 18, regarding their territory for extortion on bus routes.  According to Ramírez, to 

revenge the murder of one of their gang members, some members from Barrio 18 attacked and set 

fire to a public bus that supposedly was carrying family members of the Mara Salvatrucha gang. 

                                                 
2 Clicas are small subgroups that often affiliate with one of the main gangs.   
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The revenge attack turned into a massacre, where 14 people were burned alive3 and 17 seriously 

injured (van der Borgh and Savenije, 2014, p. 166). The attack horrified the Salvadorian 

population, and both the current chief of police and the minister of security were fast at declaring 

the incident a terrorist attack. As the current minister of security said: “This is a planned attack. 

We are no longer talking about common crime. These are true acts of terrorism.” (Batres, 2010).  

Not long before this attack, Mauricio Funes from the FMLN had won the presidential election in 

2009, and interrupted 20 years of ARENA rule. As van der Borgh and Savenije (2014, p. 161) 

argues, this administration initially wanted to reverse some of the Mano Dura policies. However, 

when this proved very difficult, the government quickly started to re-introduce some measures that 

were associated with Mano Dura. Although this process started as early as 2009, the real turning 

point can be seen after the bus attack in Mejicanos, which directly resulted in the president signing 

an anti-gang law in September 2010 (Lemus, 2010a). As Reyna (interview 2) explained, the 

provocations coming from the gangs, especially this bus massacre, interrupted Funes’ attempt on 

creating a different discourse:  

After this, the same discourse starts all over again. That is, turning back to a discourse favoring 

repression; we are going to fight them [the gangs] with all the power of the law, with all the 

power of the state. And they change the security ministers and put in militaries. They increase 

the military’s strength (…) They increase penalties, military, repressive discourse and the 

control inside the prisons.  

These measures were similar to what the last governments had done, and as before, it received 

widespread public support (Holland, 2013). It is generally perceived that this relapse back to a 

repressive approach, as well as the tendency to refer to gang members as terrorists, deterred any 

possibility of an integrated approach to the security issues. One of my informants (interview 9), a 

young man working as a government advisor, believed that after the gangs were labeled terrorist 

organizations, the focus changed completely and the possibility for dialogue died out.  

                                                 
3 Sources report differently on the casualties from this incident. El Faro reports at least 15 (Murcia, 2010) and La 

Prensa Grafica (Batres, 2010) claims that there were 17 causualties.  
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Martinez (interview 8) explains that although the bus attack was an attempt to revenge the death 

of a member in the gang, the Funes government interpreted it as an act of terrorism against the 

state. Therefore, to pressure the gangs and show strength, the state constantly made the conditions 

for gang members in prison stricter. For example, they made the requirements of visitors tougher 

and they canceled visitation during weekdays. According to Martínez, this started a war in the 

detention centers. As Martinez explains here: “The gangs responded with brutality. They killed 

prison directors, prison guards, police in charge of security in the prisons, prison administrators. 

They went crazy.” Although Martinez talks about a war in the prisons, the violent attacks he refers 

to happened outside the prison walls, often when the workers were on their way back and forth 

from work. According to him, many prison workers were killed in the years following 20104.  

Amaya (interview 4), the head of the analysis section in the ministry of Public Security and Justice, 

confirmed that the attempt to change the conditions in prisons created reactions in the streets, and 

that gang leaders inside prisons could give direct orders to members outside to increase violence. 

He also underlined that the state strategy, especially from 2010 and thereafter, urged the gangs to 

respond violently by either directly confronting the state through armed encounters or by 

systematically targeting members of the security forces:  

I think that the strategy of permanent pressure against the gangs made them stimulate their 

capacity to confront the law. Not only in order to avoid it for instance, but after the decade 

of 2010, the gangs showed an increased capacity for response. This can be seen in the 

increased armed encounters with the security forces, and with the increased number of 

homicides directed towards the members of these security institutions. 

The gangs did not only respond to the repressive anti-gang policies by violently attacking state 

institutions. Another example of response is the 72-hour bus-strike in September 2010, where 

members from Mara Salvatrucha and Barrio 18 organized a strike that paralyzed El Salvador’s 

transport system (Bruneau, 2014, p. 160). Although the government offered to protect the bus-

companies, the fear of the gangs' retaliation, made most companies suspend work for three days 

(van der Borgh and Savenije, 2014). While this strike demonstrates how the gangs were able to 

                                                 
4 I have not been able to confirm this with other sources. The statistics on security agent’s killed do not include 

prison workers, so this is potentially in adition to that.  
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respond to the government's pressure (interview 2), it also exemplifies how the gangs had become 

capable of organizing on a new level by uniting in the attempt to stand up against the state. 

Furthermore, the gangs also reviled themselves capable of expressing political demands. They 

presented a public statement where they asked president Funes to suspend the new anti-gang 

legislation and encouraged a transparent dialogue to find a peaceful solution to the conflict (van 

der Borgh and Savenije, 2014, p. 168). According to BBC, a member of Mara Salvatrucha said on 

television: “We ask our sincerest apologies for the inconvenience caused (…) We want to clarify 

that this action was taken only with the objective to be heard” (Lemus, 2010b). The government’s 

reaction to this was almost exclusively negative (van der Borgh and Savenije, 2014). The director 

of PNC at that time, Carlos Ascencio, rejected any possibility of dialogue with the gangs saying 

that: “we are not willing to have conversations with criminals” (Lemus, 2010b).  

To sum up, the years following the bus massacre in 2010 was characterized by increased pressure 

and violence coming from both the state and the gangs. In many ways, the changing conflict 

dynamics can be seen as the product of the interactions and altering power-relations between the 

gangs and the state, and the gangs and the police, where aggressions and retaliations urged the 

violence to new levels. What is interesting about these years, is that the gangs’ capacity increased 

as the result of the state’s strategy of mass-incarceration. This demonstrates how these repressive 

policies backfired, and increased the capacity of the enemy, making it possible for them to further 

intensify the conflict.  

4.1.2 A negotiated truce (2012-2013)  

Since the government discourse had emphasized that engaging in dialogue with the gangs was 

unthinkable and immoral, many might have been surprises when the newspaper El Faro revealed 

that representatives from the three biggest gangs had signed a truce, with the support of the 

Salvadorian government (Lemus and Martínez, 2012). Although it is generally recognized that the 

truce directly caused a significant drop in the homicide rate, the truce has been the subject for 

major criticism from several holds.  

Van der Borgh and Savenije (2019) conclude that engaging in dialogue with armed non-state actors 

that earlier have been framed as the enemy of the state, are likely to cause high levels of 

contestation. This is exactly what happened. Opinion polls revealed that more than 70 percent had 
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a negative opinion about the effect of the truce, where 30.1 percent believed the truce had “little 

effect” and 42.5 percent believed it had “no effect at all” (IUDOP, 2013). In other words, despite 

the significant reduction in homicides, people generally had a negative perception of its efficiency. 

One reason can be that the truce did not really improve the situation for people living in gang-

affected areas. Some of my informants were very skeptical of the government’s tendency to see 

homicide as the only measure of security. Baulenas (interview 15) told me that the ‘homicide 

crisis’ had affected how authorities tend to measure security: 

Security improves if the homicide-rate improves (…) Unfortunately, this is extremely 

reductionist thinking. Security is connected to so much more, and as long as people are 

scared to leave their houses, avoid using public transport and face daily threats and 

extortions, one cannot talk about a successful public security strategy. 

In other words, the reduction in the homicide rate tells us little about people’s lived experience of 

insecurity, which by looking at the opinion polls do not seem to have improved much. My 

interview data, as well as the observations from Borgh and Savenije (2019, p. 11), suggest that 

crime and insecurity in gang-affected neighborhoods did not really improve during the Truce. It 

has been argued that the truce could have developed into a sustainable and efficient security policy 

if it had been done differently (Wolf, 2017, p. 234). However, as Reyna (interview 2) points out, 

since the negotiating was politically motivated and therefore only focused on reducing the 

homicide rate, it did not lead to any real advances in public security.   

Skepticism and negativity towards the truce are not only connected to the discussion of its 

efficiency at reducing crime, but is also closely related to the moral dilemmas of negotiating with 

criminals.  As Amaya (interview 4) explain here:  

Generally, there is a social rejection of the notion to give concessions and benefits for 

people who have harmed others. It [the truce] is a very difficult issue to handle with the 

population, because people are very resentful because of the harm the gangs do. For this 

reason, public opinion does not accept that they [the gangs] can get benefits in exchange 

for a reduction in the problem.   
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Most of my interviewees perceived the act of negotiating with criminals as problematic or even 

considered the truce as an illegal process (interview 16). As expressed by Campos (interview 10), 

the human rights prosecutor: “It is not an adequate method to be negotiating with criminals. There 

are already legal mechanisms to process them”. Since the legality of the process was questioned, 

many people involved in the truce faced the threat of criminal charges. When the support for the 

truce had almost disappeared, the public prosecutor announced that he would start investigating 

the people who had been involved in the process (interview 2). Later, several of the representatives 

for the gangs were arrested (van der Borgh and Savenije, 2019). Bergmann (interview 15) 

explained that the legal persecution of people involved in the truce has deterred both state-led and 

private sectors from offering rehabilitation possibilities for gang members, or working in gang-

affected areas. 

Another important criticism against the truce was centered on how the negotiation had taken place 

in secrecy. For example, one of the police officers (interview 6), believed that the reason why the 

truce had not reached all its objectives was that the process lacked transparency. The lack of 

transparency came up as a central theme in many of the interviews. I believe what Carillo 

(interview 14) says here captured what many people found problematic about the truce:  

It is just that there are no conflicts that can be solved without the use of dialogue. Without 

a doubt, some dialogue is necessary in all conflicts. The issue here is how the dialogue 

takes place. The problem with the truce was that it was done behind the back of society, 

and therefore had a very negative effect because by doing it behind the back of society, 

they stigmatized dialogue.   

4.1.2.1 The truce: sparking a transformation in the gangs 

Independent of whether the truce can be considered a success or not, the process affected the 

gangs’ organizational structure and behavior, as well as on the overall conflict dynamic. The reason 

why the state was willing to go into conversations with the gangs in the first place, was that the 

gangs had been pressuring them by becoming increasingly violent (interview  8). In the literature, 

it is argued that the truce made the gangs a more powerful actor in the violence dynamics, as they 

learned how to negotiate with the state (Cruz and Durán-Martínez, 2016). Martinez (interview 8), 

argues that the gangs interpreted the state’s willingness to negotiate as a victory, and believed they 
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had “managed to bend the arm of the state” by using violence. Similar perceptions were shared by 

many others, and it was generally believed that the truce taught the gangs how to use violence to 

obtain influence.  

Although many informants talk about the truce process as the moment where the gangs learned 

how to negotiate, some sources suggest that this was a much longer process. Cruz (interview 17) 

explains: “The truce is in some way the result of what they [the gangs] had learned to do at the 

local level (…) So it is nothing that happened overnight. It is a process. And I think they continue 

to learn, changing their strategy all the time.” Other sources also suggest that conversations 

between imprisoned gang members and government representatives had been going on from the 

early 2000s (Whitfield, 2013). However, as Cruz and Durán-Martinex (2016) argue, these 

conversations were connected to the local community level, where they sometimes organized local 

ceasefires. In other words, what made the truce different was that it was on a national level.  

The truce also sparked a discussion about whether the gangs had adapted a more political character. 

Hernández-Anzora (2017) argues that the evidence revealed about the truce illustrates how the 

Salvadorian gangs are indeed getting closer to politics. He argues that since they learned to use 

their organizational and institutional base to mobilize campaigns (as they did during the Truce), 

they have devolved into something beyond just a criminal organization5. After the truce initiated 

in 2012, several observers have pointed out that gang leaders try to portray themselves as legitimate 

political representatives, as they have produced press releases, participated in political talk shows 

and proposed national reforms  (Planta and Dudouet, 2015). In an official press release, published 

by El Faro in March 20126, representatives from the gangs expressed following:  

Since last year, we have internally initiated a deep process of reflection and analysis on 

the serious and urgent problems facing our country, of which we have been a part, as a 

consequence of the war that we have been forced to wage due to social exclusion, 

                                                 
5 According to Tilly and Tarrow (2015, p. 36), non-political groups can transfer into political actors by using their 

institutional and organizational base to promote certain campaigns.  
6 This represents a short extract from the complete document. Originally it is 2 and a half page long, divided into 10 

points. The whole document is available to download from El Faro (Lemus and Martínez, 2012). Own translation 
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marginalization, repression and survival. (…) we are a part of the problem; we can also 

be a part of the solution.  

The idea of the gangs getting more political is also visible in my interview with a high-ranking 

police officer (interview 1). He explained that the gangs recently presented a four-stepped plan, 

underlining among other things the necessity of investing in poorer neighborhoods and providing 

youth with more opportunities. “As you see, this has clearly a political purpose. Not what we 

would expect from a criminal organization” he points out. On the other hand, although many 

informants confirmed that gangs have become more involved in politics, most of them underlined 

that they did not believe they had any political project, beyond using political channels to promote 

their own interests. As explained by one of the political advisors (interview 9): 

 The truce made, or converted a criminal organization into a political player (…) what is 

documented is that the homicide rate has been used as a mechanism of political pressure, 

where they [the gangs] raise it to get what they want or to gain benefits mostly. But a 

political agenda like FARC or other organized groups, no. In my opinion, it is clearly only 

provisional and economic objectives.   

In other words, although few believe that the gangs have evolved into political actors in the sense 

that they have a political project, it is commonly perceived that they have become important 

players in the political game.  

Baulenas (interview 11) is not that sure that the truce directly taught the gangs how to use the 

political channels. However, he believes that it might be more relevant to look at how political 

actors increasingly learned how to use the gangs’ territorial control to their advantage. The sudden 

drop in homicide during the truce demonstrated the degree of control the gangs have in their 

territories. Martínez (interview 8) explained that the truce made politicians aware of the gangs’ 

impressive social base and that this was very attractive for them, because of the votes it 

represented. As expressed by one of the high-ranking police officers (interview 3): “Everyone 

already knows that the politicians got involved with the gangs. Maybe looking for votes or other 

electoral reasons. Therefore the gang members noticed that they had influence in the country and 

with the authorities.” From these perspectives, it might seem like it was not necessarily the gangs 
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who got involved in politics, but rather the authorities that involved them. Independent of this 

happening consciously or not, it does illustrate an important change in the conflict dynamics.  

Amaya (interview 4) believe that the gangs’ increased bargaining power had a perverse effect, as 

they used this success as a mechanism to “increase their influence and make more young people 

join”, as they could use their political success to show what they were capable of. In many ways, 

this confirms Cruz and Durán-Martinez’s (2016) conclusion that the paradox with pacts between 

governments and criminals is that it can end up strengthening the criminal actor. 

4.1.3 Post-truce violence: applying elite forces to counter terrorists 

The truce was officially considered failed when Sanchez Cerén became president 1st of July 2014 

(van der Borgh, 2019, p. 11). In the years after the breakdown of the truce, the homicide rate 

escalated to the highest levels seen after the civil war (see figure 1). 

 Figure 1: Homicides per 100,000 (2000-2017) 

 

Source: Own elaboration with data from the book chapter “Estudio sobre las políticas de abordaje al fenómeno de las pandillas 

1992-2016” (Reyna, 2017) 
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When the Truce was still alive in 2013, the yearly homicide rate had been at 39.4 per 100,000. 

However, two years later it had increased to a number almost three times higher, reaching over 

100 murders per 100,000. This extreme increase shows that the breakdown of the truce did not 

only bring the issue of violence back to the same levels as before the truce. On the contrary, 

violence increased to levels much higher than before the truce, suggesting there had been a 

significant change in the conflict dynamics. Since the gangs had learned that the easiest way to 

pressure the state was through the murder-rate, one could interpret this increase in the homicide 

rate as an attempt to pressure the state to come back to the negotiation table.  

The number of victims of lethal force applied by the security forces also clearly increased (see 

figure 2). During the two years of the truce, 84 people were killed by the Salvadorian security 

forces. In contrast, the two following years after the truce broke down, 490 civilians were 

registered killed. In other words, in a short period, the Salvadorian security forces had increased 

its lethality by more than 5 times. Furthermore, even though 2015 represents the peak of the 

increase in the homicide rate, the statistics show that security forces continued to increase their use 

of lethal force, despite a reduction in homicides. In other words, the security strategy after 2015 is 

characterized by more violence and use of lethal force than it had before.  

Figure 2: Yearly number of deaths caused by the security forces  

 

 Sources: Data from “Monitor Fuerza Letal” (Bergmann 2019)  
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Central in this public security strategy is the elite police units, which are groups under the 

jurisdiction of PNC that receive special training to be better equipped to confront armed gang 

members. Although there is no available data on which part of the police that is behind most 

extralegal executions, it is generally perceived that most Enfrentamientos (encounters) and the use 

of lethal force is carried out by these elite forces (Bergmann, interview 15). The group FES 

(Special Reaction Forces), which was established in 2016, killed 43 alleged gang members during 

six months in 2017 (Walsh, Arvanitidis and Avelar, 2018). Martínez (interview 8), who was part 

of a team that investigated this elite unit, explains that the situation became very violent after FES 

was established: ”They launched this group basically to kill. And so they did. They went into the 

territories and killed gang members. Many of them. Gang member or not, almost if someone 

looked like a gang member, they would kill him.”  

FES was dissolved in 2017, together with another elite unit called GRP (Grupo Reacional 

Policial), after a female police officer was kidnapped and killed during a Christmas party 

organized by the GRP (Cáceres, 2018). Despite FES being accused of several human right 

violations and extralegal executions, dozens of their former members were relocated into the new 

elite unit, Jaguares, which still exist today (Walsh, Arvanitidis and Avelar, 2018). The high-

ranking officer in tactical operations (interview 16), confirmed that some of the officers from the 

former special units had been integrated into the other special forces because of their experience 

and training.  

4.1.3.1 Opposing strategies: transforming conflict into a war 

After the truce broke down, the gangs started to increasingly attack the police. Martínez (interview 

8) explains these increasing aggressions as a revenge for the government’s lack of commitment to 

the truce: “When the government aborted the truce, the gangs felt betrayed and therefore they 

started to attack. Before this we had not seen many attacks directed towards police delegations, 

however now the gangs attacked the delegations and searched for PNC patrols, and they killed a 

lot of them.” This change in behavior is also pointed out by one of the police officers (interview 

6), who explains that the gangs started to increase their arsenal after the truce, which consequently 

led to more attacks towards the police. All the police officers I interviewed argued that the increase 

in the use of lethal force between 2015 and 2017 was the result of these aggressions. One of the 

high-ranking police officers (interview 3) explains it like this: “When the police are entering a 
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place and are seen, they [the gangs] shoot at them. And then the police respond in the same manner. 

With more efficiency, because the police receive training.” Another police officer (interview 6) 

justifies the use of force similarly, by pointing out that since the context became more violent “the 

police had to use all the instruments they had, and adjust it to the new conditions.” 

When confronted with the reports about extralegal executions, most of them argue that these are 

isolated incidents committed by a few ‘bad’ police officers. Furthermore, they assure me that all 

police officers who cross the boundaries of the law are punished accordingly. As the police 

commissioner (interview 5) of a municipality with heavy gang presence told me: “The mandate 

we have is that we have to enforce the law (...) but if it goes beyond the limits of this, it turns into 

a crime and it must be punished according to that”. The two patrolling police officers (interview 6 

and 7), both underlined how important human rights are for the police, and denied that human 

rights violations are common. However, in contrast to their superiors, the two men did admit that 

it exists police officers with certain attitudes that would encourage violence against gang members, 

or even applaud the elimination of them.  

Figure 3:  Proportion of total homicides committed by security forces 

 

Sources: Data from “Monitor Fuerza Letal” (Bergmann, 2019) 
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rate. On the contrary, the proportion of homicide that corresponds to the use of lethal force by the 

security forces has continued to increase as the homicide rate has decreased. Figure 3 illustrates 

how the proportion of homicides attributed to the Salvadorian security forces has strongly 

increased since 2011. In 2016, as much as 11.69 percent of all homicide victims were killed by the 

security forces, which is a shocking escalation if compared with 2011, when this proportion was 

as little as 0.66 percent.  

Second, if the use of lethal force could be explained by the increase of potentially deadly 

aggression from criminals, one would expect to find a significant number of deaths among the 

security personnel over the same period that the use of lethal force increased. However, this is not 

the case, especially not after 2015.As one can see in figure 4, the proportion of security officers 

dying in comparison to civilians demonstrate a clear disproportionate use of force 

Figure 4: Victimization and lethality of the security forces  

.  

 Sources: Data from “Monitor Fuerza Letal” (Bergmann, 2019) 

In the figure, the orange graph describes the lethality distribution between police and civilians, 

while the blue is the number of security agents killed in service. In 2015, for every police officer 

who died in violent encounters, around 23 civilians were killed. However, in 2017 the number of 

civilians who died for every security officer had increased to over 100. Furthermore, the fact that 

it died almost as many security agents in 2013 as it did in 2016, but that the security forces killed 
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566 more suspects in 2016 than in 2013, makes it unlikely that the increasing use of lethal force 

only is a reaction to an increased danger for security agents.  

4.1.3.2 Extralegal executions as a logic of war: conflict transformation 

In 2018 it was published several reports that criticized the Salvadorian security forces for extensive 

human rights violations. One report concludes that the Sánchez Cerén administration had been 

marked by state violence, exemplified by the many complaints concerning extralegal execution, 

forced disappearances and torture with PNC officers as responsible (SSPAS, 2018).  Also, the 

United Nations special rapporteur for extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions Agnes 

Callemard, wrote that she had seen “a pattern of behavior amongst security personnel, amounting 

to extrajudicial executions and excessive use of force”(Callemard, 2018). Furthermore, in 2019 

the Attorney’s Office for the Defense of Human Rights (PDDH) released an investigation of 48 

cases of extrajudicial executions attributed to PNC between 2014 and 2018, revealing a “pattern 

of excessive use of force and lethal violence” (PDDH, 2019, p. 12).  

Most of the experts I talked to believed that  PNC became much more violent after 2014. However, 

my informants do not agree whether the government directly encouraged the use of violence, if 

they allowed it to happen or if it was out of their control. Some of my informants argued that one 

could interpret certain political speeches as an authorization or “a green light” for police  officers 

to use lethal force more frequently (interview 4 and 17). For example, in January 2015, director of 

PNC at that time, Mauricio Landaverde, said in a speech to the police: 

 All those members of the police who for reasons of their work have to use firearms against 

criminals, do so with complete confidence. There is an institution that has have their backs, 

there is a government that supports us. Any member of the national police that has to 

deploy their weapon, do it with all confidence and certainty that the law will assist us.7  

Not long after, the vice president, Óscar Ortíz, confirmed that the government completely 

supported Landaverde’s statement, and added: “Any member of PNC, our police, in the line of 

their duty, in the defense of citizens, of their integrity, that has to use their firearm, should do so 

                                                 
7 Own translation of speech, available from the channel “PNC El Salvador” (2015) on Youtube. 
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without any fear of consequences for it. The law will assist them” (La Prensa Grafica, 2015). It is 

important to add that police officers had always been authorized to use lethal force as self-defense 

or the defense of a third party (Ministerio de Justicia y Seguridad Pública, 2017). However, one 

can argue that by explicitly emphasizing that police officers will be backed by the government, 

could easily be interpreted as a sign of acceptance. Several of my interviewees believed these 

statements were influential for the following upsurge in the use of lethal force from the police side 

(interview 2, 17).  

Another factor that arguably had a direct influence on the security forces’ use of lethal force, was 

the constitutional court ruling in August 2015, declaring that the terrorist paragraph (adapted in 

2006) could be used against gang members (van der Borgh, 2019, p. 16). Several of my 

interviewees directly connect the court’s ruling with a change in the police officers’ behavior and 

the extreme increase in the use of lethal force (interview 8,9 and 15). Martínez (interview 8) 

explains that many were interested in defining the gangs as terrorist organizations, since it is 

internationally acknowledged that terrorism must be fought with more extreme measures. In his 

perspective, applying the word terrorism was “playing with words and putting them [the gang 

members] in a category where it would be easier to exterminate them”. Also, the political advisor 

(interview 9) confirms that by applying the term terrorism, the government “criminalized the gang 

members to the highest level”, which made it easier to justify some of the abuses against them.  

The statements giving police officers ‘green light’ to use lethal force and the decision to declare 

gangs as terrorist organizations, should be understood as a part of the state’s strategy and reaction 

to the changing violence dynamics. These decisions were made after the breakdown of the truce, 

in the context of an increasing homicide rate and public pressure to solve the security crisis. 

Because of the negative public opinion connected to the past negotiations between government 

and gang leaders, it might have been important for the new administration to distance themselves 

from the process of negotiation. Furthermore, when the state agents were directly attacked by 

gangs, responding with more force became the natural response. As one of the high-ranking police 

officers (interview 1) explains: “What happens is that it becomes a bit like the logic of war. You 

follow a strategy, and the enemy responds with another.” In other words, the violent outcomes 

should be understood as a result of the interaction between the state and the gangs, where their 
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opposing strategies led to a conflict transformation, where some police officers’ behavior started 

to look more like war-making than policing.  

4.2 Police brutality: Interpreting events in the context of structural drivers  

Although these events in many ways can help us understand the changing conflict dynamics by 

seeing how they caused an alteration in the power relation between gangs and the state, the events 

are not by themselves good enough explanation for why the Salvadorian security forces became 

so brutal. For example, it is not given that any country that applies a similar terrorist law, will 

automatically reach the same levels of police brutality as in El Salvador. Several countries in 

Europe, such as Italy, Belgium and France, have passed anti-terrorism laws without this sparking 

similar levels of violence. For these legal changes to have the same fatal consequences as in El 

Salvador, it depends on several other contextual factors. Some structural drivers in the Salvadorian 

society encourage aggression and create a context where police officers are more likely to shoot. 

Not only to protect but also to kill. In this section, I will discuss how the upsurge in the use of 

lethal force is both connected to and dependent on, these structural drivers.  

4.2.1 Controlling the excessive use of force  

The peace accords of 1992 included significant details about the new civilian police force (PNC) 

and the new police academy, which specified “their composition, organization, doctrine, apolitical 

nature and restrictive principles for the use of force” (Stanley, 1999, p. 116). Although PNC was 

considered to be “more respectful of human rights and more transparent than the forces it replaced” 

(Stanley, 1999, p. 118), William Stanley reported in 1996 that PNC and the ministry of public 

security were increasingly responding to challenges in similar ways as their predecessors (Popkin, 

2010, p. 176).  

In an investigative article published by the online paper Factum, Avelar and Martinez d'Aubuisson 

(2017) reveal how an elite group in PNC used the social media platform Whatsapp to plan 

extralegal executions and celebrate the death of gang members. They argue that this is only the 

“tip of the iceberg” and that groups like this exist over the whole country. Despite clear evidence 

of police misconduct, Martinez (interview 8) tells me that none of the police officers involved have 
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been convicted after the evidence was handed over to the police. These allegations demonstrate 

that violations of human rights do not only belong to the security institution of the past. Why is 

PNC, despite attempts to reform, still capable of abusing their power? This section will focus on 

understanding why control mechanisms are not enough to prevent abuse and punish officers that 

have carried out extralegal executions.  

In the Conceptual framework for the use of force and the employment of lethal arms in the Civil 

National Police in El Salvador (Ministerio de Justicia y Seguridad Pública, 2017, p. 7), it is clearly 

stated that:  

Force should only be applied when it is strictly necessary and to the extent that it is required 

for the performance of police functions. The use of lethal arms must be considered an extreme 

measure, in exceptional circumstances that pose an immediate danger of death or serious 

injury for the police or other people.   

The same manual also includes an illustrated pyramid model of resistance-force, which clearly 

illustrates that the resistance from suspects must be potentially lethal in order for the police to use 

their firearms. The manual also explains that in situations where the use of lethal force is inevitable: 

“They must reduce the damages and injuries to the minimum; they will respect and protect the 

human life” (Ministerio de Justicia y Seguridad Pública, 2017, p. 21).    

Since the police always must protect life and make as little damage as possible, one should expect 

that many of the armed encounters result in more wounded than dead. However, it seems like this 

is not the case in El Salvador. As Baulenas (interview 11) explains: “The normal thing in an armed 

confrontation where civilians have attacked the police, is that it comes out more wounded than 

dead, because the police will not kill them but only defend themselves. Here, no. Here it comes 

out much more dead than wounded.” Unfortunately, data on violent police encounters only include 

the number of deaths, and not wounded. Therefore, I have not been able to confirm this argument 

with statistics. However, another interviewee (interview 14) confirms that the proportion being 

killed in comparison to wounded is disproportionate. Furthermore, evidence shows that security 

officers do not always reduce their damage to the minimum. According to the report by the human 

rights prosecutor, 64.6 percent of the 91 victims investigated had more than 6 bullets in their body 
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(PDDH, 2019, p. 42). This suggests that the clear limitations when it comes to the use of lethal 

force sometimes exist more on paper than in practice.  

4.2.1.1 Holding police accountable:  Patterns of impunity or institutional weakness?    

One of the main obstacles for holding police officers accountable for extralegal executions is that 

the police institution generally denies such accusations. All informants in the police confirm that 

they are very familiar with the rules and limitations concerning the use of force. When confronted 

with reports that accuse the police institutions of systematic patterns of excessive use of force and 

extralegal executions, all police officers clearly deny. Furthermore, when asking the high-ranking 

police officer in the tactical unit(interview 16) whether he believed that all use of lethal force in 

2016, which resulted in 617 deaths, were legitimate police reactions, he said the following:  

I would say yes. It was the last resort. I know that some reports are claiming that some 

cases are not very clear from the investigation, not only at the prosecution level but from 

other instances, as Human rights, or other types of NGOs that are involved. But if the 

police were in a situation of risk, which as the regulations say, for the police or third 

person, it must obviously reach the ultimate force, which is the use of lethal force.  

When asked about cases where police officers have been released from charges, despite the body 

of the victim clearly showing that the police officer has not reduced his damage to the minimum, 

he argues that this is not because the judges or the prosecutor protect the police. If a police officer 

walks free, it is simply because of the legal process (interview 16). ”You have to remember one 

thing; the police on the ground, when they are intervening, they are the ones who are experiencing 

the situation; they are the ones who are experiencing the problem.” He tells me. Even though this 

would not be a sufficient justification considering evidence of grave human rights violations, his 

argument does capture an important essence in the issue of controlling the police in the field. 

Sometimes no other witnesses are willing to testify, and few police officers would report or testify 

against their colleagues.  

Although police officers claim that all extralegal executions are trialed and punished, this is rarely 

the case. Callemard (2018) argues that there is a problem of pronounced impunity when it comes 

to cases where a state security officer is suspected to have carried out an extralegal execution. She 
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argues that this impunity has become more profound after a reform in the criminal procedure code 

in 2013, where the judge, based on a report from the officers’ superior, can order a definite 

dismissal for those officers who have “affected legal rights in the fulfillment of their legal duty”. 

Amaya (interview 4) explains that before the reform in the criminal procedure code, police who 

had killed a suspect would be detained while an investigation was going on. After the reform, 

however, the police were no longer automatically detained during the investigation process.  

Data provided by the NGO Servicio Social Pasionista (SSPAS), seems to support Callemard’s 

perception of a trend of impunity. As one can see in figure 5, very few police officers have been 

convicted of homicide, and most of the cases are archived or dismissed. Furthermore, even though 

the number of charges increased drastically between 2015 and 2017, the number of convictions 

did not increase at all. In 2014, 32 police officers were formally accused of homicide, and five 

were found guilty. In 2016, the amount of accused had increased to 222, however, only two 

convictions were made that year.  

Figure 5: Status in cases where police officers are processed for homicide  

 

Sources: Elaborated by  Servicio Social Pasionista (SSPAS) with data from FGR (Fisclaia General de la Republica)  
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One of the reasons why so many more are being processed in 2016 and 2017, but not charged, is 

that the increase in charges was politically motivated. According to Bergmann (interview 15) the 

prosecutors’ office had been criticized for not investigating enough cases and therefore they 

decided to draw charges against almost “everyone”. However, most of these cases got dismissed 

right away.   

Several of my interviewees also argue that police officers have been able to kill with impunity, 

especially in the years where the conflict was escalating between 2014 and 2016. Here Campos 

(interview 10) explains: “There is impunity in both institutions [police and military]. There have 

not been processed many police officers, despite all the crimes they have committed. (…) the 

police really live in total impunity”.  

A report by the International Crisis Group (2017) suggests that one of the reasons why few officers 

are held accountable for extralegal executions is that the internal control units lack the personnel 

required to process the growing number of allegations. Amaya (interview 4) also believes that 

impunity is normal because of institutional weakness. As an example, he explains that he is a part 

of a disciplinary court where he has observed that there is a very prominent weakness when it 

comes to investigating: “I am not talking about the worst cases, but more simple ones. Like for 

example the fault of not showing up to work, when they have to investigate (…) these cases take 

a year, or a year and a half, to finish.” Put differently, there is a general weakness in the control 

institutions to carry out efficient and basic sanctioning when there is a misconduct.   

Another challenge is connected to the fact that the institution sent to investigate suspected 

extralegal executions is the police themselves (interview 4, interview 13). My interviewees see 

this as problematic since professional solidarity can give incentives to commit procedural fraud or 

to not investigate properly (interview 13).  It is not unlikely that these internal protection 

mechanisms are even stronger in times where the conflict is perceived as a war, where this 

mentality facilitates the idea that extreme measures, such as extralegal executions, are necessary. 

For example, the political speeches in 2015 interpreted as a ‘green light’ to use lethal force, could 

strengthen this informal protection mechanism among the police officers, which consequently 

cripple other attempts at holding the police accountable.  
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Control mechanisms also fail at encouraging people to report extralegal executions. Reyna 

(interview 2) explained that many families do not press charges, either because of fear or because 

they do not trust in the police. Furthermore, as Baulenas (interview 11) explains, many experience 

to be stigmatized when reporting such crimes, and end up being the subject of investigation instead. 

Also, poor witness protection can deter witnesses or families of victims from reporting extralegal 

executions. Both Baulenas (interview 11) and one of the journalists (interview 18) explained that 

the police behind such brutal extralegal executions are dangerous, and those who try to hold them 

accountable often receive threats. If the witness protection offered from the Salvadorian state is as 

dysfunctional as many of my informants describe8, this constitutes another obstacle for the control-

mechanisms to be effective.  

4.2.1.2 How police officers escape accountability  

Several informants, including some of the police, pointed out that police suspected of having 

committed an extralegal execution sometimes end up being discharged because the prosecutor 

does not present all the evidence (interview 3). Carillo (interview 14) confirms that the 

prosecutor’s office has not been very active at sanctioning those responsible for misusing their 

power, and in those cases they have, the investigations have been very weak. One reason for this 

can be that increasing crime and mass arrests have over-flooded both the prosecution office and 

the judges, which as a result cannot successfully work these cases (interview 9).  

However, it is also possible that the prosecution’s weak investigation and performance in cases 

against police officers are the results of a certain level of acceptance towards this type of crime. 

As Carillo explains: “I don’t know if it is because of lack of capacity, which is a possibility, or in 

the worse case because of the complexity connected to this belief that these police officers, in the 

end, are not doing anything bad. Yes, it is illegal, but justifiable in someone’s point of view.” As 

Martínez (interview 8) explains, it is not that the prosecutors have a “dark coordination” with the 

police, but it has just become the natural response in a society that is so deeply affected by a history 

of violence. Many believe that the increasing numbers of extralegal executions between 2014 and 

2017 is the result of the police been given the “free pass” by the institutions that are supposed to 

                                                 
8 My interviewees mention that the safe houses where witnesses are placed, are often in very bad conditions and 

shared by all type of witnesses, including gang members. In addition, in most cases the state only offers protection 

as long as the witness has some function for the legal process. When the trial is over they often lose their protection 

(Wade, 2016).   
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control them, either by them being very passive (interview 4) or even permissive (interview 14). 

Some of my informants interpret the prosecutor’s passiveness as a result of the general public and 

state discourse, which portray the police as the savior and the gang members as parasites.  

The general perception among all interviews, except the police, is that all people who criticize the 

police for human rights abuses against gang members, face aggressive criticism and threats from 

many holds. Both journalists (interview 12 and 18) tell me that it is normal that people who write 

critically about the police receive threats. Baulenas (interview 11), who has represented victims of 

extralegal executions, tells me that he believes no one wants to represent these victims because it 

puts you in a very uncomfortable situation: “They have threatened me, the police follow me, I have 

a wiretap on my phone (…) it is not easy to live like that”. Some informants believe that fear also 

is the reason why the prosecutor can be passive or not present all evidence in court (interview 

11,12,19). As Baulenas (interview 11) says: “The prosecutors do not want to process the police. 

Why? Because they are afraid. They are afraid of their own police force.” In other words, fear 

could to some extent discourage attempts at holding police officers accountable for murder.    

It is also suggested that police officers accused of committing an extralegal execution often receive 

various types of support from the police institution, which consequently reduces the chance of the 

police officer being convicted of a crime. As one of the police officers (interview 16) tells me, the 

police institution has their own lawyers in order to “guarantee that police actions that have been 

taken is in the legal field. And to avoid that the prosecutor in that determined moment can accuse 

police colleagues of situations they have not caused.” I believe Baulenas (interview 11) explains 

well how institutional support can weaken the mechanisms of accountability in cases of extralegal 

executions: 

I think the police know that they have carte blanche. They know that if they kill, they will 

be protected (…) They [the police institution] give them lawyers. Often they keep their 

salary; they are not fired from the corporation. Their own bosses write favorable reports 

to present to the judge. They threaten the victims, they threaten the lawyers that represent 

the victims.  
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4.2.1.2 The limits of control mechanism  

As suggested in the theory, control-mechanisms might not always be sufficient to control the police 

force, especially not in cases where there is a strong informal police culture that encourages 

abusive practices. In a country such as El Salvador, where the public security discourse for decades 

has constructed the gang members as the enemy and the police force as heroes, this police culture 

might be especially influential in limiting the success of external and internal control. As Carillo 

(interview 14) explains here: 

The politics of Mano Dura moved the responsibility to solve the problems over to the 

police, although it is really out of their reach. The police have come to believe that solving 

the public security crisis depends on them. And with this belief, some of them have reached 

the extreme, being extralegal executions.  

In the same way as the public has been affected by the discourse portraying gang members as an 

unwanted enemy, so have the police officers. It is not unlikely that many people in the police 

institution, especially the part who directly face the violence, have increased incentives to use 

violence when they know that they have the support from the public and the state. Their own 

experience with violence, together with the public discourse, can spark a type of war-mentality 

where it is more accepted among them to shoot to eliminate the enemy. Here Amaya (interview 4) 

explains how the informal police culture is difficult to control:  

The police culture in the most basic levels of the police force, the ones who face the most 

extreme violence and suffer most from it, also generate their own responses, which is a bit 

outside institutional control (…) when I say the culture, I am talking about the professional 

conscience that is produced between police colleagues when they are patrolling the streets. 

There they generate their own protection reactions. 

To sum up, despite control-mechanisms that are supposed to prevent human rights abuses and the 

excessive use of force, the police force in El Salvador has committed many crimes without being 

held accountable for it. The lack of accountability is the result of several factors that together 

discourage attempts at investigating and punish police officers. Furthermore, the informal 

protection reactions the police officers generate in the field can be outside the reach of institutional 
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control. When the state increasingly presents gang members as terrorists, while promising to 

protect police officers that have to use lethal force, this facilitates a war-mentality, which gives 

police officers both the justifications and the motivation they need to shoot gang members. This 

can in many ways help us understand why the violence increase to such high levels after the truce 

broke down, and why the use of force increases outside proportions.   

4.2.2 A violent culture: transition in the context of civil war trauma  

The theory suggested that a culture of violence could continue to reproduce new patterns of violent 

response from both government and society, also in times of peace. The issue of violence as a 

cultural feature persistently came up during my interviews as well. One of the journalists 

(interview 12) explained that violence in many ways is embedded deep into the Salvadorian society 

by quoting a line from Poema de Amor (poem of love) by Roque Dalton, a famous Salvadorian 

poet who died during the war: “We [Salvadorians] are the first to pull out the knife (…)”. He 

continues: “Sadly this is how we Salvadorians are. Our society is sick, and badly educated.”  

The strong connection between the civil war and current practices of violence is often highlighted 

as influential. As the theory chapter clarified, scholars have drawn lines between current violent 

state practices and the transition from war to peace (Call and Stanley, 2002). Since the old military 

police were famous for its brutality, corruption and repression (interview 10), the population was 

left with a “collective fear”, which consequently made the dissolution of the old security forces 

one of FMLN’s main conditions in the peace negotiations. However, as Martínez (interview 8) 

explains, this caused a power vacuum:  

 The military police and the army were so covered in blood, that is was a sore point for the 

Guerilla to get rid of them all, and they created a civil police. I understand that they did 

so, but it was done in a very bad manner. What happened in the 90? We were left without 

a police. 

Although El Salvador did have a police force, it is true that the newly formed PNC was 

inexperienced and inefficient, and not prepared for the complexity of the post-war period 

(interview 4). “There was a joke saying that for a PNC officer to take out his gun, he had to fill in 

a form”, Martínez (interview 8) explained. Furthermore, this moment of vulnerability and 
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inefficiency, unfortunately, coincided with the United States' decision to deport many convicted 

Salvadorian immigrants back to their home country. Many of these deportees brought the gang 

phenomenon back with them9, and because of the socio-economic context and the ineffective 

government, the gang culture got a strong foothold10. In other words, despite the success of 

dissolving the abusive security institution of the past, new problems rapidly appeared. While the 

formation of PNC was supposed to prevent human rights violations and excessive use of force, 

these problems increased. As one of the journalists (interview 12) puts it:  

The national Civil Police emerged, which in very little time converted into something worse 

than what it wanted to replace. It [police brutality] is not only a problem in El Salvador, 

but it was not supposed to be an issue anymore. And now it might be more serious than it 

was before, as it has escalated.  

The argument claiming that the police have continued patterns of repression and violence is an 

accusation that is directly rejected by the police themselves. One of the police officers (interview 

16) argues that the reason why people are still afraid of the police is because of the memory of the 

previously abusive police force: As he explains here: “They were a police force that did not respect 

the human rights. (…) after the peace agreement the mentality of which PNC was born, was 

completely different”.  

4.2.2.1 Historical roots and the transformations of violent practices  

The culture of violence is not exclusively connected to the civil war, but can also the product of a 

long history of colonization, repression, structural inequalities and social conflict. Although I do 

not have data on violence from earlier days, it has been suggested that El  Salvador always has 

been characterized by its high levels of violence (Cruz, 1997)11. The same perception is shared by 

several of my interviewees. They believe that the contemporary violence is connected to a long-

standing socialization process, where violence has become a normal response to all challenges in 

society (interview 4; 8; 12). Like Martínez (interview 8) puts it: “We are a society with very violent 

                                                 
9 Many of my interviewees, especially the police, perceive migration from the US as an important 

explanatory factor for the development of the gangs.  
10 this argument have been contested by other researchers, who believe it has been put to much attention to 

migration as explanatory factor see (Cruz, 2011; Wolf 2011)  
11 The persistent high levels of violence has been discussed by White (1970) and Alvarenga (1996), however, I do 

not have access to these texts.  
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values (…) since 1842 there is a record that the Salvadorian society has attempted to fix their 

public security problems with violence”. An event that exemplifies the magnitude of violence is 

the Matanza massacre in 1932, where a revolt led the authorities to massacre around 30,000 

peasants, mostly indigenous (Lovato, 2011). Martínez (interview 8) sees a connection between this 

massacre and the current violent practices. According to him, Salvadorians can often unite in the 

idea of using violence to get rid of a potential threat. In 1932 it was the indigenous, and now it is 

the gangs. As he explains:  

What happened in 1932, do not think that it was only the national guard, it was El Salvador 

as a whole (…) When it comes to the issue of killing the indigenous, everyone was agreeing. 

All the violence unite El Salvador because it is a cultural value. Because of this, it was very 

easy to arrange to not investigate all the cases of two thousand deaths12   

In Martínez’s perspective, this cultural value has created an environment where it is easy to get 

away with violence if it is inflicted on a group that is considered “unwanted” by the rest. This 

culture of violence can also help us understand why all democratic governments in El Salvador, 

independent of their political ideology, have focused on a repressive and violent solution to 

problems of public security. As expressed in both literature and my interview data, all government 

of El Salvador has responded to security issues with hard-hand policies. Martínez (interview 8) 

believes that the reason is that cultural values go much deeper than their political ideology. While 

the two biggest parties disagree on almost anything else, it is easy for them to agree on using 

violence as a security strategy. Carillo (interview 14) believes that the tradition of violent practice 

can explain why the population responds well to the militarization of police force:  

You have to consider that we come from a context where conflicts in our society have not 

been resolved peacefully. On the contrary, all conflict resolution has been in a violent way. 

(…) the level of confrontation in our society is very high, and this encourages people to 

easily direct towards the idea that having armed people will improve the situation.    

Although many of my informants explain current violent practices and the support towards these 

by referring to the culture of violence, it is important to point out that some violent practices have 

                                                 
12 Talk about the thousands of people who been killed by the police in recent time, which has not been investigated.  
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changed. As Martínez points out: “We have ‘civilized’ a lot. Before and during the war, you can 

say that the life of individuals did not have any value. Back then, to kill was to be human. We are 

still very violent, but not like during the war.” While he believes that the way violence plays out 

might change, he argues that the underlying violent values do not. In many ways, these values 

seem to stand in the way of approaches that address prevention and rehabilitation. 

Reyna (interview 2) believes that the experience with violence deters the development of a 

“democratic culture”, which is necessary to assure all citizens the same rights: 

When it does not exist a culture of lawfulness and democracy, a certain logic arises. If you 

talk about human rights and argue that they [the government] have to respect the law also 

in these cases, they will tell you that since we are an underdeveloped country it is necessary 

to respond this way (…) Therefore, if they kill us, we kill them. Period.”    

This illustrates one of the contradictions of democratization in El Salvador. While people are very 

positive towards the idea of electoral democracy and value their rights, they are willing to sacrifice 

the democratic rights of those they believe are in the way of the country’s growth. This is one of 

the reasons why, according to Reyna, so many Salvadorians value democracy while also 

responding well to authoritarian practices and repressive policing strategies, such as Mano Dura.  

In many ways, this culture of violence creates a suitable terrain for police brutality to thrive. 

Although many find this culturally embedded violence important to understand current violent 

practices, it does not help us understand why police brutality suddenly increased to such extreme 

levels between 2013 and 2017. As Bergmann (interview 15) puts it: “You did have these 

underlying factors in 2010 as well, but back then there were only around ten people who were 

killed by the police.” In other words, the sudden increase in police violence cannot be explained 

by only looking at this culture of violence, since this has always existed, while the police brutality 

just recently escalated. However, this culture might help us understand why it is possible that some 

events, as the bus massacre discussed above, sparked an increased demand for repressive 

responses.  
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4.2.3 Stigmatizing discourses: constructing an enemy 

As discussed in the theory chapter, elevated levels of violence and police brutality are often 

associated with inequality and exclusion. Without arguing that inequalities directly cause the 

increased use of lethal force by the security forces in El Salvador, this section will analyze how 

inequalities can be connected to the construction of a public enemy, and how this antagonizing 

discourse affects police responses and the conflict dynamics. It will also argue that this enemy 

discourse can stigmatize entire neighborhoods and create an environment that facilitates police 

brutality.  

4.2.3.1 Understanding gang culture and stigmatizing discourses  

Gang members are, according to previous research, predominantly young males from marginalized 

communities, with low education levels and few opportunities for employment. Although one of 

the main factors driving young men into the gang culture is the lack of opportunities, my 

informants also believed that these young men have other incentives than just money. According 

to Wolf (2011, p. 47), one of the key motivations for joining a gang is the wish to gain social status, 

support and respect, which is hard for these young men to obtain otherwise. Furthermore, many 

children grow up without the natural caregiver because their parents have migrated to the United 

States to earn a living. Many of my interviewees perceive this as problematic for their adolescence. 

As Beulenas (interview 11) explains here: 

 They [gang members] come from a broken family (…) no mom, no dad, very often they are 

raised by their grandparents, who are already old, because their parents left or were killed, 

or for other reasons. (…) for me, this is what provokes it, the feeling of belonging to 

something. The gang can give you this. They give you protection, economic benefits and 

you live better than you did before.  

Although most informants understand the gang phenomenon as a social culture that developed 

because of some fundamental societal flaws, the high-ranking police officer from the tactical 

operations (interview 16) expressed a different opinion:  

To understand the evolution of the gangs, one has to go back 20-25 years. When the 

phenomenon started in the urban areas, in “barrios” and “colonias”, where the young 
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people gathered. Young people who did not want to go to school, who did not want to work 

either. It already existed a type of laziness among them, and they started to organize”   

This way to understand the gang phenomenon as ‘organized laziness’, illustrates that ignorant and 

stigmatizing attitudes are present in some central institutions of power. The idea that gang 

members have pursued the gang lifestyle because they did not want to do anything more 

productive, fits well into the public security discourse that constructs gang members as the public 

enemy. Like Reyna (interview 2) explain here:  

The security policy (…) has permitted that a significant part of the population 

enthusiastically believes in this public enemy that has been constructed over the years. This 

contributes to veiling corruption, organized crime, drug trafficking and mafias activities, 

which you can find between those who have political and economic power(…) It has 

permitted that the population lives in fear, invest in false security and restrict the exercise 

of their rights by giving more control to the government.”   

The public security strategy has intensified the process of stigmatization of people associated with 

this enemy. For example, since police officers can arrest suspected gang members only based on 

suspicion, many young men have been arrested because of their looks or their geographical 

position. Here, one of the high-ranking police officers (interview 3) admits that there has been a 

trend of stigmatization: “In one moment, for the police, all young people could be considered gang 

members.” In other words, the public security policies facilitated practices that systematically 

stigmatized young men as an enemy, which is why Reyna believes that they in a sense ‘criminalize 

poverty’ (interview 2).  

This stigmatization is connected to geographical areas, in similar ways as Caldeira (2000) 

illustrated the spatial segregation in São Paulo. For example, many people cannot find employment 

because of the neighborhood they live in. As Amaya (interview 4) explains here: “When a young 

person is looking for employment and lives in an area that is known for its gang presence, this 

youngster simply will not find work. Because you do not employ people from these communities”. 

Furthermore, as young men living in these areas have a higher probability of (arbitrary) arrest, 

their opportunities are further diminished since the possibility of finding employment after an 
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arrest is even harder. As Bergmann (interview 15) expressed: “If you get out [of prison], you will 

have many traumas. Maybe you have already joined a gang. Even if not, it will be very difficult to 

find a place to live or get a job”. Because of the stigma connected to gangs, having been arrested 

could shatter any opportunities for employment. In other words, the antagonizing discourse 

portraying gangs as an enemy, reinforce the negative effects exclusion already have on society and 

is therefore likely to intensify violence, not pacify it. My data identify three consequences the 

construction of the enemy has on the conflict dynamics. 

4.2.3.2 The consequences of creating a public enemy 

First, since the gangs are perceived as the state’s enemy through public discourse, it is both morally 

and politically difficult to engage in conversations with them (van der Borgh and Savenije, 2019). 

My interviews demonstrated many of the problems and paradoxes of engaging in dialogue with 

the gang members. Many informants rejected the possibility, claiming that one can never talk with 

criminals, but others underlined the necessity to talk to the gangs since they are one of the main 

actors of violence in the country. As Baulenas (interview 15) puts it: “it is just that one of the main 

actors, even if we like it or not, are the gangs. If we keep them excluded, we are never going to 

solve the issue.” However, as the truce illustrated, politicians are aware that engaging in dialogue 

or negotiation with gangs is very unpopular. According to Reyna (interview 2), this is the reason 

why:  

Because during a whole decade, they [the government] have suggested that they [the 

gangs] are a blot on society, they are parasites, they are criminal powers, they are our 

enemy. And then later to sit down and negotiate with them? Of course, that will be badly 

received by the population”.  

In other words, the public discourse that has evolved the last decade have in many ways closed the 

opportunity for engaging in dialogue, at least if one wants to respect the public opinion.  

Second, the public discourse emphasizing the gangs as the public enemy number one, have helped 

increase a collective fear and hate against gangs and their members, which contributes to an 

increasingly unsympathetic public opinion and support towards the idea of eliminating them. As 

discussed in the theory section, a process of securitization is not only a top-down process. In the 
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case of El Salvador, the public opinion about the gang issue has become increasingly hostile.13 It 

is not unlikely that when this happens, the pressure towards the government to further securitize 

the issue gets stronger. In other words, as hate and fear build up in the population, the governments’ 

incentives to show strength by bringing the repression a step further, might increase.  

Public opinion in El Salvador generally expresses deep hate against gang members. Many of my 

interviewees perceived this hate as an explanation for why police can kill suspects with impunity. 

Amaya (interview 4) explains the process like this: 

 What we are facing here is a climate of public opinion regarding the situation of gang 

violence. To say it very clearly: everyone agrees that they should be killed. Therefore, there is 

no social reaction against [extrajudicial executions] because a great proportion agrees with 

the act of eliminating them. 

It is also suggested that the constructed enemy often is dehumanized through public discourse, 

which ultimately leads to indifference from the rest of the population when it comes to obvious 

violations of their rights. “For the population, the gang members are not people, so if a gang 

member dies, it does not matter” explains Campos (interview 10). An example of how some young 

men are dehumanized through public discourse is on social media. There are several public groups 

on Facebook that contribute to increasing hate against suspected gang members. One example is 

the group Máximo Gladiador SV, which has more than 200,000 followers. With slogans such as 

“For my fatherland and for God, to defeat or die!”  or “An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth” 14, 

the group constructs the idea of being at war against the gangs. They post pictures of dead or badly 

beaten young men suspected of being gang members, calling them basura (trash), parásito 

(parasite) or rata (rat), while portraying the army and police officers as heroes (Máximo Gladiador 

SV, no date). These posts are often followed by encouragements from the public to “stick out their 

eyes” or eliminate them for good.  

                                                 
13 The hostile public opinion can be a consequence of the public security policies, or be affected by factors such as 

media or increased victimization. For more see Peetz (2011) 
14 Original quote “Por mi patria y por Dios. Vencer o morir” and “ojo por ojo, diente por diente.” Found on the front 

page photoes, and accompanied by edited pictures of heavily armed soldiers and police holding young men in 

chains.  
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This hateful and antagonizing discourse, which intensify the us-versus-them mentality, also create 

many hostilities against people who either criticize the government’s violations of human rights, 

or try to bring opportunities to at-risk youth or ex-gang members. For example, judges who had to 

release people accused of being gang members were publicly accused of siding with criminals and 

interfering with the government’s efforts to provide public security (Wolf, 2017, p. 51). Some of 

my interviewees told me that they received threats because they criticize the police for breaking 

human rights (interview 11 and 12). In other words, it can be very difficult to implement policies 

that enable prevention and rehabilitation instead of repression, when the public discourse has 

enabled such a hostile public opinion.  

Third, by treating entire neighborhoods as enemy territory, public security policies have increased 

the distance between authorities and people living in violence-affected areas. In many ways, the 

population in these marginalized communities face a double threat, where the fear of being the 

victim of gang violence and police violence, pushes the society further into exclusion by producing 

mistrust and the feeling of despair. As Amaya (interview 4) explains here: “When the police beat, 

capture and kill members of the society, or abuse their power, it generates a distance. Even though 

the community does not like the gangs, they do not like the police either, because there have been 

incidents of serious violence against the same community”. The stigmatization of youth and 

recurring targeting of marginalized neighborhoods in the name of public security, boost the 

mistrust in authorities and increase the fear of the police. Campos (interview 10) perceives the 

constant security operations in some high-risk communities as very problematic for the children 

that grow up there:  

The children grow up with fear. And they hate the police (…) The kids are scared because 

they know that the police break things when they search the house, that they beat the mother 

and the father, and that they take away the brothers. A little girl or boy that grow up in 

these communities is psychologically affected by all the violence they see, from the state 

institutions and also from the gangs. 

In many ways, the public security strategy has, through the construction of an enemy, facilitated 

for something resembling a war mentality. As discussed in the theory section, this can be seen as 

a type of militarization of the police, where police training and socialization can highlight the role 
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of police as soldiers, and as a result, police officers start treating some neighborhoods as enemy 

territory (Lawson, 2019). This mentality is likely to increase brutality. Here, Amaya (interview 4) 

explains why this development is troubling: 

I think it is dangerous to talk about war because in any warlike context the social 

psychology of war establishes a criterion of survival; them or us. This is clearly the excuse 

any military, any group, or tyrant would use to justify their abuses. It was us or them (..) 

therefore this is to bring the situation to an extreme, where abuse will be the new rule. 

Many of my interviewees mention that the situation resembles a “social war” (interview 10 and 

13) or a “war between poor” (interview 11). Andrade (interview 13) argues that the public security 

strategy has constructed gang members into an enemy that has less value than the rest, and 

therefore, when fear in the population increases people are not likely to protest obvious violations 

of their rights. In many ways, the enemy images and discourses that portray a war-like situation, 

increase the fear in the population, which helps the state to legitimize extralegal measures and to 

keep the population under control (interview 2). The clear spike in violence after 2014 can be seen 

as a consequence of this process, where the police increasingly target gang dominated areas, which 

consequently spark a reaction from the gangs as well. When the hostilities and war-mentality 

increase on both sides, and violence dynamics transform into what starts to look more like a war 

between the gangs and the police.   

To sum up, my observations demonstrate how exclusion can increase because of the intensified 

stigmatization and the construction of an enemy. This exclusion gives fuel to a vicious cycle of 

violence, as it unintentionally pushes more young men into crime or gang membership. At the 

same time, the escalating violence helps the state to dehumanize this enemy and therefore justify 

extreme measures and brutality by referring to public security. In this context, police officers will 

probably be more likely to use their guns, either because they actually believe in the discourse of 

a public enemy, or because they know they can get away with it since the society is perceived as 

better off without them. Increasing aggressions and the construction of enemy territories have 

created a warlike mentality, where both sides believe; it is us or them. These discourses facilitate 

increasing aggressions between the police and the gangs, which is part of the reasons why we saw 
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a conflict transformation after 2014, where issues of youth violence turned into something closer 

to war.   

4.2.4 The politics of violence  

While the last section discussed how we can understand the conflict dynamics by looking at how 

the public security policies have constructed the gangs as the public enemy, this section will focus 

on understanding why the governments have followed this strategy. One factor that can help us 

understand why, is the concept of penal-populism, where brutality becomes a way to gain 

popularity. I argue that the same hostile public opinion that is created through a discourse 

portraying gangs as the state enemy, also create incentives and opportunities for the government 

to increase their popularity. As this section will show, the prominent penal-populism in El Salvador 

works as an underlying mechanism that increases the use of violent tactics, such as the use of lethal 

force. Furthermore, it will also highlight how the publics’ demand for security can create 

incentives to engage in secret liaisons with criminals to control the murder rate. This way to govern 

crime can alter the power relations between the armed actors and therefore have a contradictory 

result on the levels of violence. 

4.2.4.1 Governing crime through populism  

Figure 6: Respondents answering “crime/public security” or “violence/gangs” as the most 

important issue for the country  

 
 Source: own elaboration with data from LatinoBarómetro (2018) 
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Public opinion polls demonstrate that issues of public security, such as violence, gangs and crime, 

are increasingly perceived as the most important issue in the country. As one can see in figure 6, 

less than 25 percent answered that their main concern was “crime/public security” or 

“violence/gangs” in 2008. However, in 2015, more than 60 percent answered that it was. Although 

the development varies significantly from year to year, the figure does demonstrate that the 

population has become more concerned about crime and violence.15  

Furthermore, public opinion polls illustrate a very hostile public opinion towards those the public 

believes are causing insecurity. A report from 2017 (Cruz, Aguilar and Vorobyeva, 2017), 

demonstrates public support for the use of extralegal measures against people considered 

“undesirable” or “criminals”. People were asked to what extent they would support. 1) Social 

cleansing by killing people that are perceived as unwanted, 2) that the police use torture against a 

criminal to get information about dangerous organized crime groups, or 3) that the police execute 

a gang member or a criminal. As one can see in figure 7, a surprising amount of people would 

approve of these extreme measures.  

Figure 7: Public support for extralegal responses (in percentage)  

                

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source:  English translation of Gráfico 1.8. Apoyo a respuestas extralegales (en porcentajes) in Cruz,  
Aguilar and Vorobyeva  (2017, p. 33) 

                                                 
15 I do not evaluate wheter hostile public opinion can be a consequence of the public security policies, or be affected 

by factors such as media or increased victimization. For more on this see Peetz (2011) 
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One can argue that this hostile public opinion creates an opportunity to show success or obtain 

legitimacy trough the demonstration of force, which has increased the state’s incentives to govern 

violently. For example, Reyna (interview 2) explains that Mano Dura emerged because ARENA 

wanted to portray themselves as hard on crime to win elections. Furthermore, one of my informants 

(interview 9) believed that it was the public demand for harder approaches that led the government 

to declare gangs as terrorists.  

The increasing militarization of public security is also a way for governments to demonstrate force 

and efficiency. Although the insertion of the military to some extent has a practical function, as 

they are present to support the police, the use of them also have political motivations (interview 

4). Here, Carillo (interview 14) explains: “To insert the military to fight the gangs is very functional 

in the discourse focusing on being hard-handed when it comes to the issue of gangs, exactly 

because the military represents the maximum use of force.” In other words, governments can 

include military personnel in the police patrols in order to show the population that they are 

responding to their fears and by doing so, gain popularity.   

It might be surprising that the public has not been more critical towards the increasing 

militarization, when the military was behind serious violations of human rights both before and 

during the civil war. Some informants believe that using the military somehow responds to 

peoples’ urgent and immediate demand for visible results, in a situation where people are desperate 

for changes. “People are already at a level where they feel so hopeless that they will accept any 

solution presented to them, and the more practical, effective and fast, the better”, says Reyna 

(interview 2). Both the existing literature and the interview data clearly suggest that when people 

are tired of living the consequences of violence, they are more willing to accept giving up some 

rights in order to fight crime. When a significant part of the population in a society with violence-

supporting norms and values believes that the gangs are the main reason for their misery, it is not 

a surprise that many support or even applaud the elimination of them.  

4.2.4.2 Secret liaisons with gangs for political gain 

The politics of violence has facilitated what could be referred to as a Schizophrenic political 

strategy. At the same time as governments attempt to increase their popularity by showing force 
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through extralegal measures and repressive policies, they also create secret liaisons with the gangs 

to gain votes (van der Borgh and Colak, 2018, p. 6). While the truce is the most well-known 

example, secret liaisons between gangs and government officials have existed for a long time at 

the local level. For example, Carlos Martínez (2016), a Salvadorian journalist, revealed that 

representatives from the three biggest gangs in the country had a pact with FMLN to favor them 

during the 2014 presidential campaign. Two years later, the same journalist revealed that Nayib 

Bukele, the current president, also had been making pacts with gang members during his time as 

mayor in Nuevo Cuscatlán, and during his campaign to become mayor in San Salvador (Martínez, 

2018). This are only two examples of the many alleged negotiations between gangs and politicians.  

My data identify mainly two reasons why negotiation with the gangs play an important role in the 

politics of violence. First, as the truce demonstrated, the gangs’ territorial control and social reach 

are impressive. Local gangs can assure safe passage for the party representatives in gang-

controlled areas, or even help the political parties collect votes (interview 6). Second, since 

homicides have developed into a measurement of public security success, the governments have 

incentives to negotiate with the gangs to lower the murder rate and hence increase its popularity. 

The truce is a good example of such a political game, where the motive mainly was to gain 

popularity by lowering the murder rate. As Cruz (2013) explains here: “the fundamental problem 

of the truce is political. In has to do with public officers who do not know how to articulate or 

implement public policies to solve problems, only to win votes or to save their own necks.”  

The truce is also a good example of how this political game affects the conflict dynamics. When 

the truce broke down, it resulted in a rapid increase in the homicide rate as well as the use of lethal 

force by the police. Martínez (interview 8) explains that the gangs became more violent because 

they felt betrayed and wanted revenge. Andrade (interview 13) believes the upsurge in 

extrajudicial executions was an attempt to conceal information that could compromise some 

political figures, by eliminating or silence those who had firsthand information. In this way, the 

political game can spark an increase in both the authorities’ use of lethal force and aggression from 

the gangs.   

To summarize, the political game that evolves in this violent context affects both public security 

policies and the relationship between the gangs and the government. Many of my interviewees 



 

80 
 

believe that political self-interest often is placed above the country’s interest. This can explain the 

use of repressive and extralegal measures to fight crime, as well as the secret pacts with criminals. 

The interactions between government representatives and criminal non-state actors can create 

different patterns of violence. During the truce, gangs became aware of their bargaining power and 

how to use violence to gain advantages. Therefore, when the truce broke down, violence increased. 

These interactions between the gangs and the government therefore contribute to an intensification 

of the conflict.   

4.2.5 Police stress and fatal consequences  

Theory on police behavior suggests that work-related stress can have an important effect on 

officers’ health and ability to perform well at work. This section will focus on understanding how 

police stress in El Salvador is connected to the conflict dynamic. It will not argue that stress factors 

directly cause an elevated level of police brutality. However, it will analyze to what extent the 

stress and risks of being a police officer in El Salvador can create an informal police culture that 

both facilitates and encourages the use of violence.    

4.2.5.1 The troubles of policing: poor labor conditions and risk  

As theory suggested, the police are often more vulnerable to physical and mental illness, as well 

as alcohol issues, because of work-related stress. A recently published report on the labor 

conditions in PNC concludes that many police officers lack the fundamental conditions necessary 

to do a good job (IDHUCA, 2019). 62.5 percent of the police officers asked believed that the 

physical conditions or infrastructure at the police station were not adequate. Furthermore, many 

police officers did not have access to an acceptable place to rest between shifts, many people were 

aware of alcohol misuse and very few officers reported having received psychological attention16. 

As the report acknowledges, the last issue is especially alarming since these officers are in daily 

contact with the communities and are continuously exposed to violence in the field, which is 

known to tear on the psychological well-being. Furthermore, the report also shows that many 

                                                 

16 76.9% of the male and 82.1% of the female officers reported in the survey that they had not received any psychological 

attention from the police institution. (IDHUCA, 2019, p. 48)  
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police officers find themselves in a difficult economic situation since the start salary is only 425 

dollars a month (IDHUCA, 2019, p. 37).  

Some of my interviewees also talked about work-related stress factors and believed that police 

officers have an elevated tendency of alcohol addiction, suicide and domestic violence. All the 

high-ranking officers confirm that the working conditions have not been adequate for the police 

force. However, many of them claim that the police have tried addressing some of the issues, like 

for example mental health problems. One of the high-ranking police officers (interview 5) claims 

that the police have a team of psychologists available, and that if someone has to use lethal force 

in the field they have to get psychological evaluation afterward. On the other hand, both the low-

ranking officers (interview 6 and 7) tell me that none of them had to talk to a psychologist after 

they used their weapons and killed suspects. This suggests that psychological attention, at least 

before, has not been good enough.  

The theory on police behavior also suggests that the experience with violence and the risk of 

victimization increase police stress. All my informants agree that being a police officer in El 

Salvador involves significant risk. In March 2019, the Washington Post published an article 

explaining that it is so dangerous to be a police in El Salvador, that the police are fleeing the 

country and even discussing the possibility of making a migrant caravan composed by only police 

officers (Sieff, 2019). Increasing risk at work could explain the police officer’s use of lethal force, 

since theory suggests that violence against the police can predict violence by the police (Hassell, 

2018). All police officers I talked to suggested that this was the explanation. However, as I argued 

in the first part of the analysis, the data clearly illustrates a disproportionate use of lethal force. For 

example, while it died almost as many security agents in 2013 and 2016, the security forces killed 

almost 12 times more people in 2016 than in 2013. These numbers make it hard to argue that the 

increase in the use of lethal force only was a reaction to increased aggression.  

On the other hand, it is important to point out that these calculations only include agents killed 

while working. Between 2010 and 2017, 88.8 percent of homicide victims registered as working 

for the public security forces, were killed outside work (Bergmann, 2019). Figure 8 illustrates the 

yearly amount of homicide victims that were registered as PNC officer by profession, and the 
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proportion of these that were killed while they were in public service17. As one can see, the amount 

of police killed (both on and off duty) increased rapidly after 2013, reaching its peak in 2015 with 

more than 60 registered killed that year. Since the data does not include more specific information 

about context or perpetrator, we cannot conclude that all these homicides are gang-related. 

However, considering the scale of the increase, it is unlikely to be a coincidence.  

Figure 8: Police victimization  

 

Source: Own elaboration. Data on public security officers killed in service is from (Bergmann, 2019), while data on homicide victims 
registered as PNC officer 2013-2017 is from Observatorio Universitario de Derechos Humanos (OUDH), and 2011-2012 from the 
article “En 2014-2015 se han asesinado la misma cantidad de policías que en 2009-2013” (Zablah and Caravantes, 2015) 

In other words, if one includes police officers who have been victims of homicide when they are 

not working, it is easy to see that it has become more dangerous to be a police officer in El 

Salvador. However, since very few agents actually are killed during the armed confrontations 

between the police and the gangs, the argument claiming that increased use of lethal force is the 

result of self-defense, do not hold. 

4.2.5.2 The informal police culture in the transformation of the conflict  

Why has it become so dangerous to be a police officer? Reyna (interview 2) believes this has to 

do with the security strategy of the former government: 

                                                 
17 Homicide victims registered as PNC officers do not include military personnel.  
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Something I think was one of the worst inheritance of the last government, is that they 

converted the war between the gangs into a war with the state. The gangs are no longer 

enemies just between each other, but now they also see the state as an enemy. And this state 

is materialized by the police and the military, but most importantly the police I think.  

Bergmann (interview 15) also explains that after the truce broke down, some of the gangs started 

to target military and police officers to demonstrate their strength. As many of my informants point 

out, the gangs do not have the training and equipment it takes to confront police patrols. However, 

when the police officers are off-duty and without their colleagues, they are a much easier target 

(interview 3,6,8). Since the lowest ranking police officers have a very limited salary, many of them 

are forced to live in gang-controlled areas, which makes them easy targets (interview). As one 

police officer said to the Washington Post: “They have more control than we do. When we go 

home, we’re in neighborhoods where there’s one police to 100 gang members. We’re easy victims”  

(Sieff, 2019).  

Increased victimization and bad working conditions are clear stress factors that are likely to affect 

a police officer’s well-being as well as work behavior. Although police stress could be treated as 

a separate explanation for issues of police brutality, here it will be analyzed in connection to the 

conflict dynamic and an informal police culture that facilitates and encourage violence. I will argue 

that stress factors can enable and encourage the use of lethal force by increasing the magnitude of 

informal police culture. This can happen in three different ways.  

First, the fact that police both is under immense pressure from the state and public, while they are 

increasingly becoming a victim of violence themselves, can create a war mentality where they 

believe that the enemy must be eliminated. Many of my informants believe that the public security 

strategy of the government creates a perception that the police can solve issues of insecurity by 

themselves. However, as one of the high-ranking police officers (interview 1) underlines: “The 

governments believe that the police can solve this problem, but it is a problem that goes far beyond 

the police“. Some of my interviewees suggest that this immense pressure makes the use of lethal 

force seem like a logical response. As Andrade (interview 13) explains: “For me, it [to kill instead 

of detaining] seem like a logical consequence. They [the police] are convinced that there is no 
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other way to tackle the gang phenomenon. Because no one in the country, not even one 

government, has attempted a different approach.”  

Second, many of my informants perceive the increasing use of lethal force as part of a circle of 

vengeance, where gangs and police frequently have targeted each other after the breakdown of the 

truce, in what a police officers (interview 6) refers to as an “undeclared war”. As Reyna (interview 

2) explains here: “There was a circle of violence where they [the police] kill gang members, and 

the ones that survive say: let’s revenge the dead and kill a police.” This circle of vengeance 

demonstrates that the increasing use of lethal force can be connected to increasing victimization 

of the police officers, but not in the same way as police present it. Instead of being the result of 

self-defense, the increasing use of lethal force seems to be more connected to hate and enmity 

produced in the interaction between the two actors. Therefore, many of the deaths are likely to be 

the product of revenge and a systematic strategy of elimination, not only shootouts.  

Third, the fact that most police officers struggle with the same labor conditions, stress and 

victimization, can increase informal protection mechanisms and occupational solidarity. As 

discussed in the theory section, occupational solidarity in the police is generally strong. However, 

it is not unlikely that this solidarity becomes even more prominent in El Salvador, where the police 

officers live and work under such difficult and violent conditions. Andrade (interview 13) believe 

that difficult conditions for the police can explain why some of them commit extralegal executions: 

It is the result of the lack of psychological attention, it is the result of not having adequate 

working conditions to do a good job. That they cannot guarantee the safety of their families, 

that they are not safe in their movement between work and home, that they do not have 

options for recreation or relaxation. I think that all this keep fertilize and the result is 

obviously what is reported. 

When the gangs have been portrayed as the main source of everyone’s misery, it is not surprising 

if these conditions create an informal police culture that facilitates strategies of elimination. When 

the changing violence dynamics increase the war mentality, the informal protection mechanisms 

within the police can make more police officers shoot to kill.  
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To sum up, this section has demonstrated how police stress can be affected by changing conflict 

dynamics and how this can increasing police officer’s incentives to use lethal force. Police officers 

are put under immense pressure to solve a long-lasting security crisis, which is impossible to solve 

through only policing. At the same time, these security policies have caused a spike in violence 

against police officers, who now increasingly fear that they or their families will become victims. 

When the violence intensifies and the state’s security policy continues to emphasize the gangs as 

the enemy, the informal police culture adapts to this war-like mentality where hate builds up, and 

eventually create incentives to kill the enemy instead of detaining them. Instead of solving the 

issue, these actions stimulate a vicious cycle of revenge between police officers and gang members, 

which in the end create an undeclared war.  

This war-mentality is not only produced by the police officers but is encouraged by both public 

opinion and state discourse, which have allowed extralegal executions to become a part of some 

police force’s strategy. As the theory suggested, as long as both the state and public opinion 

encourage this strategy, police abuse is likely to continue (Chevigny, 1990). This section has only 

touched upon some of the issues that are connected to policing in the context of extreme violence. 

The relationship between police officers’ stress factors and the excessive use of force should be 

further investigated, especially in a context such as El Salvador, where both the police conditions 

and the violence are particularly troublesome.  
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5. Conclusions  

The goal of this thesis was to understand why Salvadorian security officers increased their use of 

lethal force to such high levels between 2013 and 2017. It argued that no single variable could 

explain such an extreme increase. Therefore, by using Müller’s crime-violence-governance nexus, 

police brutality was analyzed as a part of a dynamic process of conflict escalation between gangs 

and the police. As the analysis demonstrated, this conflict escalation was the outcome of changing 

conflict dynamics, where the interaction between the state and the gangs created different violent 

outcomes. The thesis concludes that the reason why police officers became more likely to use their 

deadly weapons was that there had been a conflict transformation, where what used to be problems 

of gang violence escalated into what resembled a war between the security forces and the gangs.  

As the first section of the analysis illustrated, several events between 2003 and 2017 caused an 

alteration in the power-relation between the gangs and the state. This interaction between state and 

non-state actors is in many ways what drove the conflict dynamics to change, and intensified the 

level of violence as well as the security officers’ use of lethal force. The Mano Dura policies are 

believed to have transformed the gang phenomenon and increased their capacity to control 

violence in the streets. This transformation made it possible for them to reduce the level of violence 

during the truce, but this also made it possible for them to violently confront the state after the 

truce broke down. Other events between 2010 and 2015, such as the bus-massacre and the failure 

of the truce, made it important for the state to demonstrate distance and resentment against these 

gangs by further increase repressive measures, apply the term terrorism and further intensify the 

antagonizing discourse portraying the gangs as a dangerous enemy. This discourse has triggered a 

war-mentality, which in many ways can explain the use of lethal force in the field.  

The fact that extralegal executions committed by security forces have become a repeated behavior 

pattern among public security officers, illustrate that control mechanisms are not enough to prevent 

and punish police officers. While the shortcomings of control mechanisms can partly be 

understood by looking at how increasing crime and mass-arrests have flooded the justice system, 

my analysis also showed that some informal police culture can be difficult to control, despite 

control mechanisms. As the theory on police accountability pointed out, in order to control the 

excessive use of force, one must increase the efficiency of control mechanisms, while also reducing 
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incentives from informal channels, such as socialization and training. In many ways, the police 

officers generate their own response and protection mechanisms in the field, which is likely to 

become even more prominent in a context where gang members are constructed into enemies that 

resemble parasites or rats, and not actual human beings. When these discourses flourish in the 

context of increased violence, it creates a war-mentality that influences police officer’s behavior 

and response in the field. It is not unlikely that this mentality both facilitate the use of violence in 

pressured situations, and create incentives for some officers to hunt down and eliminate what is 

portrayed as the obstacle to their own and the country’s security and development.   

However, as the analysis also pointed out, this war mentality is not likely to occur in any country 

that experience similar events as El Salvador. For the outcome to be as violent as we have seen in 

El Salvador, it is dependent on other underlying violence-promoting factors that help reproduce 

violence. One of these factors is the culture of violence, where long-lasting violent practices 

generate norms and values that sustain the reproduction of violence, as well as the acceptance for 

it. The violent history in El Salvador, both before and during the war, has normalized the use of 

violence, making it the primary way to solve problems, which is why public opinion often respond 

well to repressive policies as Mano Dura.  

This culture of violence is closely connected to the construction of an enemy. My analysis 

illustrated how inequality and exclusion have been intensified because of how the public security 

discourse has constructed the gangs into the state’s enemy. This has stigmatized young people and 

entire neighborhoods, which creates greater distance between authorities and the people living in 

violence-affected areas. This process is likely to have a perverse effect on the level of security, 

since it creates new incentives for joining a gang, and generate more fear and mistrust towards 

state authority, which ultimately make it more difficult to successfully carry out law enforcement 

in these areas. This construction of an enemy has led to a dehumanization of gang members, where 

many people have come to believe that these people are not entitled to the same rights as others, 

and should be eliminated. This enables a war-mentality, where police are likely to see some 

neighborhoods as enemy territory. This war mentality intensifies the aggression between the gangs 

and the police, which can help us understand why the levels of violence increased, and why the 

police officers more often shoot to kill, not to protect.  
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In many ways, these destructive patterns that keep reproducing and increasing violence, are 

facilitated by the politics of violence, where political elites use penal-populism as a way govern. 

As my analysis illustrated, fear and desperation in the population can create opportunities for 

political leaders to increase their influence and gain more votes. While this penal populism creates 

incentives to govern crime with a hard hand, it also gives politicians reason to create secret liaisons 

with criminals to gain more votes or to reduce the homicide rate for increased popularity. Instead 

of actually fixing the issues of violence, the politics of violence create new violent patterns, where 

the criminal actor actually can increase its capacity to confront the state. What also has become 

evident is that public opinion is an important mechanism that makes it both possible and profitable 

for governments to carry on with repressive policies, instead of investing in strategies that address 

the root causes of crime. The case of El Salvador demonstrates how democratic development can 

have contradictory effects on the universal rights of individuals, as the policies that undermine 

these rights actually are the result of popular politics. This troubling development demonstrates 

that we are in need of more research on how and why public tolerance for violent policing 

sometimes coexists with formal democratic progress.     

Additionally, the working and living conditions of police officers are too inadequate. When 

coexisting with increased levels of risk and immense pressure from the public and government to 

solve an issue they obviously cannot solve by themselves, police officers are likely to seek comfort 

in informal police culture. As violence intensifies and the state continues to emphasize the gangs 

as the public enemy, the informal police culture adapts to a war-like mentality which creates 

incentives to kill the enemy instead of detaining them. To understand better how police stress is 

connected to mechanisms of informal police culture, this relationship must be researched further. 

Finding out how stress factors can cause, or help to increase the illegitimate use of lethal force, 

can be of great value as it can reveal potential solutions to the problem.  

This thesis has mapped out some of the challenges El Salvador is facing to solve its security crisis 

and to prevent the police force from committing grave human rights violations. While there have 

been some advances in the last years, a long history of formal and informal practices of repression 

and brutality are not reversed in a day. To break out of the vicious cycle of violence, the state must 

commit to policies that do not only respond to the urgent security threat but also address the 

underlying causes of violence and brutality. A major obstacle for solving the security crisis is 
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police brutality, as this contributes to escalating violence while it also enlarges the distance 

between violence-affected communities and the authorities. I believe we need further research on 

what solutions can most effectively pacify the situation, as well as help heal the open wounds that 

decades of violence and antagonizing discourses have created in the population. If these underlying 

factors are not addressed, and both government and the Salvadorian population continue to tolerate 

and encourage violence as problem-solving, police brutality is likely to keep reproducing violence 

in the future.  

This research has contributed to the literature on violence in Latin America by connecting issues 

of police brutality to the phenomenon of ‘new violence’. The case of El Salvador demonstrates 

how new patterns of violence cannot be understood through traditional theories seeing violence as 

the result of weak state institutions and the lack of a violence monopoly in the Weberian sense, as 

discussed by both Pierce (2010) and Müller (2018). On the contrary, the politics and police 

practices in El Salvador illustrate how violence, or at least the fear of it, can be used by the 

government as a way to control the population and to increase its own legitimacy. In other words, 

crime and violence is not only a challenge for the Salvadorian government, but also a way for it to 

govern and to gain more power. By taking such an approach, this thesis has analyzed how 

interactions between crime, governance and violence produce different violent outcomes, and how 

this ultimately affects the level of police brutality.  
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Appendix  

Appendix 1: Table of interviews  

Interview 

code  

Name  Profession 

1 Anonymous  PNC – Chief of a department that oversee delegations 

on a national level  

2 Veronica Reyna Director of the Human Rights Program in SSPAS 

(Servicio Social Pasionista)  

3 Anonymous  PNC – High-ranking police officer 

4 Edgardo Amaya  Director of information and analysis - Ministry of 

Justice and Public Security  

5 Anonymous  PNC – commissioner of a delegation with high gang-

presence  

6 Anonymous PNC – Low-ranking police officer (Agente)  

7 Anonymous  PNC – Low-ranking police officer  (Agente)  

8 Juan Jose Martínez 

d'Aubuisson 

Anthropologist and writer   

9 Anonymous  Political advisor  

10 Beatriz Campos  Prosecutor PDDH (human rights attorney) – San 

Salvador 

11 Arnau Baulenas  Lawyer at IDHUCA (The institute of Human Rights) 

Universidad Centroamericana José Simeón Cañas 

(UCA) 

12 Anonymous  Journalist  

13 Laura Andrade  Director IUDOP (the university institute of public 

opinion) at Universidad Centroamericana José Simeón 

Cañas (UCA)  

14 Hector Carrillo  Lawyer at FESPAD (Fundación de Estudios para la 

Aplicación del Derecho - the Study of the Application 

of Law Foundation)  

15 Adrian Bergmann  UCA – researcher  

16 Anonymous  PCN – high ranking offier in tactical operations (Áreas 

Especializadas Operativas)     

17 Jose Miguel Cruz Director of Research at Kimberly Green Latin 

American and Caribbean Center at Florida 

International University  

18 Anonymous  Journalist  

19 Anonymous  NGO worker  
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Appendix 2: Information Letter and Consent Form  

 

Are you interested in taking part in the research project 

” Patterns of Police Violence in Post-Conflict Societies: the Case of El Salvador” 

This is an inquiry about participation in a research project where the main purpose is to 

understand better what has caused the recent increase of lethal force by security forces in El 

Salvador. In this letter we will give you information about the purpose of the project and what 

your participation will involve. 

Purpose of the project 

This project is going to be a part of a master’s thesis in the study program Peace and Conflict 

studies at the University of Oslo. The purpose of the study is to investigate how patterns of 

policing has changed in El Salvador during the last 10 years, and to understand what has caused 

these changing patterns. The thesis will focus particularly on police violence, expressed by the 

use of lethal force. The research question of the thesis will be: What can explain the increasing 

use of lethal force by the security forces in El Salvador between 2012 and 2017?  

The interviews will be used to supplement these already existing empirical data, as well as to 

confirm/reject the different hypothesis. The interviews will be especially important in order to 

understand weather the increasing use of lethal force is a symptom of changing conflict 

dynamics, where persistent high levels of criminality and violence has developed into a more 

structural conflict between the state and street gangs.  

Who is responsible for the research project?  

The University of Oslo is the institution responsible for the project.  

 

Why are you being asked to participate?  

You are being asked to participate in this project because your profession or knowledge within 

the field makes you suitable for answering the questions.  
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What does participation involve for you? 

 If you chose to take part in the project, this will involve that you participate in an 
interview. It will take approx. 45 minutes. The interview will include questions about 

citizen security, violence and policing. If you consent to it, the interview will be sound 
recorded.  

 

Participation is voluntary  

Participation in the project is voluntary. If you chose to participate, you can withdraw your 
consent at any time without giving a reason. All information about you will then be made 

anonymous. There will be no negative consequences for you if you chose not to participate or 

later decide to withdraw.  

 

Your personal privacy – how we will store and use your personal data  
We will only use your personal data for the purpose(s) specified in this information letter. We 

will process your personal data confidentially and in accordance with data protection legislation 

(the General Data Protection Regulation and Personal Data Act).  

 The only persons who will have access to personal data is me and my supervisor.   

 To ensure that no unauthorized persons are able to access the personal data I will replace 

your name and contact details with a code. The list of names, contact details and 

respective codes will be stored separately from the rest of the collected data. I will also 

store the data on a password protected server.   
 

The participants will only be recognizable in the publications if they wish so. If not, I will only 

include information that will not reveal the person’s identity, such as profession and placement.   

 

What will happen to your personal data at the end of the research project?  

The project is scheduled to end 01.01.2022. After the project has ended, all data that include 

personal information will be deleted. This includes sound recordings. All data stored after this 

date will be anonymized.     

 

Your rights  
So long as you can be identified in the collected data, you have the right to: 
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- access the personal data that is being processed about you  

- request that your personal data is deleted 
- request that incorrect personal data about you is corrected/rectified 

- receive a copy of your personal data (data portability), and 
- send a complaint to the Data Protection Officer or The Norwegian Data Protection 

Authority regarding the processing of your personal data 

 

What gives us the right to process your personal data?  

We will process your personal data based on your consent.  

 

Based on an agreement with the University of Oslo, NSD – The Norwegian Centre for Research 

Data AS has assessed that the processing of personal data in this project is in accordance with 

data protection legislation.  

 

Where can I find out more? 

If you have questions about the project, or want to exercise your rights, contact:  

 The University of Oslo via Benedicte Bull (benedicte.bull@sum.uio.no) or Vilde H. 
Mortensen (vildehm@student.sv.uio.no). 

 Our Data Protection Officer: Roger Markgraf-Bye (can be reached by 

personvernombud@uio.no)  

 NSD – The Norwegian Centre for Research Data AS, by email: 

(personverntjenester@nsd.no) or by telephone: +47 55 58 21 17. 
 

 

Yours sincerely, 
 

 
Project 

Leader  
  Student (Vilde H. Mortensen) 

(Benedicte Bull) 
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Consent form  

 

I have received and understood information about the project “Patterns of Police Violence in 
Post-Conflict Societies” and have been given the opportunity to ask questions. I give consent:  

 

 to participate in an interview   
 for information about me/myself to be published in a way that I can be recognised (by 

name and profession – if agreed upon)  
 for the interview to be sound recorded 

 

 
I give consent for my personal data to be processed until the end date of the project, approx. 
01.01.2022  
 

 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

(Signed by participant, date) 
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Appendix 3: Interview guides  

1.Police interviews   

Citizens’ security 

1. In a Latino Bárometro survey conducted in El Salvador in 2018, 40% answered that they 

believe that delinquency and insecurity is the most important issue in the country, while 

almost 20% answered violence and gangs. Do you agree? 

2. What is the police doing in order to combat these issues? 

3. Has the method changed in the last 10 years?  

Las Maras (the gangs)  

1. What do we know about the operations and organization of the local gangs?  

2. In your opinion, do they hold territorial control in some parts of the country?  

3. Do you see them as a threat to police authority, and in the worst case, as a contester to the 

state’s monopoly of violence  

4. What do you think about the truce? Was this, in your opinion, a legitimate way of dealing 

with insecurity and violence?  

5. In some countries, gangs have connections to political movements. Do you think it is like 

that in El Salvador as well? Do they have a political agenda?  

Police work 

1. What challenges do the police in El Salvador face?  

2. Can you tell me about what kind of risks police officers are facing in their work 

3. Is more dangerous to be a cop today?  

4. How would you instruct new officers to make sure they do their job at the same time as 

keeping themselves safe?  

5. What is the proper manner to approach gang-controlled areas?  

6. How do you work with communities that have a high level of gang presence?  

7. The majority of police officers who become victims of homicide, do so outside the line 

of duty. Why is that?  

8. Would you say that your police district is fighting against normal criminals or are they 

fighting against more organized actors of violence?    
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The use of force  

1. In what situations is it acceptable to use deadly force?  

2. In a situation where the police have used deadly force, what are the routines afterward?   

3. According to the report Fuerza Letal, there has been a significant increase in deaths as a 

consequence of security forces’ use of lethal force. Why is that?  

4. Would you say that your police district is fighting against normal criminals or are they 

fighting against more organized actors of violence? 
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2. Expert interviews  

Citizens’ security 

1. How could you characterize the current security situation here? 

2.  Has anything changed in recent years? 

3.  Do you think that security is distributed equally among the population of San Salvador? 

The Maras 

1. What do we know about mara´s organization? 

2.  Has anything changed in recent years?  

 More / less organized than before?  

 How can you explain this change? 

3. In some countries, gangs have connections with political movements. Do you think that 

that is the case in El Salvador? Do you think gangs have a political agenda? 

4. To what extent can it be said that the maras have territorial control in El Salvador? 

5. Can you tell me about the truce that the government negotiated between the maras in 

2012? 

 How was it received by the people? 

  To what extent can it be said that improving security was effective? 

  Has violence and security changed if you compare the time before and after the 

truce? 

Police and extralegal measures 

1. What challenges do the police encounter in their work to reduce crime and protect the 

population? 

2. After the declaration of the “mano-dura” policy, do you think that the police officers are 

more efficient/successful in reducing criminal gang activity? 

3. Many countries in Latin America have problems with police violence. Do you think that 

is an issue in El Salvador? Why? 

4. A report by Monitor Fuerza Lethal criticized the government of El Salvador for the 

increased use of lethal force after 2013. Do you think that this is a problem that needs to 

be addressed? 
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 Why do you think the police used more lethal force in the years after 2013? 

  In what situations is it legitimate to use deadly force? 

 Is the increase a consequence of changes in patterns of criminal violence, or does 

it reflect a change in police methods? 

Public opinion  

1. Opinion polls in Latin America have shown that many people support or understand 

extralegal violence in the fight against crime, both by the police or by individuals / 

groups. Do you think that is also the case in El Salvador? 

2. What can explain these attitudes? 

3. What consequences can this type of opinion have on  El Salvador’s development? 

Discourse  

1. In the debate on gang violence, academics, politicians and the media use words like 

"urban guerrillas", "insurgents", "the war against gangs" etc. Are there better ways to 

characterize the situation? 

2. Do you think that the situation in the country looks like a war? In which way? 

3.  Do you think this discourse has affect on the police’s use of extralegal methods? 

4.  Do you think that the words they use in the debate influence the level of fear in society? 

 

 


