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ABSTRACT

This thesis asserts that the problem of gang violence is not solved through the
deportations of criminal immigrants. There are several reasons deported Salvadoran gang
members return to Los Angeles, including identification with the city of Los Angeles,
lack of identification with El Salvador and fear of persecution in El Salvador. The
history of El Salvador provides a base on which the current issue of deportations can be
analyzed. Since the majority of gang activity in the United States is based in the Los
Angeles area, the impact of growing up as an immigrant in Los Angeles is important to
understand. Finally, immigration attorneys present asylum arguments based on the
documented persecution of gang members by agencies the government of El Salvador
cannot or will not control. My data, including interviews, newspaper articles and a
transcription of a case for gang-based asylum, show a clear pattern of persecution by the
Salvadoran national police.
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1. INTRODUCTION

''He, however, would not have to become involved in any gangs in El
Salvador. That would be his choice if he went back to El Salvador and he
remained affiliated or became affiliated with any gangs that are currently
operating in El Salvador. That would be his choice. " Oral decision by an
Immigration Judge (Matter of C. L., Hearing 2000).
"The CAT [Convention Against Torture] does not impose a burden upon
the individual to conform his associational habits with government
requirements in order to avoid State directed, sponsored, or tolerated
torture. On the contrary: it places a strict ban on governmental torture
for 'a broad variety of reasons 'including discrimination of any sort."
Immigration attorney's response to the Immigration Judge's decision
(Matter of C. L., Respondent's Appeal 2000).

The quotes above highlight the differences between an immigration attorney's
argument for relief under the Convention Against Torture (CAT) for her client and an
immigration judge's decision to deny his application. This thesis will refute the judge's
position that deportees have the choice of gang involvement upon arrival in El Salvador.
The attorney, on the other hand, argued that the CAT is fitting for her client and that
persecution of gang members in El Salvador is a form of governmental torture. I seek to
place the attorney's argument in a larger context and expand the immigration attorney's
argument for CAT.' The attorney argues that the gang member is eligible for relief under
the CAT because it is more likely than not that he will be tortured at the hands of
government agents. The immigration judge, however, views gang members as criminals

who are punished at the hands of legitimate governmental organizations for criminal

' The Conventional Against Torture refers to the United Nations Convention Against Torture and Other
Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, which was ratified by the Senate in 1998 (8 CFR
208.16(c)).
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activity. Progressive immigration attorneys are arguing, case by case, that gang members
are being persecuted by the Salvadoran police. This thesis will expand the argument to
look at a comparison of immigration patterns during the war (for refugees) and currently
(for gang members), identity issues when considering perceptions of criminals and
immigrants who grew up in Los Angeles, and the violence perpetrated by the Salvadoran
government and government agents against deported gang members.
The history of circular migration does not end with the mass deportations of
criminal immigrants. My data show that deported Salvadoran gang members return to
Los Angeles regardless of the consequences of their return. The most dire of these
consequences is the punishment, under federal law, for illegal re-entry to the United
States after deportation of two to twenty years in prison. There are several reasons for
the return of these deportees to Los Angeles, including identification with the city of Los
Angles, lack of identification with El Salvador and fear of persecution. One of the
reasons discussed is the political climate in El Salvador. It appears as though the
situations encountered by deported gang members would fit into the context of the
description of asylum. Yet, no Salvadoran has been granted political asylum, or any of
its variations: Withholding of Removal or CAT, based on gang membership. Why are
Salvadoran gang members not being granted political asylum. Withholding of Removal
or CAT?
The discussion of the CAT is used in place of regular political asylum due to the
nature of the applicants. Asylum, Withholding of Removal and CAT will be collectively
referred to as asylum in this thesis. Applicants use the same form (1-589) when applying
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for these forms of relief When it is determined that a person has a fear of return to their
native country, they then try to quahfy for Asylum, if they do not qualify they apply for
Withholding of Removal or CAT, in that order. The benefits of winning Asylum are
superior to those of Withholding of Removal or CAT. ^ Among the restrictions, an
applicant for political asylum or Withholding of Removal must not have been convicted
of a "particularly serious crime" (Florence Immigrant and Refugee Rights Project
2004:13). This requirement effectively eliminates most gang members from being
eligible for political asylum or Withholding of Removal.

•5

The issue of political asylum is discussed because the subjects of this thesis are
not United States citizens. These gang members came to the United States either with
their parents or in search of their parents as young children. Most of the interviewees
came to the Los Angeles area between the ages of four months and 14 years old. These
gang members grew up in Los Angeles and identify with the city. Their identity is tied to
the city. Most of those who were interviewed have not lived outside the city for
significant periods of time. The Salvadoran gang members who were interviewed are
connected to their neighborhoods and have no significant knowledge of areas outside of
Los Angeles.
Salvadoran gang members lack connection or a support structure in El Salvador,
outside the gang. In the event that they are deported, Salvadoran gang members from

Los Angeles lose their network and geographical ties. This lack of support is reflected in

^ For further discussion of these benefits see Florence Immigrant and Refugee Rights Project (2004).
' There are, of course, circumstances and exceptions to these rules (Florence Immigrant and Refugee Rights
Project 2004).
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news reports from La Prensa Grdjica and El Diario de Hoy. The daily reports from the
two main Salvadoran newspapers describe a population being targeted by and isolated
from the rest of Salvadoran society. The majority of interviewees stated that most of
their families are living in the Los Angeles area.
In 1992, the Los Angeles Riots had a devastating effect on Salvadoran gang youth
in Los Angeles. The signing of the peace accords in 1992, which ended the Salvadoran
civil war impact these youth by freeing up weapons which had been used during the war.
The riots resulted in the mass deportations of immigrants arrested during the riots, and
the declaration of peace resulted in a black market for weapons recently supplied by the
United States.
The deportations of thousands of Salvadoran gang members since 1992 contribute
to the highest rate of homicide in the Americas and the transnationalization of the
criminality of young, male deportees. Since the summer of 2003, there are movements to
curb gang violence in Central America through presidential mandates in El Salvador and
neighboring countries. These mandates make being a gang member and/or looking like a
gang member (tattoos, baggy clothes, shaved head) illegal. The mandates have come
under fire from human rights organizations and, in El Salvador, the judiciary. Recently,
there has also been increased collaboration among the Central American security forces.
These new laws legitimize the activities of the Salvadoran National Police (Policia

Nacional Civil or PNC). The PNC is known to condone and work with extermination
groups who are targeting young, tattooed men. Deported gang members are being
persecuted in El Salvador by agencies the government cannot or will not control.

The issue to be covered reflects the politics of asylum, specifically with regard to
this particular social group. Historically, Salvadoran migrants have challenged the way
the United States government applies asylum regulations. Immigration patterns during
the war and immigration patterns now are similar when considering violence and political
persecution. Violence and political persecution fi-om the government sparked a large
migration out of El Salvador during the 1980s and early 1990s. Salvadoran gang
members are now migrating out of El Salvador, in part due to violence and persecution
by the government or agencies outside the reach of the government. Immigration
attorneys argue that gang members are a particular social group within the asylum
framework, and that political persecution is a real threat. Deported gang members leave
El Salvador and return to Los Angeles, in large part because of fear of persecution by the
PNC.
Homies Unidos, a non-profit organization founded in El Salvador that promotes
an end to gang violence through peaceful organizing, is supportive and encouraging of
Salvadoran gang members' applications for political asylum. Homies Unidos works with
gang members and on issues affecting gang members through various programs and
networks. They provide tattoo removal programs, art workshops, GED classes, popular
education programs and a support network as an alternative to gang activities. The staff
of Homies Unidos also works on advocacy and publicizes the pros and cons of proposed

and enacted legislation in California and El Salvador. Although Homies Unidos believes
that gang members can leave the violent and illegal aspects of gang life, they are not
immune from persecution in El Salvador based on the perception that they are gang
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members. The history of this organization in El Salvador reflects the nature of
persecution for perceived gang membership. This persecution was highlighted during the
asylum case of Alex Sanchez, program director of Homies Unidos.
There is a movement to construct a new asylum argument in response to this
question. This issue is framed in the arguments of judges and lawyers. My fieldwork
supports the way in which immigration lawyers have argued and expands their argument.
Several progressive immigration attorneys lay out the argument that the Salvadoran
government is persecuting gang members based on their tattoos and inability to integrate
into Salvadoran society. Immigration judges' deny this claim and state that if the gang
members are deported they will not be persecuted if they do not involve themselves in
gang activities. If they are involved in illegal activities, the immigration judges find that
it is within the country's rights to arrest them. I counter the immigration judges'
findings, which deny relief under the CAT for Salvadoran gang members. These gang
members cannot lead a productive life in El Salvador. Their tattoos, American style dress
and speech patterns easily identify them as gang members regardless of their behavior. I
use an unpublished case from the year 2000 and interviews I conducted during the
summer of 2003 to expand the argument made by immigration attorneys.
The interviewees were contacted through Homies Unidos. Homies Unidos came
to my attention through my work at the Florence Immigrant and Refugee Rights Project
in Florence, Arizona. The Florence Project is a non-profit organization providing free
legal services to people detained by the Bureau of Immigration and Customs
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Enforcement (BICE)/ The Florence Project is actively involved in preparing
applications for relief under political asylum, the Convention Against Torture and other
forms of relief for detained immigrants. In January 2000, Alex Sanchez, the Program
Director of Homies Unidos, was arrested in Los Angeles. There was a great deal of
publicity surrounding the case of Alex Sanchez. I applied for an internship with Homies
Unidos-Los Angeles for the summer of 2003. The internship was created in such a way
that I could interview people in the office of Homies Unidos and gather information and
news pertaining to gangs in Central America. I lived in Los Angeles for two months,
working at Homies Unidos and involving myself as much as possible in the projects they
organize.
The interviews profiled a specific kind of gang member. None of the subjects
were United States citizens; all have spent the majority of their life in Los Angeles.
These two characteristics, however, are common to tens of thousands of gang members in
Los Angeles. The uniqueness of the group lies in their relationship to Homies Unidos.
Everyone who was interviewed had a link to Homies Unidos. This link could be
anything firom regularly attending a series of workshops or classes, to stopping by for
help once in a while, to knowing someone at Homies Unidos.
All interviewees were men. I decided to interview men because of the way laws
and stereotypes affect them. The recent actions of Plan Mano Dura in El Salvador reflect
this. Mano Dura is a government plan implemented throughout various departments in El
Salvador begiiming in July 2003. The goal of the plan is to remove gang members fi^om

Formerly known as the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS).

Salvadoran society through police and military sweeps of entire neighborhoods. Mano
Dura will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 4. In the sweeps conducted in El
Salvador this summer, the targeted population was young tattooed men. The perception
of criminality is a gendered notion. The criminal in both Salvadoran and United States
popular culture is male. I decided to look at how laws and perceptions of criminality
affect gang members and therefore decided to only interview men.
One reason for the need to conduct interviews with Salvadoran gang members in
Los Angeles is that the literature on Central American gang members lacks a discussion
of the circular migration of this group. Recent events, such as those of Mano Dura, made
the research even more pertinent. The need to conduct interviews in Los Angeles was
due to questions I wanted to ask regarding police activities in El Salvador. I decided that
it would be safer for myself and my subjects to ask these questions in Los Angeles. The
precarious situation that is the importation of a large number of criminal deportees to a
country trying to recover from a 30-year civil war is reflected in the daily newspapers of
El Salvador. As this thesis is being written, reports are being published on the effect of
deportees on Salvadoran society. However, these urgent times in El Salvador are not
coming to the attention of the vast majority of people in the United States.
The first issue to be considered is how this history of Salvadoran migration
impacts the current situation. Chapter 2 will focus on the debate among United States
scholars surrounding the issue of Salvadoran migration to the United States beginning in
the 1980s. Scholars often begin this discussion with the debate of political vs. economic
push factors stemming from the Salvadoran civil war. The civil war produced refugee

flows, and this chapter will detail how Salvadorans ended up in Los Angeles. This
migration produced a politically charged debate from scholars hinging on the fact that
United States asylum laws do not permit economically founded asylum. Therefore, if a
scholar is opposed to the flight of large numbers of Salvadoran migrants from the
country, they emphasize the economic push factors. However, if a scholar is challenging
the low rate of asylum granted to Salvadorans, they center on political push factors. I
will also discuss refiigees in Honduras and the implications of their mass returns to El
Salvador. Asylum with regard to Salvadoran applicants became a very controversial
pohtical issue in the 1980s and 1990s.
Chapter 3 will discuss the formation of the so-called "1.5 generation" in Los
Angeles. The term 1.5 generation refers to the youth who arrived in the United States as
children and grew up in the United States. The migration of thousands of Salvadoran
children, and a multitude of factors which complicated the migration, results in the
formation of a Salvadoran gang in Los Angeles and the inclusion of Salvadorans in
historically Chicano gangs during the late 1980s and early 1990s. The change which
occurs between the time of the migration and the involvement in gangs is reflected in
their experience in the Los Angeles school system and discrimination from Chicano and
Mexican youth, although this should not be perceived as the only reason for Salvadoran
youth's involvement in gangs. The discrimination comes to the surface during the

aftermath of the Los Angeles Riots in 1992. The effects of the riots highlight the distance
between the Mexican population and the Central American population in Los Angeles,
and the contentious relationship between the immigrant community and the LAPD.

These Salvadoran youth became poHce targets and victims in the Rampart/CRASH
(Community Resources Against Street Hoodlums) scandal of the LAPD.^ The targeting
by the LAPD of the youth is based on their perceived criminality, which is based on their
appearance: shaved head, baggy clothes, (gang) tattoos. The combination of all of these
factors led to the creation of the Homies Unidos Los Angeles office in 1997, the sister
office to the Salvadoran organization.
Chapter 4 is my addition to the argument put forth by immigration attorneys. I
support the claim of immigration attorneys. Using the interviews I conducted over the
summer of 2003,1 construct an argument for political asylum based on gang
membership, or perceived gang membership. This chapter highlights the commonalities
between the situations of deported gang members and returned refugees during the civil
war. I also discuss the case of Alex Sanchez, the only Salvadoran gang member to win
political asylum. His asylum case was won on the basis of his political involvement and
not his gang affiliation. I propose that the PNC and others are persecuting young men in
El Salvador based on their belief that they are gang members or were previously gang
members. I found that as a result of this persecution gang members in Los Angeles
refuse to stay in El Salvador after being deported due to fear for their personal safety.
Chapter 5 concludes the thesis with a summary of the argument for political
asylum based on perceived gang membership for Salvadorans. There is much work to be

done on this topic and scholars can investigate several questions regarding the issue of

^ The CRASH unit of the LAPD was discovered in September 1999 to have committed a range of crimes
from planting evidence and weapons to shooting unarmed suspects. CRASH also collaborated with the
INS, which was against Los Angeles city government policy (Hamilton and Chinchilla 2001:197;
Hernandez 2000).
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transnational Salvadoran gangs. This chapter will suggest numerous future research
questions.
This thesis is intended to supplement and expand the argument of immigration
attorneys that Salvadoran gang members should be granted political asylum (in some
form) based on gang membership. The attorneys argue that gang members are being
persecuted by agents in El Salvador and I am adding that because of that persecution they
will return to Los Angeles after being deported. The National Civil Police (PNC) are
acting in an extra-judicial manner to rid El Salvador of gangs. Salvadoran gang members
are being persecuted by actors that the government cannot or will not control, namely the
PNC.
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2. MIGRATION HISTORY: HOW TO GET TO LOS ANGELES

"PFe know that the country is at war, and that we might suffer, but
we 're suffering equally here. Because here we're in jail, we could say
that, because we can't leave to go anywhere. And we have repression by
the authorities, the soldiers. We could say we 're encircled. To have left
from there because of repression and to be here with the same
repression,.... So we've all decided that it's better to leave as a
community(Cagan and Cagan 1991:132).

Scholars agree that in the 1980s migration within and out of El Salvador
expanded exponentially. The arguments for explaining such an increase in migration
vary, although they are ultimately based on the widening effects of the Salvadoran civil
war. The arguments are also rooted in the authors' politics and points of view. While
there is a wealth of information on Salvadoran migration throughout the 1980s to the
present day, the issue of repatriation of Salvadorans through deportation from the United
States remains relatively untouched. In the post-civil war era, the risk of violence upon
returning to El Salvador continues to be high, especially in the case of those persons who
arrived in the United States as children.
While the effects of Salvadoran immigrants' decisions to leave their country are
discussed at length, the issue of deportation to their country of origin is barely touched
upon by scholars. One issue of repatriation which is discussed by scholars is refugee
repatriation. Much of the literature on repatriation of refugees is focused on the
'masivas' or group decisions to return to El Salvador en masse. Deportees, especially

® This statement was made by a 48 year old Salvadoran man in the Colomoncagua refugee camp near the El
Salvador/Honduras border.
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those being deported for gang-related reasons, face an array of challenges. Some are
similar to those faced by returned refugees, but many are distinct and complex.
The debate among United States scholars surrounding the issue of Salvadoran
migration to the United States often begins with the discussion of political vs. economic
push factors stemming from the Salvadoran civil war.^ This is a politically charged
debate hinging on the fact that United States asylum laws do not permit economically
founded asylum.
When looking at the migration to the United States by Salvadorans it is also
necessary to account for conditions in the 'receiving' countries. The three main receiving
countries for Salvadoran migrants in the 1980s were Honduras, Mexico and the United
States. BCnowledge of the condition of refugee camps in Honduras, immigration laws in
Mexico and conditions for migration to both of these countries is essential for
understanding migration patterns to the United States by Salvadorans.
The literature of migration patterns is concerned with why a group is migrating.
The literature on the history of Salvadoran migration lends itself to a discussion on the
circular migration pattern of deported Salvadoran gang members due to the fact that
many of the reasons for migrating during the civil war are similar to why gang members
are migrating. The pattern of migration which results is important because of the
consistent return of deported Salvadoran gang members to the region from which they

were deported, in most cases Los Angeles, due to their lack of identification with El
Salvador. Deportees are often unfamiliar with El Salvador's geography, culture.
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language or other aspects of Salvadoran life. The migration back to Los Angeles returns
them to the place where their identity is most at home. Salvadoran gang members are
deported from Los Angeles to El Salvador and return as undocumented immigrants to
Los Angeles.
Salvadoran migration within El Salvador
Migration within El Salvador began with seasonal labor. After Farabundo Marti's
attempt to organize laborers resulted in his death and the death of approximately 30,000
peasants in 1932 (known as La Matanza), internal migration increased (Hamilton and
Chinchilla 1991). Internal migration continued to grow through the 1950s and 1960s and
in addition to labor migration there was an increase in rural to urban migration (Ibid.).
After 1975, Hamilton and Chinchilla find that more Salvadorans were being displaced
due to violence. By the 1980s, there were approximately 500,000 internally displaced
Salvadorans (Ibid.).
The intensity of fighting in El Salvador escalated in the late 1970s and early
1980s, due to the lethal combination of the Frente Farabundo Marti para la Liberacion
Nacional's (FMLN) so-called Final Offensive in January of 1981 with the inauguration of
the Reagan government in the United States in 1980 and the almost instantaneous
increase in aid from the United States to El Salvador (Perez-Brignoli 1989). This created
a mass exodus of refugees to a wide variety of countries, including most Central

American countries, Mexico, the United States, Canada, Sweden and Australia (Montes
1989:23; Funkhouser 1997:51).

^ Push factors refer to reasons to leave the country of origin and pull factors are what draw migrants to a

Victor Bulmer-Thomas mentions land as a key issue in the history of El Salvador
in his book The Political Economy of Central America since 1920. He states that after
the Soccer War with Honduras in 1969 and the subsequent repatriation of approximately
200,000 Salvadorans, land reform became a pressing issue for the Salvadoran
government (Bulmer-Thomas 1987:205; Hamilton and Chinchilla 1991:91). Yet, due to
pressure from large landowners, land reform legislation was abandoned in 1975 (BulmerThomas 1987:205).
In "Central American Migration: A Framework for Analysis," Nora Hamilton and
Norma Stoltz-Chinchilla begin their assessment of Salvadoran migration with the issues
of internal migration.^ They, like Sermeno Lima, base the beginnings of internal
migration on changes in agricultural production and forced labor migration of indigenous
Salvadorans by plantation owners (Hamilton and Chinchilla 1991:83). Hamilton and
Stoltz-Chinchilla also note a dramatic rise in landlessness. They state that a 1961 level of
rural population landlessness at 11.8 percent increased dramatically in subsequent years
so that by 1975 almost 50 percent of the rural population had no land (Hamilton and
Chinchilla 1991:90; Bulmer-Thomas cites similar data 1987:207).
Segundo Montes was arguably the most prolific Salvadoran researcher of
Salvadoran migration.^ Montes' book acknowledges the political significance of his data

new location. Hamilton and Chinchilla 1991:75.
^ For earlier internal migration trends see Sermeno Lima (1981). Sermeiio Lima discusses the influx of
migrants to the departments of Chalatenango and Cabaiias in the 1800s, due to the production of indigo in
those regions.
^ Montes continued writing until November 1989, when he and five other Jesuit priests, their housekeeper
and her daughter were killed by the Salvadoran military. He was the director of the Human Rights Institute
at the Universidad Centroamericana Jose Simeon Canas, and he conducted a series of studies of internally
displaced populations, refugees and migrants (Macdonald and Gatehouse 1995:1). Edward Funkhouser

and calculations and the difficulty of obtaining consistent and reliable data in his book
Refugiados y repatriados: El Salvador y Honduras (Montes 1989:9). In this 1989 work,
Montes cites 396,833 internally displaced people from the "latest official data"
(1989:12). This official data most likely come from the government and should be
considered a low figure, since it only includes those registered as displaced with the
government. People who did not want the government to know where they were would
obviously not be counted in "official data."
Adrian J. Bailey and Joshua G. Hane state that by the end of the 1980s over
500,000 Salvadorans were internally displaced (Bailey and Hane 1995:179). Most of the
displaced population came from Morazan, San Vicente and Chalatenango (Bailey and
Hane 1995:179). These departments were the sites of some of the heaviest fighting
during the civil war. Patricia Weiss Fagen agrees with Bailey's numbers and makes a
point of distinguishing between the statistics of the government-registered internally
displaced persons and the estimations of internally displaced persons (Fagen 1986:10).
She also infroduces the plight of internally displaced persons who need to register with
the government in order to receive aid from assistance programs. The Catholic
Archdiocese considered some unregistered displaced persons as 'refiigees' instead of
displaced persons since they were directly targeted by the military (Fagen 1986:11).
Scholars writing about internal Salvadoran migration generally agree that

migration within El Salvador is not a new phenomenon. Whether looking at Montes
"official" numbers or the commonly cited half million people, the sheer numbers of

confirmed that much of the initial investigations into Salvadoran migration were done by Montes.

displaced people compound issues relating to data for later analysis and justifications for
migration.
Salvadoran Migration to Mexico
Although their article mainly discusses the issue of Salvadoran migration to the
United States, Bailey and Hane note a large discrepancy in the data regarding the
Salvadoran population living in Mexico. They state that the Mexican census in 1980
accounted for only 2,055 Salvadorans, although other estimates of Salvadorans in Mexico
in the mid-1980s range from 70,000 to 250,000 (Bailey and Hane 1995:180)."' Most
likely this discrepancy arose due to the avoidance of Mexican official institutions by
Salvadorans (Bailey and Hane 1995:180).
Sergio Aguayo (1986) cites a variety of difficulties encountered by Salvadorans
migrating through or to Mexico. In the late 1980s, when the conflict in El Salvador
became more violent and led to greater numbers of migration, Mexico was experiencing
an economic crisis. Aguayo encountered more than 70 percent unemployment among
Central Americans interviewed in Mexico (Aguayo 1986:112). Along with the economic
crisis in Mexico, Aguayo states that Salvadorans were affected by an inability to gain
permanent legal status, reporting that more than 90 percent of the Central Americans
interviewed were without any kind of legal status (Aguayo 1986:113)." Aguayo has a
clear opinion of the cause of migration of Salvadorans. He counters a 1983 speech by

President Reagan by stating that the increasing numbers of Central American migrants

(Funkhouser 1997:44).
Aguayo believes there were about 200,000 Salvadorans in Mexico in 1986 (1986:100).
" Stanley also cites economic conditions in Mexico as a reason for Salvadorans to move through Mexico
(1987:137).

were "not the result of Marxist dictatorships," but instead the result of internal conflict
"aggravated by U.S. policy" (Aguayo 1986:116). Aguayo also raises the fi-equently .
ignored issue of 'Mexicanization' of Salvadoran migrants on their way to the United
States (Aguayo 1986:110).^^ He contends that not only did the Salvadoran migrants
continue migrating towards the United States because of the economic crisis in Mexico,
but also because there was almost no possibility of obtaining legal status there (Aguayo
1986:153).
Salvadoran migration to Honduras
Salvadorans and Hondurans have had a long and often tense history of crossborder migration. Scholarly literature has provided a good background to the Honduran
refugee situation. Honduras is the focus of this section because the majority of the
Salvadoran refiigees were located in Honduras during the 1980s and early 1990s.
Salvadoran migration within Central America, including Honduras, began with seasonal
agriculture labor, according to Hamilton and Stoltz-Chinchilla (1991:84). Migration to
Honduras increased after the 1932 Matanza and continued until the 1969 Soccer War
(Hamilton and Chinchilla 1991:91). Fagen asserts that the Soccer War did not have
much to do with actual soccer, but with Salvadoran migrants whose search for land led
them to Honduras (Fagen 1986:50).
Scholars frequently note that the departments of El Salvador with the highest
levels of violence during the war were the departments along the Honduran border. The

Although Aguayo raises the issue of'Mexicanization,' a thorough definition is missing from his article.
He simply states that 'Mexicanization' happens when Central Americans disguise themselves as Mexicans.
The issue of Mexicanization will be discussed at length in Chapter 3.

border had a long history of Salvadoran cross-border movement, which included the 1969
Soccer War and resulting deportations (Hamilton and Chinchilla 1991:91). Yet,
Honduras also received many of the refugees fleeing El Salvador to UNHCR (United
Nations High Commissioner on Refugees) reftigee camps, although Fagen notes that the
United States had an influence on those refugee policies and camps because the United
States funded about a quarter of the UNHCR budget (Fagen 1986:17). She declares that
this influence negatively affected the situation of Salvadorans in Honduran refligee
camps, leading to diminished security. According to Fagen, the U.S. State Department
viewed the Salvadoran refugees as a security risk, believing them to have associations
with the FMLN.^^ Since the refugee camps were concentrated centers of supposed
FMLN supporters and they were close to the Salvadoran border, the camps became an
easy target for the United States-backed Salvadoran military (Ibid.:63). Fagen states that
refugees in Honduras were not permitted to work or otherwise leave their camps without
risking the loss of their refugee status and Montes finds the confinement and restrictions
in the Honduran refugee camps to be quite severe (Ibid.:54-55; Montes 1989:39).
Salvadoran migration to the United States
In order to better understand the current issues relating to Salvadoran identity and
criminalization, which will be discussed in more detail later, and how they lead to a
specific migration pattern, it is necessary to know what has been discussed regarding

Salvadoran migration. The question of 'why?' has always been the most inflammatory in
this particular body of literature. Salvadoran immigrants were arriving in never-before

Montes also comments on the perception of refugees as bases of support for the FMLN (1989:40).

seen numbers in the 1980s and early 1990s due to political violence in their native
country and the denial rates by the United States government of asylum applications,
which were extraordinarily high. The low acceptance rate sparked fierce debate over
whether migrants were arriving for political or economic reasons. The history of
Salvadoran migration to the United States has been a highly politicized and contested
area for scholarly discussion.
Because the number of migrants from El Salvador in the 1980s and 1990s was so
large and because many were undocumented, scholars have difficulties determining how
many Salvadorans were actually in the United States. Aguayo raises the issue of
discrepancies in estimates of El Salvadoran immigrants, noting the increase or decrease
of estimations for political means (1986:101). Adrian Bailey and Joshua Hane also note
the differences in the estimations of numbers of Salvadorans living in the United States in
the early 1990s, citing a range Irom 280,000 to 1,042,344 (1995:179). Patricia Landolt,
Lilian Autler and Sonia Baires believe approximately 1.2 million Salvadorans were
residing in the United States (1999:291). Aguayo openly criticizes the United States
government's policies on refugees in 1986 by noting that the support for Central
American military dictatorships increased the push factors for migration while, at the
same time. President Reagan placed a limit of 2,000 on the number of Latin American
refugees that could be accepted into the United States (Aguayo 1986:152). In
comparison, Patricia Fagen states that Belize (population listed as 156,000) was the
recipient of approximately 7,000 Salvadoran refiigees by 1986 (Fagen 1986:2).

In contrast to the emerging pattern of rural Salvadoran migration, Bailey and
Hane note that most apprehensions by the INS during this time period were made of
people reporting to be from San Miguel and La Union, departments with lower rates of
conflict and better economic standards than most departments (Bailey and Hane
1995:183). Yet, Bailey and Hane do not remind the reader that the high level of
internally displaced people within El Salvador increased the possibility that a person had
moved within their country (from a more impoverished to a less impoverished
department) before eventually needing to leave their country (Montes 1989:12; Bailey
and Hane 1995:179; Fagen 1986:9). The immigrants would also have a greater
likelihood of telling the INS that they were from a different department if they suspected
the INS would tell the Salvadoran government of their impending return to El Salvador.
Segundo Montes was also able to contest the claims put forth by government
officials in the United States and El Salvador. (Montes Mozo 1988:12). In Salvadoran
Migration to the United States, Montes states that according to the views of officials in
these two countries. El Salvador is a "democratic country that respects Human Rights"
and therefore Salvadorans in the United States are seen as economic migrants, deserving
of no preferential treatment with regards to immigration status (Montes Mozo 1988:12).
He refiites this statement by finding an association between emigration bound for the
United States and the Salvadoran political crisis.

Cecilia Menjivar, Julie DaVanzo, Lisa Greenwell, and R. Burciaga Valdez argue
that people coming to the United States under political persecution must leave their
country within a short amount of time, and therefore may not have time to organize and

bring close family members (Menjivar et al. 1998:103). This directly contradicts many
proponents of the economic migrant theory who argue that people experiencing political
persecution will migrate with their entire family, while economic migrants will migrate
as single people. Hamilton and Stotlz-Chinchilla state that Salvadorans who have
immigrated to the United States since 1979 come from a wider socioeconomic
background than previous immigrants, and a large portion were coming for war-related
reasons (Hamilton and Chinchilla 1991:101).
William Stanley hypothesizes a connection between violence, economics and
migration of Salvadorans, acknowledging a list of variables which he then disregards for
the duration of the paper (Stanley 1987:133-34). In his 1987 article, "Economic Migrants
or Refugees from Violence? A Time-Series Analysis of Salvadoran Migration to the
United States," Stanley writes that the question raised over Salvadoran and Guatemalan
migration to the United States was whether the United States government should continue
with deportations (as was the practice) or whether it should instead offer "these
individuals .. .special protection" (Stanley 1987:132). He does not address the possible
consequences of deportation. Stanley relies solely on immigration statistics from the
INS, without qualifying their data. He does acknowledge that increased apprehensions
may not correspond to increased migration. It is possible that increased apprehensions
correspond instead to an increase in the success rate of enforcement techniques. In his
statistical analysis (using only the INS data), Stanley uses INS apprehensions of
Mexicans as a control for the possible increase due to successfiil enforcement techniques.
He does not, however, mention the Mexicanization of Salvadoran migrants.

Despite all of these weaknesses, he finds "strong empirical evidence" that
political violence contributes to Salvadoran migration to the United States (Stanley
1987:144). He acknowledges that the majority of the violence against civilians stems
from the Salvadoran military and paramilitary and also notes that these groups carry out
destruction of crops and property (Stanley 1987:136). This appears to be not only
physical violence, but economic violence as well. Stanley, like Aguayo, cites the
argument made by the Reagan administration regarding the passage through Mexico as
evidence of economic migration (Stanley 1987:132). Stanley does note a counter
argument made by aid workers regarding abuse and hardships at the hands of Mexicans
towards Salvadoran migrants (Stanley 1987:133). Although apparently coming from two
different orientations, Aguayo interviewing Central American migrants in Mexico, and
Stanley using INS data, both authors conclude that proposed Reagan administration
policies would only increase the refiigee flows (Stanley 1987:146). Stanley continues on
to suggest that the United States government protect Salvadoran immigrants from
deportation (Stanley 1987:147).
Montes also presented provocative data reflecting a survey of reasons for
migrating to the United States in "Za crisis social agudizada por la crisis politica
salvadorena: La migracion a Estados Unidos, un idicador de la crisis." This 1987 work
presented the results of a survey representing a range of reasons for migrating. He also

contrasted the answers from survey data taken from Salvadoran Consulates and
Salvadoran community organizations (NGOs) in two different time periods: 1941 to
1979 and 1980 to 1987. There was a sharp difference in reason for migrating, between

the two periods. The NGO survey results had very high percentages for politically
motivated migration, especially within the later time period. The high number of 'none
of the above' answers conveys a lack of confidence in the Salvadoran government and a
possible self-selection of economic migrants (or migrants who support the government)
to participate in the consular survey.
While Montes discusses the issues of migration and working through the
Salvadoran networks available, Susan Bibler Coutin (2000) describes the process
Salvadorans encountered in the United States legal system. Bibler Coutin emphasizes
that not only did applicants for asylum need to have documented personal experience
with political violence; they also needed knowledge of how the asylum application
process functioned in the United States (Coutin 2000:53).
Montes' book, Refugiados y repatriados: El Salvador y Honduras, asserts that
most Salvadoran immigrants to the United States, whether for economic reasons
aggravated by the war or political violence caused by the war, were more educated and
had more resources than the average Salvadoran (Montes 1989:24). Yet, he also notes
that more than 30 percent of the Salvadoran immigrants in the United States were
unemployed and the majority were without legal status (Montes 1989:13; Montes
1987:676). The flight of the educated from El Salvador, according to Montes, had
serious effects on Salvadoran society and the economy (Montes 1989:24). He found in
1987 that approximately one million Salvadorans lived in the United States, which
corresponded to about 20 percent of the total population of El Salvador (Montes
1987:676).

Salvadoran migration back to El Salvador
Less discussed are the several different kinds of return migration. The spectrum
seems to vary widely from those who get paid to return to El Salvador (viajeros) to those
who are forced to return to El Salvador (deportees). This section will focus on the
masivas from Honduras and deportees. By understanding the history of El Salvador to
Honduras movement it is easier to comprehend the difficulties faced by refugees and the
desire to repatriate to an area with available land.
Some migrants returned collectively, as in the case of mass repatriations from
refiagee camps (mostly from Honduras). Bailey states that in 1990, about 95 percent of
all refugees returning to El Salvador were returned collectively (Bailey and Hane
1995:184). His explanation for the mass returns was the horrible conditions of refugee
camps, and he states that the mass returns were refugee initiated (Bailey and Hane
1995:186). Montes cites the collective return of refiigees {masivas) as a decision made
by the refugees and as a way to maintain their community and integrate the invalids,
orphans, abandoned people and single people (Montes 1989:27). Yet, he also notes that
these repatriated populations were immediately suspected by the Salvadoran government
and armed forces of supporting the FMLN (Montes 1989:27). In turn, the returned
refugees had very little faith in the government agencies and placed more trust in non
governmental organizations (NGOs) and faith-based organizations (Montes 1989:50-51).

Conditions in the refiigee camps were so difficult that many refugees left the
camps between 1980 and 1982 and either returned to El Salvador or moved to other
countries in search of a more secure location (Fagen 1986:52). The Salvadoran armed
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forces had been exerting pressure on the movements to the camps from El Salvador,
which included abductions and murders (Fagen 1986). The U.S. State Department
proposed that the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) move the
camps farther from the Honduran/Salvadoran border or simply repatriate the refugees
(Fagen 1986:63, 84). These decisions were made without taking into account the views
of the reftigees. This led refugees in Honduras to leave the camps and return to El
Salvador.
Segundo Montes' originally pessimistic view of democratic possibilities in El
Salvador was changed when he proclaimed that the seeds of real democracy resided in
the communities of returning refugees (Hassett 1991:13). When Montes was researching
the conditions of refugee camps in Honduras, he witnessed the democratic organization
of the refugees who were planning to return to El Salvador. These refugees organized
and made the decision to return to disputed territory, while governments and
organizations pressured them to stay in the camps.
The conditions of Salvadoran refugees in the 1980s and 1990s were highly
politicized. The standoff surrounding the recognition of refiigee status and rights
allocated to civilians in combat zones was not between the Salvadorans and their
government or military, but between the UNHCR, NGOs which aided refugees and the
governments of El Salvador, Honduras and the United States. This section will detail the

situations, as presented by scholars, of the conditions of repatriation to El Salvador.
The majority of Salvadoran refiigees fled to Honduras. The first camps were near
the El Salvador/Honduras border, and later a camp opened at Mesa Grande in the interior

of Honduras. The refugees collectively administered much of the camp life and the
supplies came from international aid organizations.
Salvadoran refugees in Honduras began returning to El Salvador in 1984 after
enduring military and governmental harassment from both Salvadoran and Honduran
governments who were supported and supplied by the United States government (Castillo
and Palma 1996). Between 1984 and 1991 26,661 refugees registered with the UNHCR
returned to El Salvador from Honduras, Nicaragua, Costa Rica and Panama (Castillo and
Palma 1996). More than 18,000 of the returnees came from camps in Honduras (Bailey
and Hane 1995). These refugees returned before the peace accords were signed in 1992
to end of the Salvadoran civil war.
The majority of documented refugees fled over the Honduran border to the closest
camps available. Significant numbers of refugees were also located in camps in
Nicaragua and Costa Rica, however. Salvadoran refugees recognized by the UNHCR
also fled to Belize, Guatemala, Panama, Canada, Australia and Sweden. A large number
of refugees were unable to gain documentation in Mexico and the United States (Pacheco
and Sarti 1991; Stone 1991; Aguayo 1996; Bailey and Hane 1995). But even those who
gained official refugee status within the camps in Central America led lives in the camps
that were far from easy.
Refugees in Honduras began returning to El Salvador in organized groups to live
together as a village. The bond to one's community is made stronger through being
returned together to an unfamiliar country. An additional motivation for maintaining
communal cohesiveness was that communities of repatriated refiigees received a

staggering amount of international aid and support from NGOs (MacDonald and
Gatehouse 1995:126, 154; Cagan and Cagan 1991:119). MacDonald notes that
international aid organizations saw the refugee resettlement areas as model communities
and peaceful democratic societies (MacDonald and Gatehouse 1995:154-155). This
differs sharply from the point of view of the Salvadoran government. According to
Edwards and Siebentritt, the response to an anticipated repatriation arrived on September
1, 1987, when the Salvadoran military bombed a proposed repopulation site (Edwards
and Siebentritt 1991:97).
Repatriated refiagees had difficulties gaining essential services from the
Salvadoran government. Several authors point out that the returned refugees had
difficulty in obtaining Salvadoran passports and the national identification card (cedula)
(Bailey and Hane 1995; Edwards and Siebentritt 1991). Cagan and Cagan contradict this
statement when they describe Salvadoran government officials who were sent to the
camp at Colomoncagua to issue identification for refugees who were planning to
repatriate. Bailey credits the international aid community for the improvements in the
process of re-issuing identification. The Lawyers Committee for International Human
Rights and Americas Watch reported that the loss of identification was not unusual
among people who fled their homes and that the government suspected people without a
cedilla of being guerillas (Lawyers Committee for International Human Rights and

Americas Watch 1984:90).
Many authors note that the repatriated populations were immediately suspected of
supporting the FMLN by the Salvadoran government and armed forces (Montes 1989:27;

Bailey and Hane 1995:189; Cagen and Cagen 1991:118). In fact, the Salvadoran
government regularly labeled the returnees as masas (or masses of supporters) of the
FMLN. According to Cagan and Cagan, the Salvadoran government characterized the
repatriation as an invasion. Bailey concurs, adding that the Salvadoran press and
government accused the FMLN of masterminding the returns. The United States
government was well aware of this generalization, according to the Lawyers Committee
for International Human Rights and Americas Watch. They cite a letter written by US
Ambassador Thomas Pickering, which implied the right of the Salvadoran military to
target the masas, as they are "civilian logistical support personnel" working with the
guerillas (Lawyers Committee for International Human Rights and Americas Watch
1984:51). The Lawyers Committee for International Human Rights and Americas Watch
sharply disagreed with the Ambassador's assessment, noting that his statement went
against the Geneva Convention, in which civilian non-combatants cannot be targeted
(Ibid.:52). The Salvadoran government tried to isolate the repatriated communities
(Pacheco and Sarti 1991).
The refiigees returned to a culture in which they did not belong. Refugees who
had been living in camps for many years had to readjust to Salvadoran culture upon their
return (Bailey and Hane 1995:190; Cagen and Cagen 1991:148). Cagan and Cagan noted
some of the difficulties faced by the refugees from Colomoncagua who had lived in the
camp for nine years, such as their easy identification due to their different behavior and
dress (Cagen and Cagen 1991:147).
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The repatriated refugee population bonded together in the face of adversity
(Cagen and Cagen 1991:149). They depended on NGOs for assistance and integration.
Although they were perceived by the Salvadoran government as suspected FMLN, the
repatriated refugees had a host of aid organizations supplying their communities with
everything from building materials and vehicles to security and international visibility.
The international visibility was used to provoke awareness and change for their situation.
By gaining international attention, repatriated refugees were able to pressure the
Salvadoran government for fair and lawful treatment.
Donna DeCesare (1989) tackles a different issue regarding returned migrants.
She raises the issue of deported gang members in the post-civil war era. The majority of
these recent problems stem from the migration of Salvadoran children to the United
States with their parents, who raise them in cities in the United States. As the next
chapter describes, many of these children later joined one of several Latino or Salvadoran
gangs as youths, and after spending time in the United States prison system, they were
deported by the INS to a country which they often do not know. The deportee's situation
is further complicated by the resurgence of various death squads which had functioned
during the civil war. Their new targets are young, tattooed, English speaking
'Americanized' men. She cites the Pan American Health Organization as stating that El
Salvador had the highest homicide rate in the Americas in 1997 (DeCesare 1998:23). In

addition, the homicide rate in El Salvador is currently significantly higher than during the
civil war.
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Many hypotheses, such as the bonding together of a group under attack by the
government and the high visibiHty of each group, can be drawn to link the experience of
returned reftigees and deported gang members. There are no scholarly works which
compare the two groups, although a few similarities are evident, including suspicion by
the Salvadoran government and reliance on NGOs, to name a few.
Conclusion
The scholars discussed represent a variety of the literature on Salvadoran
migration patterns and effects. Because there was much public debate regarding the issue
of Salvadoran migration to the United States, there is an abundance of articles and books
on the subject. Information is lacking, however, regarding the repatriation of Salvadoran
emigrants. While information on reftigee migration to Honduras is available, other
Central American countries are discussed with few statistics and few details. Authors
cite in passing the refugees and migrants in Canada, Europe and Australia (Montes
1989:23; Funkhouser 1997:51). The migration issue receiving little academic attention is
the issue of return migration by way of deportation.
The issue of Salvadoran migration in recent history lends itself to the current
circular migration pattern of Salvadoran gang members. The issues resulting from a
migrant who does not identify with his or her home country and is forced to repatriate is
hardly addressed in the literature on migrant identity. The recent history of migration is a
key body of literature when discussing identity and forced repatriation. Most of the
literature which addressed the stream of migrants during the 1980s is focused on the
reason for migrating. Yet, this literature does reveal a practice of the Salvadoran

government branding displaced populations and migrants as enemies of the state. This
body of literature will aid in answering the question of why deported Salvadoran gang
members continue to return to Los Angeles as undocumented immigrants.
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3. THE VIEW FROM LOS ANGELES: L5 AND 187

''They got a little saying in Spanish: ni de aqui, ni de alia. You know."
Jesiis, age 23.''*

The migrations of thousands of Salvadorans during the late 1980s and early 1990s
changed the cultural makeup of Los Angeles. Eventually, Salvadoran youth formed a
Salvadoran gang (Mara Salvatrucha) in Los Angeles, and Salvadorans were included in
historically Chicano gangs. Young Salvadoran immigrants in Los Angeles became what
scholars refer to as the 1.5 generation: while they are technically of the first generation
of immigrants they, unlike their parents, arrive in the United States at an early age and
attend school in the United States. The ties they have to their country of origin are more
akin to the ties second-generation immigrants have to their country of origin; these
immigrants effectively grow up in the United States. This chapter will discuss the
conditions which led to the formation of the Mara Salvatrucha gang, the identity issues
encountered by Salvadoran immigrant youth in Los Angeles and how gangs and ideas of
criminality became transnationalized between Los Angeles and El Salvador.
Discrimination by Chicanos and Mexican immigrants was a key factor in the
creation of a Salvadoran gang in Los Angeles. Discrimination is certainly not the only
reason for gang involvement by Salvadoran youth. Gang members also cite the need for
familial love and caring and the indirect effects of the war they experienced as small
children. The indirect effects of the war could be anything from seeing dismembered
bodies on the way to school, as Alex Sanchez did, to witnessing "kids using guns" as

Juan did, or hearing stories of Salvadorans being savages who kill their own people, as
Noel did.'^ As many Salvadorans became involved in Los Angeles gangs, they became
police targets and victims of the Rampart/CRASH scandal of the Los Angeles Police
Department (LAPD). The targeting by the LAPD of the youth is prompted by their
perceived criminality, which is based on their appearance: shaved head, baggy clothes,
(gang) tattoos. The combination of these factors led to the creation of the Homies Unidos
Los Angeles office in 1997, the sister office to the Salvadoran organization.
Much has been written on the notoriously bad race relations in Los Angeles. As
early as 1943, ethnic strife in Los Angeles was brought to the nation's attention. The
Zoot Suit Riots occurred in that year, when groups of mostly white United States
servicemen attacked Mexican-American youth (Mazon 1984). The Watts riot of 1965
was set off as a result of the arrest of an African-American motorist by white policemen
(Fogelson 1969). The East L.A. riots, stemming from the National Chicano Moratorium
March in 1970, were a response to white police clashing with a Chicano anti-Vietnam
War march (Morales 1972). The most recent ethnic clash in Los Angeles was the
eruption of the riots of 1992 in the wake of the verdict in the Rodney King case. This riot
was different from previous uprisings because it was the first major demonstration of the
different treatment of various Latino groups in a major conflict in Los Angeles.
At the time of the 1992 Los Angeles riots, tensions between Mexicans/Chicanos

and Salvadorans were represented in news conferences and various other reports. This

All names have been changed, unless they are those of a public figure.
Juan spoke of this experience in the context of how the civil war did not affect him. "I saw people die, I
saw kids using guns - it wasn't because of that, because I wanted to be in a gang,..

chapter looks at Mexican/Chicano relations with Salvadorans from the 1980s to 1994. In
the 1980s, Central Americans were immigrating in massive numbers to Los Angeles, and
the passage of California Proposition 187 in 1994 attempted to restrict various services to
the undocumented. The organization behind the anti-Proposition 187 movement brought
together the Latino community in Los Angeles which had been tensely separate during
the LA riots.
Of particular interest is the connection between the discrimination of Salvadoran
youth and the formation of gangs in order to protect Salvadoran youth from Chicano gang
members.'^ The conflicts between Salvadorans and Mexican-Americans are notably
different from other ethnic conflicts due to the perception of Latino homogeneity. These
two groups have very different migration histories, the most prominent aspect of which is
the large emigration of Salvadorans due to civil war.
In the wake of the Los Angeles riots in 1992, the Los Angeles Police Department,
although its responsibilities did not include immigration issues, turned over one third of
the Latinos arrested during the riots to the INS to be processed for deportation (Hamilton
and Chinchilla 2001:153). Since many of the Latinos were Salvadoran gang members,
their deportation created transnational gangs. Hamilton and Chinchilla recall a question
asked of the residents of a town in Chalatenango, El Salvador, regarding the influences of
migration. The residents cited remittance money and gangs as the most salient

consequences of migration they could see in their lives (Hamilton and Chinchilla

For the purpose of this chapter the broadest definitions of the words Mexican-American and Chicano will
be used, and the author will make little distinction between these two groups. There is an important
distinction made in the political sphere between Mexican-Americans and Chicanos; however, Salvadoran
immigrants make little distinction between these two groups when speaking of Mexicans.

2001:228). The factors contributing to gang proliferation in El Salvador include the
transnational nature of the two largest gangs (18'*^ Street and Mara Salvatrucha), low
levels of job availability and easy access to weapons due to the long experience of war
and violence in El Salvador (Hamilton and Chinchilla 2001:228).
The literatures on immigrant identity and on the criminalization of youth lend
themselves to a discussion on the circular migration pattern of deported Salvadoran gang
members. These two bodies of literature are both anchored in the idea of identity. The
first literature is focused on the intersection between self-identification and a national
identification. The other literature is about an identification being imposed on a person,
specifically that of a criminal. The city of Los Angeles complicates this discussion by
also assigning identification to a person, based on which area of the city he or she lives.
Segregation in the Citv
Los Angeles is at once a highly segregated city and one of the most ethnically
diverse in the country (Charles 2000; Oliver and Grant 1995; Omatsu 1995). Los
Angeles is home to the largest population of Salvadorans outside San Salvador and the
largest population of Mexicans outside Mexico (Vigil 2002; Hamilton and Chinchilla
2001). These groups, however, live in ethnic enclaves and in separate neighborhoods. In
a shocking analogy, Glenn Omatsu compares the segregation in Los Angeles to that of
the South (1995). He states, "Like the South, segregation in Los Angeles has been
maintained by a complex blend of legal, economic and practical measures" (Omatsu,
1995:89). Segregation in Los Angeles was augmented through restricting the home

buying of certain groups in various parts of the city (Omatsu 1995). These practices,
outlined by Omatsu, reinforce the ethnic neighborhoods in Los Angeles.
Examples of ethnic enclaves in Los Angeles are sometimes obvious, as with
Koreatown or Little Tokyo, but racial perimeters also exist around the areas of Compton,
Watts and South Central L.A. (historically African-American); East L.A. (Chicano and
Mexican-American); Pico-Union (Central-American); and Simi Valley'^ and Malibu
(notoriously White) (Fukxirai, Krooth and Butler 1994; Charles 2000). As a result of
these clearly defined ethnic neighborhoods, the influx and settlement of a new ethnic
group results in conflict and tension as displacement occurs.
In the early 1980s, previously set ethnic demographics in Los Angeles began to
change. This was due, in part, to the immigration of thousands of Central Americans.
The vast majority of these immigrants were Guatemalan and Salvadoran (Hamilton and
Chinchilla 2001). In 1990, Los Angeles claimed the largest Latino population in the
United States (Charles 2000). From 1980-1990, Central American immigration to Los
Angeles increased almost 100%, and by 1992, Los Angeles county was 40% Latino
(Navarro 1995; Ransford 1994). Hamilton and Chinchilla cite the 1990 census for their
data of the Salvadoran and Guatemalan population: just over 300,000 Salvadorans and
almost 160,000 Guatemalans in the Los Angeles area (2001:51).'^ The 1990 census also
showed a demographic shift in South Central, where the population had become 45%

Latino, due mainly to Central American immigration (Pastor 1993). Koreatown-

" Simi Valley was the site of the Rodney King trial.
Hamilton and Chinchilla qualify these numbers, noting the data from the census is undoubtedly
underestimating the actual totals.
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Westlake became 74.1% Latino by the early 1990s as Central Americans expanded out of
nearby Pico-Union (Pastor 1993).'^ These areas (South Central, Pico Union and
Koreatown) were some of the hardest hit by the 1992 riots, as changing demographics put
pressure on ethnic tensions which were exacerbated by recession, factory closings and
anti-immigrant sentiment.
Resentment and Interaction: Issues of Identity
The literature on identity of immigrants tends to focus on the relationship of
migrants to their homeland, how they identify with their country of residence (usually the
United States) and how they identify with their home country in their absence. Most
literature on identity does not discuss the conflicts resulting from the immigrant's identity
with the United States and forced return to their home country. The one notable
exception is the work of Elana Zilberg (2002).
Pablo Vila (2003) discusses identity, but leaves out the very important issue of
nationality. This is especially interesting since he is using the borderlands as the location
for his dissection of identity. Bridget Hayden (2003) uses nationality in her discussion
and focuses her analysis of the issues of identity on the idea of patria in her book
Salvadorans in Costa Rica. Hayden uses the word to define the relationships between the
idea of El Salvador and Salvadorans who had lived for a number of years in Costa Rica
(2003:95). She argues that the term patria "is taken for granted in studies of nations,
nationalism and national identity in Latin America" (2003:94). Hayden believes that to

" The Korean population of Koreatown was only 23% (Navarro 1995).

get a better sense of the migrant's self-identity the notion ofpatria which impacts people
in their daily lives needs to be investigated (2003:94).
Hayden also brings in a generational view that corresponds to the diaspora of
emigrated Salvadorans in her post-war analysis. Several authors note the difference in
self-identity between the first generation migrants and their children who are raised away
from the parents' home country. While Vila addresses the issue of labeling (i.e. the
identity traits associated with a Chilango, a person from Mexico City, versus those of a
Chicano), he does not do so in a generational context. Ruben Rumbaut (2001)
distinguishes between first generation immigrants, those who were bom in the new
country (second generation) and children bom in the home country who migrated before
the age of eighteen (the 1.5 generation). The identification of immigrant children with
their new environment over the home country is not a new or unusual theme.
Hayden questions the notion of home as a link to one's identity and notes the
difficulty in conveying this sentiment in the Spanish language (2003). Rumbaut also
takes up this theme and questions whether perhaps there are two homes (2002:48). He
concludes his chapter noting, "there is very little evidence that the kinds of attachments
that are fundamental to pursuing a meaningful fransnational project of 'dual lives' are
effectively sustained" within the 1.5 generation (Ibid.:91). In essence, the 1.5 generation
does not maintain two identities or two homes, according to Rumbaut.
For many Central Americans, Mexican-Americans were the ethnic group they
interacted with most often. Resentment of Mexicans/Chicanos in Los Angeles is
frequently voiced by Central American immigrants (Penalosa 1984). Mexican hegemony

is noted everywhere from the workplace to the school system. This hegemony is
expressed by one Central American as: "Mexicans think they own Los Angeles"
(Hamilton and Chinchilla 2001:57). Central Americans voiced concerns after the 1992
uprising that the Latinoization of Los Angeles was in fact a Mexicanization (Oliver and
Grant 1995).^° Central Americans in the Los Angeles school system expressed concern
that promotion of a Latino identity was usually associated with Mexican culture. This
complaint is perceived as petty by many Mexican-Americans, since the Chicano
movement in Los Angeles struggled for years to get Chicano history and culture
represented in the school system (Rodriguez 1993). Mexican-Americans also felt
threatened by the massive migration of Central Americans. Their perception was that
these new immigrants were moving into 'their' buildings and taking 'their' factory jobs
(Penalosa 1984).
Raquel Josefma Gutierrez acknowledges the struggles with Central American and
Mexican identity in her essay "Part-Time Salvi" (2000). As a Mexican-SalvadoranAmerican, she discusses the perception that all Latinos are Mexican-American. But, she
notes, "It was just easier to say I was Chicana" (2000:28). She felt disconnected from the
Salvadoran community because Mexicanization was so pervasive in her life. She writes,
"There weren't any Salvi super-heroes or pop cultural icons to shine a light on the Salvi
self-awareness path" (2000:28).^^ She also assumed all Latinos she met were Chicanos.

Zilberg corrects the term "Latinoization" to "Re-Latinoization" based on the fact that Los Angeles was
founded by Mexicans (2002).
Silvia Beltran contends that Salvadorans do not call themselves Salvi and that this is a word Mexicans
call Salvadorans. This statement reinforces Gutierrez's discormect from the Salvadoran identity.

These assumptions lead to feelings of isolation for Salvadorans within the Latino
community.
Salvadorans and Mexicans have a changing, but usually tense, relationship. Many
Salvadoran immigrants have used knowledge of Mexican culture to their advantage on
their journey from El Salvador to Los Angeles. Often they emulated Mexicans in order
to blend in with the population while in Mexico. Yet, they were not welcomed by
Mexican authorities and most continued migrating towards the United States because
there was almost no possibility of gaining legal status in Mexico (Aguayo 1986). Along
the United States/Mexico border, Mexicanization again became very important. One
needed to be perceived as a Mexican when speaking with the immigration authorities as a
strategy for avoiding deportation to El Salvador.
This change in self-identity can begin long before the immigrant reaches his or
her new community. Sergio Aguayo was one of the first scholars to raise the frequentlyignored issue of Mexicanization of Salvadoran migrants on their way to the United States
(1986:110). Although Aguayo discusses Mexicanization, a thorough definition is
missing from his article. He simply states that Mexicanization happens when Central
Americans disguise themselves as Mexicans. Yet, making others perceive you as
Mexican has many fiinctions and implications for Cenfral Americans, which are not
discussed by Aguayo. Other scholars did note how this Mexicanization can be used to a
Salvadoran's advantage. By Mexicanizing, a Salvadoran can not only pass through
Mexico with fewer difficulties, but in the event of apprehension by the INS, a
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Mexicanized Salvadoran may be able to get deported by bus to Mexico (usually to a
border town) instead of being deported by plane to San Salvador.
In many cases, this fagade continued once Salvadoran immigrants arrived in Los
Angeles. There existed an internal perception, within the Salvadoran community, that
acknowledging Salvadoran nationality was akin to admitting undocumented status. Due
to the extraordinary denial rates of asylum applications for Salvadorans, this was not an
entirely false assumption. There was also an external opinion, outside the Salvadoran
community, that the words Latino and Mexican were synonyms. Salvadorans' used these
assumptions to their advantage in work and school life. The combination of being
thought to be Mexican based on being Latino and not wanting to acknowledge being
Salvadoran led to the continued Mexicanization of Salvadorans while in Los Angeles.
Furthermore, ignorance of the diversity of Latino cultures could impede
Salvadorans from finding their place in Los Angeles. In "Always Say You're Mexican,"
Marlon Morales writes of his experience in the fourth grade when a student asked him
where he was from. "I was going to say Mexico. I'm supposed to say Mexico, add 'but
bom here' and leave it at that. My mom said I'm supposed to say this all the time,... 'El
Salvador,' I blurted out. 'I'm from El Salvador.' 'Cool,' Alex said approvingly. 'What
part of Mexico is that in?"' (2000:66). Even when able to admit his heritage. Morales
continued to be Mexicanized when he was outside the Salvadoran community.
One of the issues in the literature on identity is how to define the term. Vila takes
on the complex notion of identity in the borderlands. He employs a definition of identity
as "made by the sedimentation of multiple stories about ourselves and 'others'" (Vila

2003:107). Vila's use of stories is part of the narrative plot, or set of stories in which the
subject is the protagonist, in which he sees all identities being constructed (2003:106).
He also takes into account the impact of the impressions of others on a person's identity,
"how I think they see me" (Ibid.:111). The Vila chapter analyzes the label 'Mexican' in
terms of the border region. In one example he notes how the identity of a person from
Mexico City would change, as perceived by others, while migrating through northern
Mexico and into the United States. The Chilango would be seen as a "clever rascal" in
Northern Mexico and upon crossing, Vila argues, the person becomes just another
Mexican "without ambition" (Ibid.:110).
Although Vila does not use any examples of Central Americans in his theories,
they could easily be incorporated into the pattern he outlines. Elana Zilberg's subject
William Huezo, also known as Weasel, describes how although when asked he would tell
people he was bom in El Salvador, his friends believed he was Mexican (2002). His
identity became Chicano because of how others saw him. Vila's idea of the perception of
others on one's identity is succinctly illustrated, and the example of Weasel takes Vila's
initial proposal a step further, in that Weasel effectively changed his nationality due to
others' perception of him.
The literature focusing on identity does not address 'third ethnicity identification,'
meaning the immigrant who identifies not with his or her home country or the dominant
culture of the country of residence (i.e. Anglo culture), but with another marginalized
culture. The most common example of this would be the Salvadoran who immigrates to
Los Angeles as a young child and grows up within the Chicano culture, thus later

identifying as Chicano. Elana Zilberg touches on this in her unpublished dissertation,
"From Riots to Rampart" when she speaks of Weasel, the Salvadoran gang member from
Los Angeles, whose "Americanization was not expressed as pan-Latino, but as
specifically Chicano" (2002:334). Zilberg asks Weasel, "What are you culturally?" His
response is "Mexican-American, you could say" (Ibid.:335). Apart from Zilberg, little
can be found about this particular identity issue. The discussion on identity is key when
factoring in why gang members are not able to integrate into Salvadoran society after
being deported.
The other prevailing reason given for why gang members are returning to Los
Angeles after being deported is a positive identification with the city of Los Angeles.
The gang members whom I interviewed identified Los Angeles as their home. Jesus,
who came to Los Angeles when he was 10 years old, notes this identification with the
city when he talks about the decision to return to the United States after being deported.
"I was there for a week and I was already missing my homies, and I was already missing
LA, Los, so I decided to come back go back, you know, I need to go back to LA,..."
Jesus' comment is echoed in a statement made by Noel, a 24 year old, in response to the
question of what he would do if he were to be deported. ".. .1 gotta come back to my
peeps. Even if I wasn't bom here, but I still consider this my home, my homeland."
When Jesus makes his statement about returning to Los Angeles after being
deported, he is not talking about returning from Central America; he was deported to
Mexico. Now, almost 20 years after the first massive waves of immigration from El
Salvador, some of the Salvadoran gang members who are being deported are using

Mexicanization to their advantage to avoid being deported to a country they know almost
nothing about.
Weasel, who is 31 and the Director of Homies Unidos El Salvador, described
being interviewed by an Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) agent while in
prison to determine that he was from El Salvador. "[He] said, 'What's the national
anthem?' I was like, 'Man, I don't know.' 'What's the biggest railroad?' I was like,
'What?' I told him, 'Look man, I don't know nothing about El Salvador. I've been in
this country for over, you know, 20 years man. I don't know nothing about that country.'
He was all pissed off 'cause I didn't know what the biggest river was. I mean, I grew up
in L.A.. The longest river there is L.A. River, you know?" (Richman 1999). His lack of
knowledge about basic Salvadoran geography and national symbols is not uncommon
among Salvadorans who grew up in the United States. Had the INS agent not suspected
that Weasel was from El Salvador he might have been able to convince them that he was
Mexican.
After interviewing Miguel, who is 32, he asked me how he could possibly be
deported to El Salvador since he left there when he was 4 months old. What could
possibly be in El Salvador for him? Miguel's familiarity with the geography of Los
Angeles makes it easy for him to pass as a Chicano who was bom in East L.A. Both
Miguel and Jesus have been deported to Mexico, although they are not Mexican. They
both are active in altering their identity and use their identification with Chicano or
Mexican culture to their advantage.
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Miguel details how he makes a false claim to United States citizenship when
crossing from Mexico:
M - Due to the fact that, um, it's simple, because, I don't even know my
country. I came to this country when I was four months old, you know,
I'm used to live in this country, so...
D - And you've been deported to El Salvador?
M - No, to Mexico.
D - Why do you get deported to Mexico?
M - Because it's easy for me to come back, to come back across. That
way, you know, all I got to do is just come to the border. INS officer
gonna be right there, you know checking people out, and then when I walk
across, they ask me 'what's your citizenship?' I say I'm a US citizen.
'Where you bom?' I say 'UCLA medical center.' 'Go, go, go,' and that's
about it.
D - Alright, how many times have you done that?
M - Like about 5.
D - Wow, and have you ever been deported to El Salvador?
M - No, I never have, it's too far.
Miguel told me that he considers himself a United States citizen, although the
United States government obviously disagrees.
Not only do some Salvadoran gang members in Los Angeles capitalize on their
knowledge of Chicano identity, some actually identify more with Chicanos than
Salvadorans. Noel grew up in what he describes as a "Chicano environment." Although
he has never been deported he believes it would be especially difficult for him if he were
deported. ".. .a lot of my people, my kind, from my country will call me as a sell-out. I
guess, reason being, 'cause the way I talk, you know. My Spanish is more Mexican than

it is, of my country, you know." Miguel knew several people who had been deported,
"they came back real quick." He did not know of anyone who had been deported and
stayed in El Salvador. The lack of identification with their country of birth does not
appear to be abnormal within this group.
Salvadorans in the Los Angeles School Svstem
While Central American adult immigrants were experiencing ethnic tensions in
their neighborhoods and at their jobs, their children struggled in the inner-city schools, as
the Los Angeles school systems of the 1980s and 1990s absorbed a rapidly growing
number of Central American school children. In one school surveyed by Fernando
Peiialosa (1984) for his book Central Americans in Los Angeles, nine out of every ten
new students enrolling at the time of his research came from El Salvador. "In a perverse
twist, the immigrants traded their old Central American terrors for new inner-city fears"
(Suarez-Orozco 1989:3). The Los Angeles school system was burdened under the
growing weight of not only a new, rapidly growing, immigrant group, but also children
who most likely suffered from post-traumatic stress due to the war and migration
experience.
Some students and parents feared the school system because they did not want
administrators to discover their lack of legal documentation (Penalosa 1984). Several
scholars spoke with teachers who had experiences of children telling them they were
from El Salvador but like Marlon Morales, they had been instructed by their parents not
to tell anyone (Hamilton and Chinchilla 2001). In addition to the fear of being
discovered as undocumented, Salvadoran students encountered daily violence. Students

reported being beaten up by gangs for their bus passes (Suarez-Orozco 1989). Others
noted the collective punishment of someone of the same ethnic group for another
student's infraction (Ibid.). The combination of childhood trauma due to war, inner-city
violence, and a new country, city, language, and culture drove youth to join or form
gangs.
The first ethnic group Salvadoran teens would encounter in Los Angeles, outside
their own, was usually Mexican-American. "One high-school student reported that she
gets along better with the Asians than with the Mexicans at school. She said the
Mexicans at school say the Salvadorans are dumb and can't speak well." (Penalosa
1984:123) Another high school student..liked school very much except for the cholos
and marijuana users...." She wanted to transfer to a school with more Anglo students
(Penalosa 1984:144). Salvadoran students were entering the Los Angeles school system
at the bottom of the pecking order. Mexican animosity toward Salvadorans reinforced
the place of Salvadoran students, below the more established immigrant groups.
Salvadoran children were adjusting to a new culture and language and at the same
time recovering from living in a country torn apart by civil war. The school system,
inside and outside the classroom, was an especially difficult challenge. Lower-class
escapees of violence are known to have the lowest levels of psychological well-being of
any immigrant group (Portes and Rumbaut 1996). Unfortunately, the newly arrived
students encountered gang violence and experienced personal fear of violence. The low
levels of psychological well being were compoimded by these issues in inner-city

schools. These fears were in addition to the constant worry that their undocumented
status might be discovered.
Gangs
Researchers encountered children with many lingering psychological effects of
the Salvadoran civil war, which surfaced in their daily school life in Los Angeles. Some
students surveyed by researchers were ex-guerrillas and had difficulty making the
transition back to childhood after serving in the war (Penalosa 1984). Other students
suffered from post-traumatic stress disorder and acted out in violent manners (SuarezOrozco 1989). These circumstances combined with continuing violence, made
Salvadoran youth in Los Angeles targets for gang recruitment.
The 1989 study by Suarez-Orozco repeatedly documented the high levels of
violence experienced by Central American school children. Some Salvadoran students
professed to feeling under attack, just as they felt in El Salvador (Vigil 2002). One
student outlined the choice he confronted before joining a gang: "It was either get your
ass kicked every day or join a gang and get your ass kicked occasionally by rival gangs"
(Vigil 1988:154). The 18"^ Street gang, which began as a Chicano gang in the 1960s near
downtown Los Angeles, has knowingly targeted immigrant youth for recruitment
(Connell and Lopez 1996). Miguel noted his reason for joining IS''^ Street as an issue if
respect.

. .in my mind I said, when I grow up, I'm going to be a gang member and I'm

goima, I'm gonna earn respect...we join the gang when we're little kids, it's because we
want to earn respect, that's why." The majority of 18^ Street gang members are now

Salvadoran (Vigil 2002). The targeting of Salvadoran youth by gangs only exacerbated
the stress and violence they faced in the Los Angeles school system.
In the early 1980s, Salvadoran teenagers formed the gang Mara Salvatrucha
(DeCesare 1998). The Mara Salvatrucha name signifies Salvadoran gang, watch out!
Mara is the Central American slang term for gang, Salva is short for Salvadoran and
trucha is Chicano slang for look out (Vigil 1988; Homies Unidos 2003). Gangs offered
several immediate benefits for Salvadoran youth. Protection was one of the first benefits
many teenagers encountered. The formation of the Mara Salvatrucha was in response to
clashes with Chicano gangs in Los Angeles schools (DeCesare 1998; Vigil 2002).
Furthermore, James Diego Vigil notes, in his book A Rainbow of Gangs: Street Cultures
in the Mega-City, that some Salvadoran youth were convinced that the likelihood of
being picked up by the INS was not significantly higher if they were involved in gangs
(2002). Other gang members had joined for economic reasons after realizing they would
not be able to continue their education by attending college because of their
undocumented status. The profits made by either dealing drugs or renting out street
comers to drug dealers were much better than the factory work or cleaning jobs they saw
in their future. Many Salvadoran youth had been desensitized to violence after
experiencing the effect of war as children. Even those Salvadorans who were too young
to experience the civil war first hand, were told of the violence experience by their kin or
themselves experienced second-hand effects of the war. Noel illustrates this point when
speaking about what others told him about Salvadorans. ".. .the people from my country
they're hated because we're like savages, and like to them, you know, we're hard headed

and wild." He goes on to say, ".. .when you're a kid and then you hear stories, so you
live up to the stories of your country,..." This indirect effect and, for some, a first-hand
experience with the war, was reflected as the Mara Salvatrucha quickly gained the
reputation of being one of the most violent gangs in Los Angeles (Hamilton and
Chinchilla 2001; Vigil 2002).
The 1992 Uprising
In 1992, ethnic relations in Los Angeles were strained by the compounded factors
of a depressed economy, anti-immigrant sentiment and the continued influx of thousands
of Central Americans. Throughout the 1980s, Guatemalans and Salvadorans immigrated
at previously unheard-of rates. The unemployment rate in the early 1990s for inner-city
Latinos was growing dramatically (Omatsu 1995). As a result, when the mostly white
Simi Valley jury announced the verdict of the King case on April 29, 1992, Latinos
participated on many levels during the three days of rioting.
Many scholars focus on the 1992 riot as a class uprising or a multi-racial riot.
The multi-racial label is used due to the participation, willingly or unwillingly, of
African-American, Latino, Anglo and Asian (Korean-American) people. The majority of
those arrested were Latinos, as reported by the LAPD (Pastor 1993). Morrison and
Lowry (1994) report that 51% of the arrested were Latino. The areas involved in the riot
were Koreatown, Pico-Union, and South Central Los Angeles, and the population of
Salvadorans in these areas was very high. The data collected by the LAPD on arrest
records, however, does not distinguish between different ethnicities of Latinos. Although

concrete numbers are not available, scholars and community leaders agree that a large
number of Salvadoran men were arrested in these three days.
Many scholars have analyzed the racial breakdown of the LAPD's arrest statistics.
Latinos are the largest minority living in the areas of the arrests. However, some Latino
organizations have suggested there was a pointed effort to arrest Latinos and identify
undocumented immigrants (Petersilia and Abrahamse 1994). There is also the possibility
that police "under-arrested" African-Americans to avoid making the situation worse or
because Afncan-American neighborhoods were perceived as too dangerous for the police
to enter (Petersilia and Abrahamse 1994:142).
The Los Angeles Times studied the arrests made during the riots and cautioned
that the Latino data could be under-representational because some Latinos were
immediately turned over to the INS and not processed through the courts (Morrison and
Lowry 1994:35). Luis Rodriguez notes the high visibility of the INS in the aftermath of
the riots in his book Always Running (1993). He says the mainly Salvadoran
neighborhood of Pico-Union was held under a "state of siege" by the INS (Rodriguez
1993:249). Donna DeCesare (1998) tells of the deportation of nearly 1,000 Salvadoran
youth following the riots.
While the data collected by the LAPD does not distinguish between MexicanAmerican and Salvadoran arrestees, the outcome of the riot revealed some of the
divisions within the Latino community. Mexican-Americans in the East Los Angeles
community distanced themselves from the Central American and recent Mexican
immigrant communities of South Central Los Angeles and Pico Union which had been

the centers of the rioting and targeting by the INS (OHver and Grant 1995). The
Hollenbeck Press Conference was a prime example of this separation. This press
conference was the first public Latino response to the riots, and no representatives of
Central American communities were asked to attend (Pastor 1993). Some MexicanAmericans professed a sense of pride that the riots did not cross the Los Angeles River
into the Chicano neighborhood of East Los Angeles (Pastor 1993). This selfcongratulation of the Chicano community insinuated a separation from the recklessness
of the Salvadoran community in Pico Union.
Proposition 187 and the Unification of Latinos
Ethnic tensions, aggravated in the early 1990s by economic recession, factory
closings and anti-immigrant sentiment, were further strained by the events of 1992. Abel
Valenzuela and Elizabeth Gonzalez claim in their article "Latino Earnings Inequality"
that the word 'immigrant' in California is used as a substitute for 'Latino' (2000:252).
These tensions then culminated in the political momentum to pass California State
Proposition 187. Proposition 187 was passed in California in 1994 in an attempt to deny
various services to undocumented immigrants and restrict their activities. The
proposition would have denied all public education and all health services (save
emergency health care) to undocumented immigrants (Hamilton and Chinchilla 2001).
Proposition 187 also included the intent to ban day laborer activities (Hamilton and
Chinchilla 2001). This was another form of restricting the activities of undocumented
immigrants since the majority of day laborers were undocumented immigrants.
Billboards erected in South Central asked Afiican-Americans if they were tired of

immigrants taking 'their' jobs and asked them to vote to pass the proposition (Hamilton
and Chinchilla 2001:187). This tactic played off the tensions between the AfricanAmerican population in South Central and the mainly Central American immigrant
community. The proposition passed in the 1994 elections, but it was subsequently
challenged and ruled unconstitutional.
The effect of the passage of Proposition 187 was most likely not what the
proponents of the bill had in mind. The anti-immigrant sentiment, due in part to the
wording of Proposition 187 and its accompanying advertising, brought together MexicanAmericans and Central Americans. Greater numbers of Latinos applied for citizenship
and the number of Latinos voting in the next election rose significantly (Hamilton and
Chinchilla 2001). This voting drive resulted in the election of several Latinos to key
political positions in state and local politics (Hamilton and Chinchilla 2001). Nora
Hamilton and Norma Stoltz Chinchilla concur with Valenzuela and Gonzalez in their
book Seeking Community in a Global City. They assert that Latinos viewed the
proposition as not only an attack on undocumented immigrants, but also an attack on
Latinos in general (2001:186). The response to this perceived attack was an
unprecedented coming together of the broad Latino community.
Criminal Identitv
This chapter analyzes the literature of identity and perceived criminality in
relation to the Salvadoran experience in the LFnited States. It does not address the
literature of racial profiling, however. The bulk of literature on the notion of perceived
criminality addresses the practice of racial profiling by police agencies. The perception

of racial profiling cannot be applied to the situation in El Salvador, because police
agencies there are detaining suspected gang members who are Salvadoran. Race does not
factor in to the circumstance of Salvadorans profiling other Salvadorans. Because of the
transnationalization of criminal identity between Los Angeles and El Salvador, race is not
an appropriate discussion.^^ Vila's definition of identity lends itself to the discussion of
the issue and impact of perceived criminality. The idea of what others think has very
powerfiil consequences in the life of a Salvadoran gang member in Los Angeles,
especially when the others are the police.
Profiling, in more general terms, is of interest and will be addressed with relation
to the issue of gang injunctions in Los Angeles. Los Angeles is the "birthplace" of gang
injunctions, according to Jeffery Grogger (2002). A gang injunction is a legal action,
usually a civil procedure, in which people who are named in the suit are prohibited from
"engaging in particular activities within clearly defined 'target areas'" (Grogger 2002).
This would, for example, prohibit a named person from talking on a cell phone in his or
her neighborhood. On April 8, 2004, a gang injunction was filed against the Mara
Salvatrucha gang. This injunction defined the area of MS activities and then prohibited
an array of activities within the defined area. These prohibited activities included
"driving, standing, sitting, walking, gathering or appearing, anywhere in public view or
anyplace accessible to the public, with any known member of MS..(People of the State
of California vs. Mara Salvatrucha). The injunction names 24 gang members and states
that it may include up to 500 gang members who will continue to be named as the case

Were this chapter to only discuss the criminal identity in Los Angeles, race would be an important and

progresses. The ease with which a person can become listed on a gang injunction has
troubled many community leaders and scholars.
These civil suits have been known to include people who are imprisoned or dead,
or students who were photographed by police in a specific neighborhood while wearing a
certain type of clothes. For example, Nina Siegal tells of three Vietnamese American
honor students who were photographed by police while waiting for a ride. One of the
students said, "[The police] made some comment about how we were probably paging
someone to get drugs. One officer sat us down and gave us a whole talk about how if you
walk like a duck and talk like a duck.... Then they lined us up against a wall and took our
pictures" (Siegal 1997). The students suspected they were targeted because they were
wearing baggy pants. The three students were not charged with any crime; however,
their names and photos were added to a police gang database. They would be named in
the event that a gang injunction were issued in that particular neighborhood. A person
with no criminal history could be said to be a gang member by various means.
The use of gang injunctions in the Los Angeles area is similar to the use of Mano
Dura in El Salvador; they both seek to criminalize youth who are not participating in any
behavior usually defined as illegal - they simply look like gang members. In recent
history, with the deportations of gang members becoming an increasingly dire problem,
the way Salvadoran society looks at perceived criminals has come to embody the look of
the deportee or gang member. This is also the look of a criminal in Los Angeles.
Alejandro, a 26 year old, noted, "When I went the first time, they didn't ask me which

pivotal factor.

barrio I was from, two guys came down on me, 'pa' 'pa' 'pa' 'pa,' yeah, without saying
anything to me." When I asked how the people shooting at him knew he was not from
the same barrio he responded, "I don't know! They said this guy is from L.A.,..
How society looks upon young men with shaved heads, tattoos and who wear baggy
pants and how that appearance is assumed to relate to criminal involvement form a very
interesting problem in regards to their perceived criminality.
David Harris defines a profile as "simply a set of characteristics - physical,
behavioral, or psychological" (2002:16). He sees using profiles as a form of "playing the
odds" (2002:16). Although a person's perceived identity may appear to some as an
indication of a higher likelihood of criminal behavior, the damage to the person's selfworth when they are consistently victimized by erroneous profiling is great. Harris
acknowledges the cost: "a cost paid in anger, in fear, in resentment, and in distrust and
dislike of the police" (2002:47).
Perceived criminality is frequently analyzed with regard to the use of gang
injunctions for curbing gang activities. Grogger's analysis is generally concerned with
differences in crime rates resulting from gang injunctions. In his conclusion, however, he
notes the possibility of civil rights abuses and the need for more research on this topic
(2002). Loren Siegel takes the challenge laid out by Grogger in her article, "Gangs and
the Law," and argues that the three anti-gang legal tactics she investigates raise "grave
constitutional concerns" (2003:214). The tactics described are: gang loitering laws, gang

A - "Cuando yo fui mi primera vez, no me preguntaban de que barrio era, me cayeron dos guys, 'pa' 'pa'
'pa' 'pa,' yeah, sin decirme nada." D - "How did they know that you weren't from their barrio?" A - "/
don't know! Dice este guy es de L.A...."

injunctions and gang databases. She includes examples of people who were included in
the gang injunctions because they were photographed by police while wearing clothing
associated with gang membership, such as Raiders' clothing or khaki, blue, white, or
other colors (Siegel 2003:222). Her analysis is concerned with the breadth of the
definitions of gang members to be included.
In the same way that Vila notes fi"om his surveys the correlation between looking
poor and being in Mexico, other authors compare wearing baggy pants to being a
criminal or gang member (Siegal 1997). Ulla Bondeson discusses the role of tattoos in
the perceived criminality of individuals. She argues that tattoos are often part of the
criminal identity. She states, "Tattoos do not lead to criminality, nor are they necessary
prerequisites to crime; but they may serve as predictors of criminality, as they can
enhance the sense of criminal group affiliation and identification" (Bondeson 1989:133).
The issue of tattoos is a large part of the problem within the perception of criminality,
and it will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 4.
Conclusion
The unification of Mexican-Americans and Central Americans under the threat of
harsh anti-immigrant laws was a turning point in their relationship. Alliances were made
to fight the new law and as a result of these alliances a new Latino participation in
politics was established. While Proposition 187 was not a cure-all for the SalvadoranChicano ethnic conflict, it did unify the two groups only two years after the 1992 riots.
This unity is important when discussing the potential political power that could be used to
support community programs which work to curb gang violence, such as Homies Unidos,
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Homeboy Industries (an East LA job training program) and others. The 1992 riots
effectively brought the separations felt between Salvadorans and Mexican-Americans to a
more visible level through the exclusion of the Central American community at the
Hollenbeck Press Conference.
Previous to the riots, friction was expressed at a more local level. School children
expressed tensions between Salvadorans and Mexicans in their daily interactions, leading
to the need for protection against Chicano antagonism. The tensions at school were
reflective of the tensions their parents were facing in their jobs and living situations. The
vast numbers of Central American immigrants in the early 1980s and the displacement of
the percentages of ethnicities in specific neighborhoods was a catalyst in the ensuing
ethnic strife between Mexican-Americans and Salvadorans.
Issues of identity and perceptions of criminality are an important part of the
pattem of migration in which Salvadoran gang members participate. The literature on
migrant identity focuses on the relationship migrants have with their country of residence
and their country of citizenship. The issues resulting from the forced repatriation of a
migrant who does not identify with his or her home country is hardly addressed in the
literature on migrant identity. The perception of criminality is a key issue in current
events in El Salvador. The literature, excluding that of racial profiling, is focused mainly
on the topic of gang injunctions, with some authors briefly addressing the criminal
identities associated with tattoos. The addition of the argument of fear of persecution to
these bodies of literature will aid in answering the question of why deported Salvadoran
gang members continue to return to Los Angeles as undocumented immigrants.
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4. THE ARGUMENT FOR ASYLUM

"If I go to my country, they will kill me there." Alejandro speaking of the
police.
"The war's over man!" "For me, but for you, hermanito, it's just
beginning...
(Scott 1999).

What happens to a country in a post-civil war period when it is forced to import a
violent, non-native, alienated population with minimal language and job skills? In the
case of El Salvador, government aligned death squads, which functioned during the civil
war, continue (under different names) to rid Salvadoran society of an unwanted
population. This chapter will examine the situation of gang members who are deported
from the United States to El Salvador. The transnationalism of these gangs, which were
formed in the United States, is directly linked to the transnationalization of their
perceived criminality, which is also imported to El Salvador. Among the topics
discussed will be the comparison between deportees and repatriated refiagees, the unique
case of Alex Sanchez and an analysis of Homies Unidos. The larger research question
will address how immigration attorneys argue for relief under the Convention Against
Torture for Salvadoran gang members.
Gang members who are deported from the United States encounter what they
describe as a war upon arrival in El Salvador (Zilberg 2002:33). The consistent return of
deported Salvadoran gang members to the region from which they were deported, in most

cases Los Angeles, is due to their lack of identification with El Salvador and fear for
personal safety. Deportees are often unfamiliar with El Salvador's geography, culture,
language or other aspects of Salvadoran life. The migration back to Los Angeles returns
them to the place where they identify. Salvadoran gang members are deported from Los
Angeles to El Salvador and return as undocumented immigrants to Los Angeles. They
are deserving of political asylum based on their persecution by the PNC.
Repatriated Refugees and Deported Gang Members: a comparison of situations
There are certain similarities and differences between the situations faced by
repatriated refugees in the late 1980s and early 1990s, as discussed in chapter 2, and
those faced by deportees in the post-war years. One of the most salient differences is the
agency exercised by repatriated refugees and denied to deportees. The repatriated
refugees seized control of their situation, made demands and took action. Repatriated
refugees desire to be in El Salvador; however, deported gang members are forced to
return to a country they may not know or want to be in (Bailey and Hane 1995:185). The
mass returns from Honduras were refiigee initiated (Ibid.:186). Aside from the mass
deportations of Salvadoran gang members after the Los Angeles riots, most deportees are
deported along with others they do not necessarily know. The mass returns were a
decision made by refugees to maintain the community that they created in exile (Montes
1989:27). The agency involved, or lack thereof, in choosing migration is the major
difference between these two groups.

This quote is from the film Homeland and refers to a conversation between the deported gang member
Adrian and the drunk (who lived through the civil war) while they were being detained in a Salvadoran
prison cell.

Deported gang members lack the survival skills needed for living in a new
(foreign) country. They may be literate in English; however, many lack fluency in
written or spoken Spanish (Matter of C.L., Hearing 2000:61; Wallace 2000:52). Noel
divulged his deficient Spanish language skills when noting his lack of communication
with his grandparents, who are also his last living relatives in El Salvador. He said, "1
used to talk to them [on the phone], but I can't understand what they were saying,... they
talk too fast." Also, unlike the refugees, many deported gang members will have few if
any job skills (Wallace 2000:52). One of the biggest differences between the refugees
and the gang members is assistance by NGOs. Communities of repatriated refugees
received a staggering amount of international aid and support (MacDonald 1995:126,
154; Cagan and Cagan 1991:119). Gang members, however, are viewed as a problem for
society to eliminate, and as a result, few international aid organizations want to be seen
helping criminals.
The lack of international support encourages deported gang members to remain in
the Salvadoran gangs. Sigfi"edo Rivera, Homies Unidos former co-director, stated, "You
search out the closest thing you have, you search for your people. And you fall into the
same vicious cycle again"^^ (Guggenheim 1998). The predicament of being forced into a
country you cannot relate to and in which you are ill-equipped to survive, only makes the
bond to one's gang stronger unless there is a viable alternative.

Sigfredo Rivera was killed in El Salvador May 16, 1999. He was the director of Homies Unidos at that
time. It is reported that he was refused admittance to a hospital due to his tattoos. His murder is unsolved.
(Matter of Sanchez, Death Certificate 2000, Banks 2000).

Despite their differences, there are several ways in which the returned refugees
and the deported gang members face similar difficulties. The most obvious similarity lies
with the Salvadoran government. Both deported gang members and repatriated refugees
have difficulties working with the government. The repatriated refugee population was
immediately suspected by the Salvadoran government and armed forces of supporting the
FMLN (Montes 1989:27; Bailey and Hane 1995:189; Cagen and Cagen 1991:118).
Deported gang members have also been immediately suspected of criminal activity based
on their appearance by the government and denied basic services (Matter of C.L.,
Hearing 2000:35, 69; Central Americas Report 1999:8). For example, in the case of C.L.,
a 23 year old Salvadoran gang member from Southern California in INS deportation
proceedings, his father was told by Salvadoran government officials that his son would
not be allowed to work or attend school in El Salvador because he had tattoos (Matter of
C.L., Appeal 2000:11).^^ The state's denial of services and suspicion of repatriated and
deported Salvadorans is evident in both groups.
Both groups are returning to a country in which they do not fit. Refugees who
had been living in camps for many years had to re-adjust to Salvadoran culture upon their
return (Bailey and Hane 1995:190; Cagen and Cagen 1991:148). Both returned refugees
and deported gang members are easily noticed because of their different behavior and
dress (Cagen and Cagen 1991:147; Montaigne 1999:45). Refugees frequently had hand
made clothes from the same cloth which distinguished them. Deported gang members,
on the other hand, have specific dress and speech patterns which identify them as gang

Zilberg also supports the statement that those with tattoos can be barred from attending school

members. The manner of dress could be described as cholo style: white undershirts,
baggy pants, shaved head and dark sunglasses. These populations are highly visible
because of their appearance as outsiders.
Deported gang members also bond together in the face of adversity not unlike the
repatriated refugee population (Cagen and Cagen 1991:149). While the repatriated
refugees had a host of aid organizations supplying their communities with everything
from building materials and vehicles to security and international visibility, deported
gang members appear to only be able to rely on the services of Homies Unidos in San
Salvador. They lack the international visibility needed to provoke awareness and change
for their situation. Since there is little rationale to break from the people who understand
your situation, there is little reason to leave the gang.
Scott Wallace compares the El Salvador he covered in the 1980s and the post-war
El Salvador he writes about in 2000 in his article, "You Must Go Home Again." He
evaluates the similarities and differences in war years and post-war years through
homicide rates and reasons for fighting. The post-war death squads found new targets in
gang members. Gang members were easy targets in that they were highly visible and
without a broad network of support. Wallace states that the causes of the civil war have
yet to be addressed, especially the vast difference between rich and poor.^^
Gang-based persecution in El Salvador
Susan Bibler Coutin addresses the issue of violence faced by deportees in El
Salvador. She cites an attorney at a community organization in Los Angeles who was

(2002:341).

looking for an asylum case to argue asserting that government vigilante groups target
gang members in El Salvador (Coutin 2000:93). She notes that judges in the United
States would like to determine if para-military groups are targeting gang members or
activists. One asylum applicant argued that, regarding persecution in El Salvador after
the peace accords, there is little distinction between a gang member and a political
activist and described how the para-military would claim a person was in a gang and
target them regardless of the truth (Coutin 2000:126). This statement is backed up by the
case of Alex Sanchez, who was fearful of return to El Salvador because he was an
activist.
Hamilton and Chinchilla clearly address the issue of violence faced by deportees
in Seeking Community in a Global City: Guatemalans and Salvadorans in Los Angeles.
Although their book is not solely focused on the issue of gang based deportations or
violence against deportees in El Salvador, they offer one of the most complete views of
the situation faced by deportees in the post-civil war era. They raise the issue of
deportees being targeted because of their lack of knowledge of society in El Salvador.
The family of one deportee who was murdered after being deported stated that, ".. .he had
been away so long he did not know how to survive" (Hamilton and Chinchilla 2001:136).
Even with no political affiliations or criminal background, deportee targeted killings have
been documented to occur only days or months after arriving in El Salvador (Hamilton
and Chinchilla 2001:136).

Magdaleno Rose-Avila, co-founder of Homies Unidos, concurs (Montaigne 1999:44).

Elana Zilberg's dissertation, "From Riots to Rampart; A Spatial Cultural Politics
of Salvadoran Migration to and from Los Angeles," discusses the issues faced by
Salvadoran gang members in Los Angles and El Salvador. Zilberg is, so far, the only
scholar to discuss, in depth, the issue of deportation to El Salvador as a migration issue.
She calls this phenomenon "transnationalism by force" (2002:303). Zilberg looks at the
repatriations and how people reintegrate into the nation-state (2002:303).
Zilberg illustrates the issues encountered by deported Salvadoran gang members
and their disorientation upon arrival in her discussion of the film "Homeland." Her
experience of watching "Homeland" with members of Homies Unidos mirrors my own
experience. The film centers on the deportation of a Salvadoran gang member named
Adrian from New York. After being deported, Adrian is imprisoned as a warning that he
is being watched. He is released and encounters a group of gang members. These gang
members are actually members of Homies Unidos.
Zilberg, like myself, worked with Homies Unidos in Los Angeles and conducted
interviews there. She was also able to conduct research with Homies Unidos in El
Salvador. Zilberg covers a number of crucial issues including the Los Angeles Riots and
the Rampart Scandal, but also the deportation of Americanized Salvadorans and the
increased violence in El Salvador.
Homies Unidos San Salvador has been a proponent of peaceful gang activity and
integration into Salvadoran society since 1996. In 2001, along with researchers from the
University Institute of Public Opinion at the Universidad Centroamericana Jose Simeon
Caiias, they published an account of the opinions and results of a survey of gang

members (Santacruz-Giralt and Concha-Eastman, 2001). They stated that the results of
the survey are clear; "the situation is getting worse" (2001:2). The "situation" they speak
of is the all-encompassing condition of being a gang member in El Salvador. One of the
most important findings of the survey, and a validation for the existence of Homies
Unidos, was that an overwhelming majority of active gang members would like to
become inactive, but do not know how to calmarse^^ (Hamilton and Chinchilla 2001).
Noel affirms this statement fi'om the side of Los Angeles when speaking about the need
for mentors. "See there's a lot of people that tell you, and tell you, do right, do right, do
right, but they don't show you. Easy to say, but hard to do." Juan, who is 26, stated that
Homies Unidos helped him by providing an example. "Watching people who were really
not involved anymore," he thought, "I can do that, too and be responsible."
Homies Unidos encourages gang members to calmarse, which is different from
leaving the gang. Quitting a gang is a grievous transgression against the gang. Most of
the time, leaving the gang is punishable by death. There are, however, acceptable
maimers in which a person can stop participating in gang activities. For example, gang
members can ask the gang leadership for a "pass" which will allow them to stop
participating in gang activities without facing retribution. Usually those who can become
calmado are older and have already proven their allegiance to the gang. It is very
difficult for young gang members to calmarse. Homies Unidos gives gang members can

Definition of calmarse'. . .refers to.. .the act of diminishing or abandoning some practices in the interior
of the gang, principally those referring to the use of violence or drugs. Never the less, calmarse does not
imply ceasing to be a gang member or abandoning the gang..(ERIC et al. 2001:46) (author's translation).
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have a supportive space which facilitates the process of ceasing to participate in gang
activities.
More than a third (37.5%) of the gang members surveyed in El Salvador by
Homies Unidos belonged to a gang in the United States (Santacruz-Giralt and ConchaEastman 2001:64). These gang members import to El Salvador an intense gang rivalry.
The most violent offenses attributed to gang violence are attributed to the gang members
who had been in the United States and were deported (UNHCR 1998; Montaigne 1999).
Unfortunately, this attribution leads to typecasting young, male deportees.
Donna DeCesare tackles the issue of deported gang members in the post-civil war
era (the civil war ended in 1992) in her article "The Children of War" (1998). DeCesare
criticized the Salvadoran press reports of gang activities. She contends that the two most
widely read newspapers, El Diario de Hoy and La Prensa Grdfica, report sensationalized,
rumor-filled accounts, which only escalate the depersonalization of gang members
(1998). She states that this type of reporting only "feeds the vengeful thinking that
escalates violence while fostering public perceptions that U.S. deportees.. .are the
principal perpetrators of violent crime" (1998:24). Douglas Antonio Moreno Garcia, a
lawyer in El Salvador, affirms DeCesare's point stating,
".. .those who are deported to this territory by the government of the
United States of North America;.. .have been the object of sensationalist
journalism... which presents them to the public as delinquents, criminals
of great danger, undesirables or to diminish their value as persons..."
(Matter of Sanchez, Declaration of Douglas Antonio Moreno Garcia 2000)
(author's translation).

In Juan's opinion, when people get deported to El Salvador the people "know" they were
deported for a crime. He believes it is known of deportees that "they're not good people"
and "so they treat you like shit, you're not nobody."
It is not surprising that the survey by Homies Unidos El Salvador found that there
was a profound jump in police violence towards gang members between 1996 and 2000
(Santacruz-Giralt and Concha-Eastman 2001). Several statements by gang members
have acknowledged the relationship between the police and death squads. Statements
like "they call them the death squads, we know them as the police" convey that the
linkage between the police and the death squads is recognized by gang members (Matter
of C.L. Hearing 2000:70). This assumption is confirmed by the chief of police of San
Salvador, Eduardo Linares, who affirms that ".. .it is suspected that members of the
police have consented to the activities of the extermination groups and have even been
participants" (Matter of Sanchez, Declaration of Eduardo Linares 2000). A specific
occurrence demonstrates the public governmental support of the actions against gang and
former gang members. In April of 1997, three members of the Black Shadow death
squad were put on trial for the deaths of three Mara Salvatrucha gang members. Mara
Salvatrucha is one of the larger Salvadoran gangs. However, the death squad members
were praised by the mayor of San Miguel and the jury absolved them (Rohter, 1997).
As a result of the reemergence of death squads and their mission to clean up
Salvadoran society, bodies of assassinated youths with their hands and feet bound are
appearing in El Salvador. In fact, the CEAT {Comando Ejecutivo Antidelinciiencial
Transitorio', Executive Command of the Anti-delinquent Transition) death squad claims

they are trying to accomplish peace in their country and are on the same mission as the
National Civil Police (Matter of C. 2000). Almost all of the victims have tattoos (La
Prensa Grafica 1999). Tattoos are a marker which make a person a suspected gang
member. Unlike gang violence, which is largely unplanned and openly violent, death
squads abduct their victims and kill them in secluded areas (La Prensa Grafica 1999).
Within the last year, human rights organizations have been publishing articles
which are more concerned with the institutionalization of anti-gang practices (Amnesty
International 2003; Amnesty International 2004; Casa Alianza 2004). The Salvadoran
police force is scrutinized in most of these documents and the newly legislated anti-gang
laws are condemned. These articles object to the determining criminals using
appearance. In his interview, Juan described being targeted by the police in El Salvador
for being tattooed. In one instance, he was with a Mend from 18"* Street who was also
from Los Angeles and was pick up by the police who said that, "I was a main guy
because I had more tattoos." Gabriel, who is 18, stated that he was "deported by my
mom" when he was beginning the 8"^ grade. When he got off the plane in El Salvador the
police questioned him about his immigration papers and warned him about his tattoo on
his hand. The police told him that he could get shot or locked up because of the tattoo.
Marco, who was deported and returned to Los Angeles, describes the situation in
El Salvador in reference to the activities of death squads (Zilberg 2002).
"They were killing innocent kids, getting rid of people they didn't want on the guise that they were gang members.... We got notice that they were
coming for us. They would send us death threats. We wouldn't allow
vehicles with tinted glass windows up in our barrios.... We got set and
ready for war again" (Zilberg 2002:151).

Marco echoes the statements by others that the war is El Salvador is alive and
well, only the actors have changed.
One interviewee related his experience of surviving abduction by the police.
Alejandro, who has lived in Los Angeles for 14 years, stated that while living in El
Salvador after being deported from the United States, he was abducted by police in a
marked police vehicle after walking out of a bar one afternoon. After being taken to a
remote area he refused to leave the police car and declared, "if you are going to kill me,
kill me here." Since the police were unable to remove Alejandro from the police car and
they did not want to murder the gang member inside their marked car, he was returned to
town and made to run away while the police fired their guns at him, hitting him in the
shoulder. After a month of recovery, he journeyed north, returning to Los Angeles as an
undocumented immigrant. When asked what he planned to do if he were to be deported
again, Alejandro claimed without hesitation that he would return to Los Angeles.
C. L. described his interaction with police in his case for relief under the CAT.
He described being beaten by the police outside a party. After an unprovoked search of
his person did not result in finding drugs, money or weapons, C. L. was asked to sit down
while the police conferred about what to do with him. In C. L.'s words, an officer then
"just turned around and he kicked me, you know, he kicked me in the chin and I passed
out" (Matter of C. L., Hearing 2000:76). When asked if he was able to go to the hospital
for stitches he explained, ".. .you know if you go to a hospital, all they're going to do is
call the cops on you again, you know?" (Matter of C. L., Hearing 2000:76).
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Gang members in Los Angeles are aware of the conditions awaiting them in
Central America (similar conditions exist in Guatemala and Honduras). When asked
what would happen if he were to be deported, Jesus already had a bleak outlook on the
possibilities for him.
J -1don't know, I'll get killed, I don't think I'll make it, I don't think I'll
make it, I'll probably get killed, I know for sure.
D - By other gang members?
J - Yeah, look at myself, they would look at me like I'm the worst, I'll
probably just get killed with the own government, 'cause they might think
that I'm a bad influence to little kids, and they'll be like, oh, you know,
they'll be like 'this guy's gonna come up with some gang stuff and he's
gonna make things worse right here, you know, they're gonna try, he'll
probably try to convince little kids to be gang members, he's bad
influence,' that's how they're gonna call me, I'm a bad influence for little
kids over there, so they're gonna get rid of me, they're probably gonna
take me for a ride, never come back.
One of the immediate problems that deported gang members encounter is the
reconstruction of their geographies. Gang members in Los Angeles live their lives in
territories they call neighborhoods or barrios, which define where they can safely go.
Juan noted in his interview that his mother and grandmother both live in El Salvador.
Yet, they live in the neighborhood controlled by the Eighteenth Street gang and since he
is a member of the Mara Salvatrucha he was not able to leave his relatives' house while
living in El Salvador. Since the geography of the Eighteenth Street barrio does not
permit Juan to safely live with his relatives it is likely that he will end up choosing
between relying on his gang for a safe(r) place to live or returning to Los Angeles in the
event that he is deported.

There is one subject that DeCesare touches on, which has not been addressed in
any other Hterature. In her assessment of the Salvadoran government's response to the
rise in youth violence, DeCesare lists the reinstatement of the death penalty and the
"formation of special anti-gang police units trained by experts from the Los Angeles
Police Departmenf (1998:28). She does not address which experts from the LAPD
trained the anti-gang units in San Salvador, or whether they were affiliated with the
notorious CRASH unit. According to attorney Alan Diamante, the Salvadoran consulate
confirmed that the PNC was in contact with the CRASH unit (Matter of Sanchez 2000).
The PNC, which was set up by the United States and Spain after the civil war, has
modeled itself on the Bratton (LAPD) and Giuliani (NYPD) type of police force
according to Elana Zilberg. These extremely violent responses to the surge in gang
activity in El Salvador, coupled with gang members' own lack of experience in the
country, lead many Salvadoran gang members to return to Los Angeles due to fear and
insecurity after being deported.
The President of El Salvador, Francisco Flores, declared war on gangs on June
24, 2003, in a plan called Mano Dura (Salamanca 2003). Two hundred twenty-five
police and 500 military persoimel were deployed by the government and raided a
neighborhood (or barrio) (Calderon 2003). They made mass arrests of young men with
tattoos (Calderon 2003). Several hours later. President Flores appeared in the same
barrio and declared that he would make the country safe by declaring war on gangs. The
President declared that in the zones where the raids were taking place "they will suspend
all of the constitutional guarantees" in order to maintain calm in the barrios (Calderon

2003). The newspaper article further cited the 29^ Article of the Salvadoran constitution
which permits the suspension of civil guarantees in the case of "war, invasion, rebellion,
catastrophe, epidemic or other general calamity" (Calderon 2003). The following days'
raids were reported in La Prensa Grdfica and El Diario de Hoy newspapers.
One of the immediate effects of Mano Dura was the incarceration of hundreds of
people in already severely overcrowded prisons. This created a powder keg situation
which resulted in a riot in the Mariona prison near San Salvador. La Prensa Grafica
states that the capacity of the prison is 800 and the actual number of prisoners is 3,300
(Molina, Mendez and Zamora 2003). Inside prisons, certain gangs have more control
than others. The new imprisonment of hundreds of gang members throws off the balance
of power. For the police agencies, who are trying to do away with gang members, a riot
can be an easy way to reduce the population. Upsetting the balance of gang control in
Mariona can be interpreted as a ploy by the policing agencies to easily rid themselves of
undesirables and thin out the prison population.
Several hundred young men were arrested and released in military and police
sweeps throughout the country. Many of the arrests were made based on gang tattoos as
is demonstrated in La Prensa Grafica's article "J MS quedan detenidospor tatuados" (3
Mara Salvatrucha remain detained due to tattoos) and the statement by a tribunal judge
regarding the new arrestees, "They have been captured for the simple fact that they are
tattooed" (July 26, 2003; La Prensa Grafica July 28, 2003). The anti-gang laws were
printed in El Diario de Hoy and listed that those with gang tattoos would be sanctioned
(July 25, 2003 Ley Antimaras). Silvia Beltran, Executive Director of Homies Unidos,

was in El Salvador at the time of the declaration. She said the country felt like it was at
war again. She also stated that Weasel and other Homies Unidos members were afraid to
1
be seen on the
street.29

The day after the declaration, the Institute for Human Rights at the Universidad
Centroamerica (UCA) came out publicly against the anti-gang laws. A few days later,
the UCA published an editorial piece critiquing the practices of Mano Dura (Castro 2003;
Universidad Centroamericana 2003). UCA made the connection between "government
propaganda" of the 1970s and 1980s and propaganda of Mano Dura. They note that
during the civil war there was oppression against "communists, assassins, and terrorists"
(Universidad Centroamericana 2003). Now, they conclude, the discourse targets
"assassins, delinquents and terrorists," that is, gang members (Universidad
Centroamericana 2003). Homies Unidos also came out against Mano Dura in an official
statement. They proposed an eleven-point alternative to the oppression of the
government's plan. The crux of their statement is a request for dollar-for-dollar matching
funds of "all money spent on gang suppression programs" for community social
programs supporting gang prevention and intervention (Homies Unidos 2003).
Amnesty International and Casa Alianza have also written on the problematic
anti-gang laws. Amnesty International published "El Salvador: Open Letter on the AntiMaras Act," which concerns a decree issued by the government in October 2003. They
state that the act is "problematic in many respects" and seeks to "penalize people on the

During the writing of this work several issues came up which are not addressed here. In December 2003
the Homies Unidos El Salvador office closed. This, I fear, will have a serious and negative effect on
deportees and only emphasizes their lack of support. As a result. Weasel, who had been the director and

basis of their appearance and social background" (2003). Amnesty International claims
that the Anti-Maras Act (Ley Anti Maras) "contravenes not only the Constitution of the
Republic, but also international instruments and treaties to which El Salvador is a Party"
(October 2003). They restate the basic argument in the "Open Letter to the Presidential
Candidates" (Amnesty International, 2004). "Abolish the Anti-Maras Act" is among the
eight points listed, and reiterates the need to maintain "freedom of association and
peaceful assembly" (2004).
Gang tattoos have become the most salient factor in identifying criminals in El
Salvador. Gang members get tattoos, typically in black ink, which present a wealth of
information. Jesus, for example, has a series of tattoos which runs from the back of his
head down to the upper half of his back. These tattoos explain that he is from Los
Angeles, a member of the Mara Salvatrucha, and to which clique (or subset) of MS he
belongs. Jesus is readily identifiable as someone from Los Angeles (not that he is not
identifiable by the way he talks and the way he dresses). Because of the perception that
deportees are more to blame for criminal activity, Jesus is a very visible target.
In El Salvador, perceived criminality based on tattoos does not necessarily have to
be gang-related. Deportees have encountered discrimination and conflicts with police
based on non-gang related tattoos (commonly those of family member's names) (Zilberg
2002:341). Moreno Garcia also affirms "that the deported Salvadorans who have
criminal records or tattoos on their bodies, each minute in our country, run a grave risk of
losing their lives" (Matter of Sanchez, Declaration of Douglas Antonio Moreno Garcia

working as a tattoo artist, came back to the United States. Since he was a deportee, he was unable to re-

2000). The issue of gang tattoos becomes an even more dire situation when factoring in
that there is only one laser tattoo removal machine in the country of El Salvador (Zilberg
2002; Homies Unidos 2003). C. L. plainly stated in his hearing that he believes that the
police would attempt to kill him if he were deported based on the fact that he estimates
60% of his body is covered in tattoos (Matter of C. L., Hearing 2000:82, 62).
Within the first week of Mano Dura more than 350 people were arrested and held
for trial (approximately 72 hours). The judiciary was not sentencing those captured to
jail sentences and hundreds of alleged gang members were being released due to lack of
evidence (Moran and Mejia 2003; Marroquin 2003; Alvarenga 2003). The director of the
PNC, Ricardo Menesses, was not pleased with the judiciary's response and stated, "If we
have to capture them ten times, we will capture them ten times" (Garcia 2003). This led
to the recycling of gang members who were often re-arrested shortly after release.
Keeping this in mind, the police have stated that they have apprehended more than 8,400
suspects during the Mano Dura operations (Garland 2004). In Menesses' opinion the
problem was that the laws were not forceful enough (Garcia 2003).
The circulation of gang members through the prison system in El Salvador is
essentially the smaller version of the larger migration pattern. Like gang members who
are removed from Los Angeles through deportation, gang members in El Salvador are
being removed from their homes through Mano Dura. This migration (whether
international or internal) is not voluntary. The movement is also regulated and
implemented by government agencies. And finally, the patterns are both cyclical.

enter with a visa and subsequently was apprehended. He is currently serving time near San Diego.

Although the governments are intending to remove the gang members from an area, they
are returning to their point of origin, and the cycle repeats.
Alex Sanchez
The most famous illustration of the circular migration through deportation of
Salvadoran gang members is the case of Alex Sanchez. Alex was bom in El Salvador in
1971. In 1979 in the midst of the civil war, he was smuggled to California to reunite with
his parents who had migrated four years earlier. For the first time, in junior high school
he met other Salvadoran students and joined the Mara Salvatrucha gang. In 1994, after a
series of incarcerations, he was deported to what he calls: "a country I did not know"
(Sanchez 2003).
Alex fled El Salvador in 1995 after he was targeted by death squads, and returned
to Los Angeles to be with his son. In 1998, he helped form Homies Unidos Los Angeles,
the sister office of the San Salvador organization. "I felt I could make a change in our
community. I thought everyone would appreciate my work, but I was wrong" (Sanchez
2003). The organization in Los Angeles began having meetings in the basement of a
church. Alex worked to get gang members to participate in creative arts in a safe
environment. "Never have I seen my homeboys enjoying themselves so much in a
program. Instead of being out there in the neighborhood, in the comer of the street
getting shot at, using dope or messing with people that lived there. But you know what,
the cops didn't like it. They actually raided us in the church, you know" (Sanchez 2003).
In January 2000, while the Rampart CRASH scandal was unfolding in Los
Angeles, Alex was arrested by the police on an immigration warrant. Ironically, the

LAPD helped raise the notoriety of Homies Unidos and the issue of gang-based
deportations to El Salvador to a national level (Hernandez 2000). His arrest only added
fuel to the criticism of the operation of the LAPD's anti-gang units (Hernandez 2000).
The matter was further complicated by the fact that Sanchez was due to testify against his
arresting officer in a murder trial (Hernandez 2000).
Sanchez's lawyer confirmed that of the five members of Homies Unidos who had
been deported since 1999, all five had been murdered in El Salvador (Chang 2002).
Former California State Senator Tom Hayden criticized the United States government for
not providing assistance to Homies Unidos for fear of being perceived as "soft on gangs"
(Hayden 2000:26). After being held in San Pedro immigration detention facility for eight
months and amid mounting public attention, Sanchez was able to win his case against the
INS and return to his position at Homies Unidos in Los Angeles (Maclay 2002).
Alex Sanchez's case illustrates how the circular migration pattern for Salvadoran
gang members functions. Alex's case is also unique because he was able to win political
asylum as a Salvadoran. No case of political asylum based on gang membership has been
successful. Alex was able to win political asylum based on his political activism.
Conclusion
Issues of migrant identity in recent history, the increased violence in post-war El
Salvador and the phenomenon of increased deportations all lend themselves to the
circular migration pattern of Salvadoran gang members. The literature on migrant
identity focuses on the relationship migrants have with their country of residence and
their native land. The issues resulting from a migrant who does not identify with his or

her native country and is forced to repatriate is hardly addressed in the literature on
migrant identity. After spending time in the United States prison system, gang members
are deported by the INS to a country which they may not know. The returned gang
member's situation is fiirther complicated by the resurgence of various death squads
which functioned during the civil war. Their new targets are young, tattooed, English
speaking, 'Americanized' men.

5. CONCLUSION
The persecution of deported Salvadoran gang members is key to the debate on
curbing gang violence. The deportations are resulting in a circular migration which
began with the migrations of Salvadorans during the civil war to the Los Angeles area,
the deportations of gang youth to El Salvador and their return to Los Angeles. The
resulting generation of Salvadoran citizen youth, who grew up in Los Angeles, identifies
with the city of Los Angeles and has few, if any, connections with El Salvador. There is
a need for more support for and analysis fi^om community organizations.
The history of Salvadoran migration continues through the current deportations of
Salvadoran gang members. This migration spurred the creation of Homies Unidos-El
Salvador. The sister office in Los Angeles is, in effect, trying to stem the flow of this
migration pattern by promoting gang peace activities. The importance of the operations
of Homies Unidos is reflected in the interviews of gang members I conducted. Homies
Unidos recognizes the lack of identification gang members have with El Salvador. This
lack of identification and fear of return creates a dire situation in which gang members
state they cannot live in their country of nationality.
The deportation of Salvadoran gang members fi-om Los Angeles to El Salvador is
only a temporary solution for the United States government in decreasing gang violence.
When weighing the consequences of remaining in El Salvador or risking re-entry into the
United States, I find that deportees are fi-equently making the decision to return to the
United States. On the other end, the Salvadoran government and civil society are
terrified of this new import fi-om the United States. The Salvadoran government and

press react to repatriated gang members in a similar fashion as they reacted to returning
refugees and leftists during the civil war.
With the Convention Against Torture, the United States has agreed to not deport
anyone to a country where they are more likely than not to be tortured. The targeting,
abduction and murder of gang members should be considered torture. Even those gang
members who have not experienced attempted murder by the national police are well
aware of the threat. It is because of this targeting that many gang members return to Los
Angeles after being deported.
This thesis suggests many questions which are not answered in the current
scholarship. Further research on this topic is needed. The involvement of United States
police forces with the PNC and Salvadoran Armed forces is an issue under investigation
by a few scholars and activists. There are other United States cities which are witnessing
a surge in Salvadoran gang activities. No doubt this will lead to more deportations and
intensification of the migration cycle. Washington, DC has the second largest population
of Salvadorans in the United States. Recently, there has been a surge in gang violence in
the northern DC suburbs where many Salvadorans live. At this time Julio Canas, a
Salvadoran with a similar case to that of Alex Sanchez, is fighting deportation in Long
Island, New York. Homies Unidos has been contemplating opening an office in Long
Island, New York. How do these cases differ from the case of Los Angeles? How do
deportees fi-om Long Island and Washington, DC interact with their counterparts from
Los Angeles upon arrival in El Salvador?

I focused my interviews and research on Salvadoran gang members, yet, the
issues encountered by deported gang members are not an issue unique to El Salvador.
Honduras, Guatemala, Belize and Mexico are all dealing with issues of gang members
deported from the United States. Research on the issues of deportees in other Central
American countries should be investigated. During the summer of 2003 the presidents of
Honduras and Guatemala also declared war on gangs. There are many Guatemalan gang
members at Homies Unidos and they are facing similar situations as those from El
Salvador. Casa Alianza has discussed the issue in Honduras within the realm of street
children. How do the issues in Guatemala and Honduras differ from El Salvador?
The case of El Salvador is salient in these groups due to several factors. One
factor is the high profile case of Alex Sanchez. Journalists investigated the situation of
deportees to El Salvador while his case was being fought. Due to the case of Alex
Sanchez, there was also a compilation of Salvadoran country conditions documents with
regard to violence against gang members. The most important difference, with regard to
the other Latin American countries, is the existence of Homies Unidos. Homies Unidos
continuously works to publicize the possibility of positive change. The gang members'
suspected criminality is imported to El Salvador so that popular belief has changed its
perception of who is a criminal. The newspapers present detailed and graphic pictures
and stories of gang and counter-gang activities daily. There have even been recent
articles which headline title such as "Asesinan a supuesta pandillera" (They Assassinate a
Suspected Gang Member) or "Decapitadas no eran de pandillas" (Those Decapitated
Were Not Gang Members) (La Prensa Grafica, February 1, 2003; Joma 2003). This type
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of title only serves to sensationalize and type-cast the deportee. The most dire need for
these gang members are organizations which will monitor and publicize the extra-judicial
activities of the PNC and help gang members transition into a life which is productive
and calmada.
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