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Abstract 
 
The purpose of this study is to examine how Salvadoran youth in the capital of El Salvador, San 
Salvador have experienced the coming of age process post-civil war. I will be analyzing the 
experiences of youth who were born immediately prior to and following the Peace Accords of 
1992. I will be discussing the role of neoliberal policies implemented throughout four successive 
ARENA governments (1989-2009) which provided the context for the adolescents’ “coming of 
age,” a period of transition of youth into adults.  Neoliberal policies have impacted the world in 
unprecedented ways.  This research examines the effects of neoliberalism on Salvadoran youth 
and its role in shaping youths’ political awareness and approach. Through questionnaires and 
interviews, I will explore how this neoliberal reality implemented by ARENA officials has 
influenced Salvadoran adolescents’ coming of age experience post civil war and has shaped 
their political views throughout their transition into adulthood. 
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Any seed planted from inequality 
         Also feeds the youth 

                 The seed of social justice 
                 And our determination 
                  To change the society 

 
                                              Herbert Anaya Sanabria 
                                                           October of 1987 

 
Introduction and Research Question:  

The “coming of age” of an adolescent is the time between childhood and adulthood with 

a focus on adolescence and an emphasis on their biological development (Cote & Allahar, 1994). 

It is a time of self-discovery, self-scrutiny, reflection, as well as a time when monetary 

conditions have the potential to determine the trajectory of their adulthood. Looking into the 

particular history of El Salvador, “coming of age” encapsulates an ambiguous stage in life in 

which an individual’s social and economic realities influence and shape their thoughts and 

actions. As Salvadoran author Evelyn Cortez-Davis describes in her book December Sky: 

Beyond my undocumented Life (2005), “coming of age” is a time experienced in “hasty maturity” 

during the heart of the civil war in the 1980s.  She, like many children were trained by their 

parents to “stay out of trouble: ask nothing, say nothing. Do nothing. The rest of society and the 

media trained [them] to hate the subversives. [They] had to, to survive, ” (p. 31).  This is only 

one account experienced by children and adolescents growing up post-civil war in El Salvador, 

nonetheless, the precarious conditions under which they lived continued through their 

adolescence post civil war.   

 The signing of the Peace Accords in 1992 ended the armed conflict and changed the 

political structure, but it did not however, change the economic and social apparatuses because 

the same government remained in place—ARENA. Thus, this marked the beginning of a new 

war, one more covert and cynical against the Salvadoran majority.  During this period, ARENA 
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administrations introduced Neoliberal reforms that inaugurated the free-trade era fully tying El 

Salvador to the global capitalist economy. The neoliberal economic agenda that the ARENA 

government officials exercised as soon as they came into power in1989 was designed to 

transform Salvadoran society, by introducing both modernity projects and generating the massive 

displacement of the masses and growing disapora of Salvadorans outside the country. This paper 

answers the question how does this neoliberal agenda affected the “coming of age” of 

Salvadoran youth? What kind of political consciousness they develop, if any in this context?

 In the first section of the paper I will discuss “coming of age” literature and the impact of 

industrialization in the adolescents’ coming of age. In the second section I describe how and with 

whom I conducted the interviews in this project. I also describe my survey design, which I will 

include in the appendix. In the third section I will discuss the findings from the interviews and 

surveys. Finally, in the conclusion I discuss current work being done by the new government in 

power and the international influence of organizing and how it will seek to positively change the 

neoliberal socializing of youth.  

Coming of age literature: 

“Coming of age” is described by academics as a process in which the adolescent 

individual becomes an adult. Lesko (1996) describes how adolescence has been labeled as a 

period of transition with an attached “common sense” view of adolescence as a state of 

biological and emotional underdevelopment. This period of transition is often antagonized and 

perceived as negative and a time when youth are to learn how to balance their emotions.  

 A smooth transition into adulthood is believed to be dependent on the type of 

environment that adults provide the child as he navigates through adolescence and finally 

adulthood (Cote & Allahar, 1995). Scholars Cote & Allahar (1995) attribute the state of 
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adolescence as one caused by our contemporary times—youth struggle to “come of age” in an 

industrial society. “Coming of age” has been affected by the occupational and educational 

changes that occur within a new industrial society (Cote & Allahar, 1995).  Although research 

done on “coming of age” has been shaped by science and the supposed remedies to help ease this 

deemed awkward stage I will use these scholars’ work to analyze and suggest how the “coming 

of age” in El Salvador post civil war reflects the impact of the social environment on the 

individual experience. 

Margaret Mead (1928) also exposes groundbreaking anthropological work in Samoa, in 

which she describes how “coming of age” is pertinent to each distinct culture however, she 

emphasizes the need of an adult community that is to provide the youth with a clear role in 

society as well as with consistent beliefs. Mead (1928) describes adolescence as a period 

characterized by idealism and rebellion hence a time of conflict not merely attributed to the 

biological and physical changes in the body. Mead (1928) questions whether this stage is merely 

shaped by biology or if civilization and society also contribute to the conflicts associated with 

adolescence.  

 The contemporary reality of the youth in El Salvador today is one that director of the 

Psychology department at La Universidad Centroamericana (UCA) Jose Simeon Canas, Ivan 

Orrellana (2005) believes to be the consequence of a devalued history and memory produced by 

the neoliberal socialization, and also by the instability of the turbulent political climate that has 

pervaded El Salvador for centuries. Today however, I will include how this turbulence marked 

by the historical residue of oppression, exploitation and repression is masked by the negative 

focus on the youth and their violent reality—all consequences of the economic, political and 
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social exclusion they have been condemned to. Salvadoran youth are characterized by their 

exclusion, their immersion in violence and their poor adhesion in democracy (Orellana, 2005). 

The “coming of age” of an individual is influenced by his/her socialization into society. 

Culture is determined by one’s practices and the different values and views that compose the 

individual fabrics of life of the person. Lesko (1996) states that science and psychologists have 

developed conceptions of youth that emphasize peer oriented groups/gangs as a natural 

progression of adolescence for approval and place, which in turn is used as evidence of the 

youth’s irresponsibility and lack of judgment. This is worthy of noting because it reflects the 

societal view that “coming of age” is naturally associated with insecurity. In the Salvadoran 

context, in the youth’s coping with the inequalities of society imposed by the neoliberal agenda, 

their reality and culture is therefore determined by his/her living situation; determined by what 

he/she has or does not have. Lesko (1996) also suggests that the  “nature of adolescence is 

connected through a ‘chain of needs’ to specific policies and practices,” (p. 4).   Orellana (2005) 

also discusses the notion of the sub-culture of complacency and how this is reflected in present-

day subcultures in El Salvador among youth, for they consolidate their time and their interests at 

hand in order to displace their frustrations. 

Neoliberalism for Peace  

In order to understand El Salvador’s complete integration in capitalism and specifically 

neoliberal policies, we need to shed light on the role that the United States played and plays in 

this phenomenon. The 1980s is the critical period in which capital began transcending borders 

and the prospect for a global economy emerged. The Agency for International Development 

(AID) developed liberalization programs to facilitate this process and the transition of 

transnational capitalism throughout Latin America.  AID funded the Salvadoran Foundation for 
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Social and Economic Development (FUSADES) in 1983, which helped in creating and 

restructuring ARENA, a new, more modernized right for their interests; fully in place with the 

election of Alfredo Cristiani in 1988 (Robinson, 2003). FUSADES would be responsible for 

developing the Salvadoran business nucleus and private sector, receiving a total of $150 million 

dollars from AID, (Robinson, 2003). As the United States sought to integrate El Salvador into 

the global economy, the FMLN and their revolutionary insurgency threatened this process 

thereby reason why the US invested approximately six billion dollars in economic and military 

aid during the Salvadoran civil war (1980-92) and also why Cristiani signed the Chapultepec 

Peace Accords in 1992. The Peace Accords did not only help in the process of transforming the 

Salvadoran state and class structure,  “the corporatist military structures were dismantled through 

the peace process, which represented a triumph of the New Right over the old 

oligarch”(Robinson, 2003, 99). William I. Robinson states (2003), 

“if the immediate goal was to prevent an economic collapse and to contain the 
insurgency, the broader objective was to integrate the country into the global 
economy…this included ‘modernizing’ the outlook of the country’s economic and 
political elite, promoting neo-liberal reform, establishing the hegemony of the private 
sector, and cultivating distinct agents that could take the reins of the transnational project 
in the country (89).”  

 
Hence, the neoliberalization of El Salvador came in US dollars and “…disbursed in the form of 

highly conditional Economic support funds (ESF), a program designed to expedite an imperious 

US political influence in receiver countries aid through,” (Robinson, 2003, 89). These ESFs can 

be compared to the actual Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPS) that force countries to 

comply to US interests primarily and add to the country’s debt, as well as create a greater 

dependence on foreign imports therefore feeding into the perpetual cycle of dependence and 

corporate accumulation.  
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The magnate few, which in El Salvador is the “Salvadoran bourgeoisie”— ARENA, have 

therefore, invested in and reinforced neoliberal policies (i.e. Free Trade Agreements such as 

CAFTA, the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund (IMF)) that derail Latin America, 

Asia and Africa from becoming independent owners of their own means of production. This 

economic “ideal” called neoliberalism, which is the pursuit of maximum economic growth, has 

made is easy for the money and the power to remain in the hands of the few, while the masses 

have experienced a down-ward spiral never experiencing the “trickle-down effect.” Small-farmer 

agriculture has been neglected and completely dropped in order to embrace Free Trade. These 

countries have become so vulnerable to foreign dominating investment and have suffered 

tremendously during recessions because of their dependence on the EU and USA.  

El Salvador’s emergence into neoliberal capitalism was fully implemented in 1989 under 

President Cristiani with the integration of the Structural Adjustment Program (SAP) model 

(Villalona, 2003). The SAPs were a set of initiatives that benefited big corporations as well as 

the government. This model was thought by ARENA to remedy the economic problems brought 

upon by the previous governments that regulated the market, which is against neoliberalism 

ideology; hence the market was set to regulate the economy (Villalona, 2003). The SAP model 

strengthened big corporations, increased the flow of dollars into El Salvador, caused an 

agricultural crisis and contributed to an economic downturn beginning in 1996 (Villalona, 2003).  

The SAPs model introduced was designed to “Create the conditions necessary for an export led 

economic growth model that consisted of the government policies: privatization of state owned 

enterprises & Reduction in Fiscal expenditures; Elimination of price controls and subsidies; 

introduction of a Value Added Tax; reduction of tariffs and promotion of Maquiladora industry 

for export” (Perla, 2008).   
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El Salvador was one of the first Central American countries to dollarize the national 

economy that occurred in its totality in 2001 under then president, Francisco Flores. Propelled by 

the economic problems in the country that ensued, the massive emigration of Salvadorans 

continued. Today, according to President Funes, 150-160 Salvadorans leave El Salvador daily 

(Interview, Univision, 4/12/11). To better understand the above statement, we must remember, 

“the transnational circulation of capital induces the transnational circulation of labor,” 

(Robinson, 2003, 270).  Hence, migration is a direct effect of capitalism and neoliberal policies 

that create the socio-economic conditions in a country, which forces them to leave. In so doing, 

migrants integrate the North American economy for example, and only continue to reproduce 

money that is sent to El Salvador in the form of remittances, which as studies have shown, 

predominantly go back to US business due to Salvadoran tendencies to spend these remittances 

in consumerist products and commodities. El Salvador’s economy depleted throughout the 90s 

and youth faced the brunt of the consequences. 

“After the dollarization of the economy El Salvador worsened” and the equilibrium 

between exports and imports never seemed so deteriorated; El Salvador continued to export less 

and import more (Villalona 2005, p.48;). El Salvador was also the first country in Central 

America to ratify the Central American Free Trade Agreement in 2005 (CAFTA-DR), which had 

already previously begun privatization. In turn migration continues and the growing diaspora of 

Salvadorans living outside the US does not seem to diminish; the country’s dependence on 

remittances are the backbone of the Salvadoran economy. Further, “Remittances have grown 

from less than 5% of national income in 1989 to almost 10% of the national income by 1992,” 

(Perla, 1998).  Economist Raul Moreno (2006) shows that remittances compose 18% of the 

country’s Gross Domestic Product.  Perla (1998) concludes that neoliberal policies have not been 
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the primary reasons for El Salvador’s economic growth since their implementation, but the 

contrary, these policies have created the conditions such as poverty, lack of education and health 

care necessary to trigger the forced migration of Salvadoran citizens to others parts of the world. 

This then leading to the 3 billion dollars in the form of remittances that enter El Salvador 

annually.  Perla (1998) states, “It has been the high levels of remittances and other foreign 

exchange inflows that have caused the economic growth and improvement in the standards of 

living.”  

The growing diaspora of Salvadoran citizens outside the country have provided the 

financial support and subsistence of many families in El Salvador. Perla’s (1998) Master’s 

Thesis describes how the years that show economic growth in El Salvador measured by the high 

levels of GDP, are also the same years in which the levels of remittances were also growing 

rapidly. Remittances have become El Salvador’s safety net and in doing so it has also provided 

the foreground for mass consumerism. It is important to recognize that although the neoliberal 

policies implemented were supposed to establish and promote an export growth model, exports 

declined and imports increased due to various reasons such as CAFTA for example. As a result 

of these policies, much of this enticed consumption through remittances have come in the form 

of imported good (Perla, 1998). Therefore, when looking at these indicators one can highly 

deduce that the rise and decline of the growth of the Salvadoran economy is dependent on the 

levels of remittances.  

The economic growth of the country has therefore not been internal but external. The 

neoliberal policies have failed to create an export-growth model, which is in fact in the long run 

not viable as described in 2010’s United Nation’s Development Program (UNDP). One can 

better measure El Salvador’s growth through indicators that measure the accessibility to 
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employment, poverty, education and wage.  For example, according to Economist Raul Moreno 

(2006), 30% of the Salvadoran population lives below the poverty line, and more than half of 

those in poverty live in the outskirts of the city in rural populations. More and more people are 

leaving their rural homes and migrating to cities to work in sweatshops, which became more 

established and became a major industry largely promoted by the Calderon Sol Administration 

(1994-1999).  In Calderon Sol’s words, “[we are to] incorporate ourselves into the world 

production chain, turn all of El Salvador into one big free zone” and convert the country into the 

“hong kong of Central America’” (Robinson, 2003, 97).   According to Perla (1998), in the 

1990s, the maquila industry became “The single largest export product, in terms of gross 

revenues.  The maquila sector now provides jobs for between approximately 40,000 to 60,000 

people, 80% of whom are women,” (15).  In 2002 maquiladoras employed to 87,500 people and 

in 2006 was said to contribute 3% of the country’s GDP (Villalona, 2003; Moreno 2006).  The 

maquila sector has experienced success in particular for the export model in particular because 

“It does not use very much Salvadoran raw material or labor and instead takes advantage of free 

trade, tax breaks, and the overvalued colon,” (Perla, 1998, 41). 

The neoliberal policies imposed have negatively affected the sectors of society that can 

most benefit the country and its citizens, that is, education as well as the agricultural sector. It is 

important to note that agriculture has been neglected to reshape the economy for its detriment 

through the embracement of Free Trade. “Thus the goods essential to increase production, 

productivity, generate exports, employment, and growth (which in the medium to long-run can 

improve negative trade balances) were the most adversely affected by the credit restrictions,” 

(Perla, 1998, 23).   Making it possible for foreign investors to buy free plots of land, hence 

establishing corporations that fail to pay taxes.  Small-farmer agriculture has been neglected and 
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completely dropped in order to embrace Free Trade. El Salvador like many other countries, 

become vulnerable to foreign dominating investment and have suffered tremendously during 

recessions because of their dependence on the EU and USA, they have been debt-ridden and 

coerced through economic and political threats to comply with SAPs. 

Villalona (2003) also points out how the youth have experienced the brunt of these 

effects. I will contribute to the research already done that shows that the plight of the Salvadoran 

individual is a result of the social, economic and political structure that is inspired by capitalism, 

by including the role of neo-liberalism in particular. I will show how as a result, El Salvador has 

immersed itself into a cycle of US dependency as well as delinquency—a phenomenon of 

violence that has pervaded the lived realities of Salvadoran youth in particular.  

The transition into democracy post civil war in El Salvador within the neoliberal context 

was weakened and lost legitimacy (Taylor, 1999). The signing of the Peace Accords in 

Chapultepeque, Mexico in 1992 was expected to bring El Salvador a new era of peace and 

democracy. However, we have learned that the Peace Accords were signed in order to fully 

integrate the ARENA government and El Salvador into the global economy. Thus, El Salvador 

continued to suffer from political repression, economic instability and social neglect well into the 

21st century.  Neoliberalism’s consequences include but are not limited to unemployment, lack of 

education and the political architects of the new democracy, which are dependent on the parties, 

technocrats, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the UN (Taylor, 1999).   

Methods:  

In July of 2010, I (along with other students from The Union of Salvadoran University 

Students (USEU)) participated in an interuniversity seminar at the National University in El 

Salvador, La Universidad Nacional de El Salvador (UES) for a time span of two weeks. There, I 
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was able to interact with and interview five students primarily in the Legal Jurisprudence Faculty 

of the University as well as asked 15 students to fill out a survey that I will include in the 

appendix. I also had the opportunity to tape record interviews with the director of Cultural Center 

Our America (Centro Cultural Nuestra America) and the director of the Museum of the Word 

and Image (El Museo de la Palabra y Imagen).  I attended class sessions pertaining to the 

Salvadoran socio-economic and political reality, which I also tape-recorded. We also visited 

other museums and historical sites commemorating the war.  I will be using the data I collected 

throughout my paper to illustrate the current reality of Salvadoran youth.  

The interviews involved discussions about youth’s socio-economic reality during their 

“coming of age,” and how neoliberal polices have affected their lifestyle and their approach to 

politics. The survey asks questions about how neoliberal policies have or have not benefited 

them and will also inquire about their political consciousness and activism. 

 

 

Neoliberalization of Culture—the U.S. Role 

 To help understand and to transition into answering how the neoliberal socialization of 

Salvadoran youth has molded a more apathetic youth sector, I present to you the case of Chilean 

youth who share with El Salvador also the consequences of military dictatorship and war to a 

certain extent. This study also discusses the apathy of Chilean youth and how this is directly 

linked to the neoliberal socialization throughout their coming of age. The case of youth in Chile 

during the Pinochet period and well into the 21st century shows also how Chile underwent the 

process of integration into the global economy. In so doing, Chile too underwent the 

neoliberalization of its culture, a process that has contributed to the apathy of its youth towards 
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politics. Oppenheim (2003) states, “integration of the region’s economy into the global 

economy have led to changes in cultural values and lifestyles…changes denote the diffusion of a 

US-style market culture, which values individualism, competition and consumerism,” (pg. 1). 

Chile’s integration into the economy has diffused values of individualism, that is a by-product of 

competition—a pillar in the success and ethic of the capitalist economy. Consumerism is 

therefore not only a by-product but an end of capitalism.  The social setting and environment that 

youth are being exposed to now is therefore one directly influenced by these values characteristic 

of the U.S way and style of life—“market culture” (Oppenheim, Lois Hecht, 2003, 3). This study 

discusses how shopping centers were built to replace public spaces that were historically central 

plazas for social activity. With the construction of malls, “consumption becomes a more 

significant social activity, young people are increasingly likely to be found hanging out in malls, 

which then become focal points of social life,” (Oppenheim, Lois Hecht, 2003, 9).  

Here, it is valid to point out the construction of malls in El Salvador. In my visit to El 

Salvador this past summer, I too was able to visit three shopping centers that mirrored U.S. 

malls, that were perhaps bigger and more aesthetically pleasing than the shopping centers found 

here in the U.S. Some of the malls included Multi-Plaza, La Gran Via and Galerías. Oppenheim 

(2003, 12) emphasizes how the construction of these centers is a reflection of the values innate to 

the market, which the author called the “marketization” and “commodification” of life. 

Therefore, not only do these centers produce and reproduce the market culture but they have also 

contributed to the “suburbanization of Santiago, and, along with it, an increase in social 

segregation,” (Oppenheim 2003, 13). El Salvador has undergone this process since the early 90s 

and it too has become apparent through the “Americanization” of its culture that Oppenheim 

(2003) sheds light on the rapid spread of food chains that erupted in Chile, including but not 
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limited to McDonalds and KFC. These food chains have contributed to the shift in culture 

perception and practice towards a more Americanized style because of the fast-food culture that 

is prominent in the U.S, which is molding the food culture abroad in Latin America also. El 

Salvador not only has these restaurants throughout the country, but more and more restaurants 

are being built, one from China Wok to Mr. Donuts.     

 Globalization has allowed for the integration of cultures in society, nevertheless it does so 

with the economic purpose of accumulation of wealth and resources. As a people is bombarded 

by business and values are dictated by the market, the social environment becomes a reflection of 

such practices and ideals. The American way of life continues to penetrate cultures throughout 

the world thereby affecting the coming of age of youth by de facto. The youth in Chile for 

embrace these values of individualism, consumerism and competition that “have helped to spawn 

a more apolitical population, by the electoral behavior of its youth,” (Oppenheim 2003, 14).  

These conclusions support this paper because I try to prove that El Salvadoran youth have been 

negatively affected by the neoliberalization of their coming of age. Salvadoran youth have been 

fully integrated into the global economy; their culture restructured and U.S. lifestyles and values 

upheld. Thereby molding a youth that is not politically active nor aware. 

 
Findings: coming of age within neoliberal post civil war 

 Coming of age in El Salvador can be characterized by a culture of silence that pervaded El 

Salvador post civil war with the aim of diverting attention from the atrocities committed by the 

national guard, military and government primarily.  Due to this promoted silence, our youth 

suffer from historical amnesia. As a result of this type of environment, as well as one 

characterized by precarious conditions, the coming of age of Salvadoran youth is neither a 

smooth transition into adulthood, nor one void of suspicion, but one more characterized by their 
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neoliberal socialization—the lack of historical memory, violent reality and their consumerist 

trends. In El Salvador, “coming of age” has meant a period of economic insecurity and the 

inability to tap into the resources for a more viable livelihood. It is important to note Mead’s 

(1928) emphasis on the need of an adult community that is to provide the youth with clear roles 

and tasks in society in order for youth to not feel alienated. Analyzing Salvadoran culture today, 

it becomes clear that the youth have lacked this support.  In El Salvador, delineated roles of 

contribution by the youth to the community are non-existent.  Youth are not only excluded from 

an education because they do not have the resources to attain an education, but they are also 

thrown into the informal economy because there are no efforts to aid the youth in acquiring the 

necessary skills to engage in the formal economy. These conclusions are supported for example 

by the number of responses noted on the surveys that asked, “What were your responsibilities 

growing up? The majority of the participants answered that they were responsible of household 

duties, most had to work to help out their family. 

 The neoliberal agenda destabilized the adolescent’s role in society—lack of employment, 

inaccessible education and pressures for survival facilitated poverty, crime and violence. It is 

valid to point out that what differentiates these conditions that were not all too different from 

those experienced prior to and during the civil war is that the youth then had the opportunity to 

actively engage in an organized effort to pursue change, that is, the years preceding the civil war 

granted them the opportunity to join the struggle for liberation. The majority of the individuals 

who joined the rebel guerilla group FMLN were young people from both the urban and rural 

sectors who experienced government repression (Vazquez, 1997).  Therefore, the opportunity for 

youth to actively engage in the community through the armed struggle resulted in a more active 

and conscious politically aware contingent of youth.  During ARENA’s rule, youth did not have 
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the opportunity to actively engage in the community through the active pursuit of liberation, nor 

were there programs created to engage the youth and therefore resulted in their neoliberal 

socialization.  

 In order to understand further what the youth’s neoliberal socialization implies it is 

necessary to acknowledge the economic agenda that was carried out by the ARENA 

administration and some of its consequences like the dependency on remittances of Salvadoran 

citizens. In my study for example, question number 10 asked, “What are some of the 

consequences of capitalism’s remittances?” One respondent said, “Sometimes it brings benefits, 

like the ability to pay for school, but other times it helps in the consumerism of the youth.”   

 Also in the surveys that were completed, 12 out of the 15 respondents answered “a lot” to 

the question: “To what degree did the implemented neoliberal policies affect adolescents and 

why?” Some of the responses received included, “Economic limitations; it is the exploitation of 

the youth, a youth person has no opportunity to educate himself, and the only thing he represents 

is cheap labor.” Another youth answered, “In the basic stipulation of ideology and in our 

practical development.” In addition, as youth become dependent on remittances and the 

development of their consumer trends, “The adolescent does not look to change his reality of 

being poor. They think more of the distraction about the new fads and trends, making them 

ultimately passive,” said a respondent. 

 Nevertheless, these fads and new trends are a mere reflection of the neoliberal project that 

facilitated the complete dollarization of the national currency and economy. According to 

economist José Margarito Nolasco, a substitute deputy of the FMLN in the Legislative Assembly 

who forms part of the Commissions of Economy (who is presently the National Secretary of the 

FMLN Youth), showed us that according to statistics, the dollarization of the economy has only 
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contributed negatively to the country. According to Nolasco, "El Salvador is the country that has 

grown economically the least in Central America in the last 8-10 years."  

 Arguably those who have disproportionately experienced the brunt of this reality are in 

fact the youth. Economist Nolasco gave us important statistics developed in 2009 by The 

General Direction of Statistics and Census of El Salvador conducted by the Ministry of Economy 

of El Salvador.  The total index of poverty, extreme and relative poverty for young men and 

women between the ages of 16-19 is 43.7% compared to the total rate of poverty for the entirety 

of the population in 2009 of 37.8%. Therefore,  “Those most affected by poverty are the youth 

because they are above the national average,” when the youth ages 16-30 compose 26.92% of the 

total 6,150,953 inhabitants abiding in El Salvador. Also, when looking at literacy rates, looking 

at youth between 16-19 there are 20,360 youth that do not know how to read and write and in 

total, ages 16-30 there are a total of 95,507 young men and women who do not know how to read 

and write. Nolasco says, “"One poses the question: 'Púchica1, what hope do they [youth] have?  

What possibilities do they have of developing and escaping poverty?  The education problem is 

strictly a structural one.  It's the economic model that points you solely in the direction of the free 

market.” However, according to the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) youth 

literacy rates for youth ages 15-24 have been increasing since 1980 with 78.4% to 88.9 in 2004 

in El Salvador. Nevertheless, education is still very much affected by the established neoliberal 

economic model that is quite difficult to adjust and/or dismantle to improve these conditions.  

This injustice that youth procure as a result of the privatization for they know that education is 

highly unattainable— and for this reason, as a respondent in my study responded to the question 

of whether the economic consequences on the youth were due to material or ideological reasons, 

                                                
1 A Salvadoran expression that signifies surprise as well as inconformity and/or protest. 
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he/she said, “Both, but more so the ideological aspect because since we find it difficult to 

educate ourselves, at not studying our reality we do not have the ideological capacity to change 

it.” 

Dissent seen today among adolescents is triggered no longer by the overt guerilla forces 

of the 1970s-80s or peasant uprisings as was the case in the 1930s, but is triggered by a sense of 

frustration and alienation experienced by a disenfranchised and economically manipulated youth 

characteristic of the industrial society (Cote & Allahar, 1995). This can also be better understood 

through Oppenheim’s (2003) study of Chilean youth’s neoliberal socialization because like the 

civil war in El Salvador that gave rise to student and guerilla movements, Chile too underwent a 

period of massive military dictatorship and repression which also gave rise to student and 

guerilla movements. In the wake of these movements in both countries, youth were inspired to 

aspire for change because the conditions were too dire to remain as they were. Their loyalty for 

change and a shift in politics was evident for the atrocities were overt. Hence, in her study she 

Oppenheim (2003) states, 

“The relevance of politics to their daily lives seems less apparent than it did to their 
parents. In addition the former the former opposition political parties, which battled for 
survival during the military period operated clandestinely, and sometimes ineffectually, 
have not been able to create the same kind of party loyalty among those who grew up 
under military rule,” (15).   
  

Here I believe it is valid to point out that in my study, I asked the participants to answer if 

and why they thought youth today were politically naïve, 8 out of 15 respond yes. One of the 

respondents said, “We don’t inform ourselves in relation with the agency of taking decisions in 

the country, furthermore there is no consciousness of the reality we live.” Another respondent 

answered, “The lack of knowledge about politics but more so the alienation that undertakes in 

large degree among the youth.” Youth are not being given the education to learn about the 
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current conditions of the country nor are they being given the spaces to become active in the 

development of the country. The youth are bombarded by the ideals of the industrial society that 

demands mindless consumerism to stay afloat with the demands of capital and profit. The 

disenfranchisement of youth in the occupational sector has facilitated gang involvement and left 

youth “groping to come of age in the 1990s” (Cote & Allahar, 1995, xv). 

The social inequalities in the country produced by this neoliberal agenda have virtually 

privatized the public sector, leaving the majority of Salvadorans formally unemployed and 

looking for alternative means of income. In 2003, the Institute of Medicine showed that 55% of 

victims of violence were individuals between the ages of 15-30 and the Direction of Criminal 

Politics determined that 60% of the prison population in El Salvador is younger than 30 years 

old. Also, the University Institute of Public Opinion of the Central American University of El 

Salvador (IUDOP) showed that homicides in El Salvador doubled in 2009 when compared to 

2001 and the department most affected, the capital, San Salvador is where 33% of the homicides 

are committed. As Aguilar (2009, 5) said, “Violence has a young face.” The violent reality of 

youth is a direct response to the socio-economic and political exclusion that the neoliberal 

agenda fomented. Orrellana  (2005) reaffirms that youths’ distance and apathy towards the 

democratic process is explained by their living conditions and precarious reality.  The IUDOP 

also showed how the majority of the people have increasingly since 2000 shown that the 

principle problem of the country is the economy, violence is second and third are other problems. 

(Aguilar, 2009). The overall unemployment rate as of 2009 was 7.2%, which according to 

Nolasco is severely skewed to minimize levels of unemployment in benefit of the institutions 

such as the World Bank and International Monetary Fund who collaborate with the Census and 

Statistics Bureau of El Salvador; as is the information below about youth unemployment. The 
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CIA World Factbook shows that unemployment decreased from 2003 10.00% to what it is now, 

7.2%. The UNEP shows that the unemployment rate of youth between the ages of 15-24 who are 

not employed but actively seeking employment in the formal economy has decreased since 1995 

from 13.3% to 10.5% in 2001. However, Nolasco states that in 2009 youth between the ages 16-

30 suffered from massive unemployment. The UNEP is  "They are youth excluded from the 

educational system.  They look for jobs but can't find any, but they can't leave [the country] 

because it costs even more.  That's why we shouldn't be surprised with the delinquency problem.  

The crime rate, the maras and all that can all be traced to a fundamental source:  the structural 

problems that we have in the country."  In my survey I asked,  “What do you think our youth 

needs to motivate them to become a more conscious and active youth for the betterment of the 

Salvadoran society?” One respondent said, “We need to know our history and open spaces to get 

involved in.” 

Rediscovering and Preserving Historical Memory 

Violence I argue is a result of the exclusion of youth from society as well as the historical 

amnesia, which they suffer from. When we visited the Cultural Center Our America (Centro 

Cultural Nuestra America), one of the directors, Rafael Cruz, told us that the focus and emphasis 

of this center was precisely to rescue and promote the historical memory. Historical memory is 

preserving the memory of the people and the events that comprise the Salvadoran culture and 

history. As one of the professors at the University asked us, “Why are you proud to be 

Salvadoran?” It seems like an easy question at first, but how do you answer, without thinking 

first about the stereotypical pupusa because one does not know about the history? And the 

answer requires one to look into the history of El Salvador; into the people that contributed to El 

Salvador’s idiosyncrasies and its history of resistance for its preservation.  Cruz said,  
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The system has not allowed us to recognize that culture is very important to develop the 
people.  The system has covered up, impeded, and forbid us from knowing about that.  
The first problem is our educational system.  The model was designed to keep us from 
wanting to know more than what was taught to us.  It was very difficult, since we weren't 
taught to keep a 'reading habit.'  Second, they taught us a history of El Salvador that was 
not the real one, one that was tied to the capital of El Salvador. They teach you that if you 
are poor but fight and kill yourself working, you can change your economic status or 
even your class, but the reality shows otherwise.  So then the youth stay with the illusion 
that by working, they can change their reality, but in our country, it's entirely illogical.  
Another thing is that the media is telling us that the way to economic growth is to work 
and produce more, and the pay will increase.  But it's exactly the opposite. 
 

 Therefore, the lack of education about history has contributed to the easy integration into 

the capitalist neoliberal reality in El Salvador. The signing of the Peace Accords in 1992 

neglected to repair damages committed against the victims and survivors of war, because the 

government who stayed in power, ARENA wanted to divert from reports such as the 1993 

United Nations Truth Commission report that reported “far-right death squads with ties to the 

army were responsible for 85 percent of the 25,000 civilian deaths…Thousands of men and 

women who disappeared were tortured and assassinated” (Stephen, 1995) and because right wing 

parties passed amnesty laws that did prohibit punishing human rights abusers thus delegitimizing 

efforts of democracy on behalf of ARENA (Taylor, 1999). This merely began a process of 

economic evolution reflected in the new malls and consumerist ideals of the neoliberal agenda 

based solely in the economic interests of a few to deflect away from the remembrance of war, 

and its consequences, and El Salvadoran history (Orellana, 2005, 8). As stated by one of the 

professors at the National University, Erik Lopez, the Peace Accords failed to negotiate the 

economic platform, only the political and jurisdiction were discussed. This therefore contributed 

to the early 90s wave of construction of malls, supermarkets, car dealerships, McDonalds, Mister 

Donuts and others that illustrate the import service consumer oriented country, which I witnessed 

while being there (Villalona, 2003).  These innovations further deflected attention away from the 
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neoliberal economic agenda that assisted in the historical amnesia and memory that the youth 

“coming of age” post civil war suffer from, to focus on the youths’ immersion into a materialistic 

culture and ideology (Orellana, 2005). Salvadoran youth have been raised in a climate of 

silence— a forgetting of the atrocities of war has helped maintain the status quo and lured them 

into a cycle of dependency and delinquency. 

The apathy or lack of youth participation in the political arena has to also be understood 

within the context of the unsteady political climate of El Salvador post-civil war in which those 

in power attempted to establish, create and legitimize democracy for the first time in the 

country’s history by signing the Peace Accords of 1992 (Taylor, 1999). The idea of democracy is 

also tied to the type of governmentality, an idea developed by the French intellectual Foucault. 

As well as how do people, in particular youth cope with the 21st century neoliberal 

governmentality. Besley (2009) discuses Foucault’s idea of governmentality and its role in the 

formation of culture as well as the socialization of a population. Governmentality is professed 

through the state, its policies, control and role in the formation of culture and its socialization 

(Besley, 2009).  This state of control thereby does not only contribute to the control of a people 

but also creates a state of constant vigilance and self-control, self-policing by the individual. The 

role of the state and the way it governs therefore is responsible for the type of environment in 

which the youth for example comes of age. Governmentality “shape[s] the conduct of 

individuals, ‘the conduct’ for acting upon the actions of others in order to achieve certain ends,” 

(Besley, 2009, Pg. 40).  Governmentality under neoliberalization is recognized by the type of 

freedom that is promoted— one that is characterized by individualism as well as competition and 

that “governs at a distance” due to how neoliberalism functions—privatization, deregulation and 

delegation (Belesy, 2009).   
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The youth that come of age under neoliberaliztion argues Besley, are bombarded by the 

interplay of ideology and socio-economic status, because neoliberalization thrives through 

market ideology and on the backs of the masses that suffer from the plight that is capitalism and 

its neoliberal policies. The development of identity is then developed by the subcultures that they 

construct in response to their marginalization (Besley, 2009).  Besley (2009) argues that 

neoliberalism promoted a “policy shift from a ‘culture of dependency’ to one of ‘self-reliance,’” 

(69). And so it happens that due to this shift in policy and the individualistic culture that results 

from self-reliance in neoliberal governmentality, he too develops his identity as a citizen-

consumer.  The youth culture thereby becomes characteristic by their consumer trends that are 

determined by the global marketplace.  

According to Orellana (2005), the Salvadoran youth are the most absent in political 

organizations and the most reluctant to participate in them. As we saw in the Chilean case, the 

neoliberal culture implemented via the globalization of capitalism and its values has taken 

precedence over the “political thinking of Chilean youth and is demonstrated by their growing 

disinterest in politics, evidenced through high rates of voter non-registration as well as 

diminished loyalty to any political party or ideology,” (Oppenheim, 2003, 21). The youth have 

found alternative cultures of resistance to cope with this neoliberal reality that distracts them 

away from political engagement, or that have in effect complied with the capitalist culture of 

consumerism, profit and individualism.  Cruz said, “The subject of so many subcultures that 

exists here also impedes consciousness-raising.  Once a youth identifies with one subculture, he 

does not want to know about anything beyond his own subculture.  There's the 'punk kids,' the 

'skateboarders', the 'street kids' and they're locked up in this mentality.  And they're not interested 

in cultural development.  These aren't categorized as cultures of resistance.”  
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According to Orellana (2005), a subculture is an expression of a more ample culture with 

some individual agency; a counter-culture defies the norms and social expectations. Therefore, a 

subculture can be described more or less in the Salvadoran context as complacent and as 

upholding the political agenda at hand. This type of culture is characterized by consumerism in 

our capitalist reality, the desire and possession of objects and technology (Orellana, 2005). Now 

more than ever, we see how the culture of consumption is dependent on the global market, for 

multinational and transnational corporations target particularly the youth to sell to. Hence, the 

“market infiltrates the social fabric, probing into sensitive zones, from preschool to youth, from 

the barely linguistic in order to ‘train’ young market populations in the habits and disciplines of 

consumerism,” (Besley, 2009, 74).  

The youth who have the means to enjoy this capitalist system of technology and objects 

are those who have experienced this historical amnesia that disables the demand for justice and 

equality. When visiting the western branch campus of the National University of El Salvador, 

Alex Correa a medical student when asked about the youth he said,  

Disgracefully, Salvadoran youth have been bombarded with these last 20 years of 
neoliberalism that we have in our country. We've been bombarded with an entire 
corporate communication system, but despite it we've countered with organized 
movements not just in the university, but also outside these that try to rescue the legacy 
and heritage of struggles that the people of El Salvador had. And also try to incorporate 
the youth, with the understanding that with collectivism, we can achieve what we want 
while doing away with the paradigm of individualism and egoism.  Unfortunately, a good 
portion of our youth is entrenched with this way of viewing things. If we give our youth 
the opportunities and give them a space, they'll participate.  But unfortunately the current 
system has closed many of these spaces, which is why we have the enormous crime 
problem and all the negative images you and I see on television. 

 

Hence, as Besley (2009) states, “kids find their identities and values in the marketplace, rather 

than in traditional sources such as the family, church, school that comprise a locality, and 

moreover, that marketplace is an increasingly globalized one,” (74). The focus on the itemization 
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of culture, a culture fabricated by material things and value placed on commodities is how 

passivity is constructed. Consumerism creates conditions not to care and pay attention to the 

conditions because it allows for the displacement of frustrations. This consumerism is as 

discussed previously, facilitated by the remittances that many of these youth obtain in El 

Salvador. The neoliberal socialization constructs an apathetic and disinterested youth, thereby 

failing to ignite dissent among the youth to demand economic justice, rather it establishes a type 

of complacent passivity, with sporadic euphoric moments with the purchase of an item.  

I with the rest of the members of USEU that participated in the program visited The 

Museum of the Word and Image (El Museo de la Palabra y Imagen). We had the privilege to 

speak to a historical figure and a pivotal character during the civil war, Carlos Henriquez better 

known as Santiago to all the listeners who tuned into Radio Venceremos (overcome), one of the 

FMLN’s radio stations. He said to us, “We're working with the youth.  We're working with the 

past, not just to look at it but also to see the future.  Memory is the principle instrument that the 

people have to build the society they want. A society with justice and equality." 

The University and their role in consciousness-raising 

A law student at the UES who is actively involved in campus organizations, Veronica 

Rosales, believes that from the 11,000 students that attend the university, only 1% participate in 

organizations. Although this is not a statistic that can be ascribed to a formal source, it captures 

the magnitude of the apathy among the students as she perceives it through her own experience 

organizing at the university. According to Rosales, 

The current system takes away that sensibility that you are supposed to feel compassion 
for your fellow human being and that you have the capacity to help him/her out.  You 
learn to be very individualistic.  I mean you want to be a professional?  You're going to 
make money because you're supposed to.  Here in The National University (UES), we 
graduate about 50 lawyers a month, and about 250 from the other universities.  There are 
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plenty of lawyers, but for the youth there are no jobs.  So then the youth bitterly accept 
their reality and they don't try to change things because of a lack of conscience. 
 

Cote & Allahar (1995) describe the term “manufactured consent,” (p. xvii). Manufactured 

consent is a form of hegemony that utilizes commodities and “trivial pursuits” to deflect away 

from the social problems and help maintain the status quo (p.136), which in the Salvadoran 

context is perpetuated by neoliberalism. Antonio Gramsci described hegemony as the domination 

of one class over another achieved through ideological means, and in the development of the 

industrious society, consent has been manufactured, objectified and sold. For example, Orellana 

(2005) alludes to the fact that the capitalist market has done a keen job in utilizing the air of 

revolution such as the face and name of Che Guevara, Sub Comandante Marcos and Jesus to 

idolatrize them to the extent of being unattainable realities. And to remove their revolutionary 

acts, the history, their struggles from their images. The images are sold completely devoid of 

their original meaning. Resistance to the hegemonic block of mindless consumerism and trends 

have been dismissed by mass media; even when it is against you, you do not know of any other 

alternative, that is, one learns how to abide within the neoliberal context, struggling to survive 

because it seems like the only way to live. 

 Culture of resistance or the counter-culture, is one that is developed as a direct response 

to their socio-economic political inequalities that compose the Salvadoran youth reality. Youth in 

El Salvador continue to struggle for autonomy in the public sector whether it is in employment, 

education or simple terms of visibility and space to congregate and develop themselves socially, 

mentally, etc. This culture of resistance can be argued as being reflexive of the 1% active at the 

university according to Rosales. The development of a more conscious youth that encapsulate the 

recognition of the oppressive trends and cycles present in society is gradually increasing and is 
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more apparent now with the FMLN government that won office in 2009. Each department is 

working with its youth for example, when I visited the Soyapango municipality in the 

department of San Salvador, which is one of the most violent and gang-ridden declared 

municipalities of El Salvador, the FMLN youth is working hard to provide other youth with 

programs that aim to deter the youth from the streets and violence. Programs included but are not 

limited to cultural and art projects as well as sports activities and scholarships for higher 

education.  

The University and the question of Space  

As we recognize some of the initiatives of the new government in specific departments of 

the country, we realize the importance of space and how when granted that opportunity, great 

things can happen. This question of space is important to note because youth are neither being 

given the tools to educate themselves about the root causes of the realities and circumstances 

because of the privatization of education for example, but they are also being stripped of public 

spaces to discuss and dialogue and learn together as is the case at the UES. According to 

graduating senior Estella Zelaya, the situation at the UES is very unstable and decisions made by 

administration, questionable. Zelaya was discussing with me how in the beginning of this school 

year in March 2011, like previous years, there are many students who attempt to enter the 

university, however due to lack of funding they are unable to do so. Every year the school is 

closed down because students protest and get together in support of these students that are unable 

to enter the university to study. This year, the police entered the university and physically hurt 

some of the students at the UES supporting the youth who wish to enter but are unable to. The 

dean then decided to close down the university for a week and since there was much instability 

student spaces where certain students organization met were closed, that is, those that are not 
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“legal” meaning they hold decision-making power within the university were not allowed to 

meet within the university. Hence, this example reflects the lack of student autonomy within the 

university and the youth’s inability to organize due to lack of space.    

 The UES is the only public university in the country with only one other branch found in 

the occidental, Santa Ana. Being the only public university, the lack of funds as well as the 

inability to distribute those funds well poses great problems to student activity. Zelaya forms part 

of The Association of Students of Jurisprudence (Asociacion de Estudiantes de Derecho "Roque 

Dalton", Constituída en 1946). This entity is composed of students from various student 

organizations and these students hold a voice within the University General Assembly (AGU), 

the Superior University Council (CSU) and the Committee of faculties, they represent the 

students. AED advocates for the rights of the students; it seeks to defend their autonomy and to 

fight for the maintenance of a moral obligation to society as a university as well as a department 

of law and social sciences among other things. As a student who formed part of such an 

organization, Zelaya is critical of the university’s administration and feels that the problem is not 

the lack of funds but the misdistribution of funds. However the problem is not the chancellor or 

his decisions, but it goes beyond that, “the problem does not begin here,” said Zelaya, “the 

problem does not being at the university, it is seen from primary education, and even more it 

derives from the family unit, from society, from those trashy governments that have been in 

power. When we change these problems of thought and way of life, then we can change things in 

the university setting.”         

 Change needs to be systematic in that it will dismantle not only the current economic 

system, but it will reinvent ideology and people’s perceptions. When doing so, there will be 

greater understanding of the effects and consequence of the capitalist and neoliberal values that 



  

 30 

have been cemented in society since 80s. The values of competition, individualism and 

consumerism that plagues a society with greediness and lack of educational, mental and spiritual 

preparation for the betterment of society are at the root of the problem. The UES is a reflection 

of a devalued social system that has been degraded by a capitalist power house that pays little 

regard to the state of the people.  

Conclusion:  

I presented through the analysis and findings of the questionnaires and interviews how 

the adolescent’s “coming of age” experience is shaped by the neoliberal economic agenda and 

how this in fact has shaped a violent and apolitical youth reality, with the exception of a small 

portion of active university students and FMLN youth. I explained the experience of the 

Salvadoran citizen “coming of age” in an unstable socio-economic and political environment 

produced by the transition into democracy after 12 years of civil war.  I attempted to delineate 

how coming of age in the neoliberal context influenced their experience and their political 

consciousness.  

Although, I discussed the role of neoliberal policies, their origins and their effects and 

consequences on youth coming of age in El Salvador, I have yet to discuss how these neoliberal 

policies have created a culture of resistance among youth more inland and south, since I only 

focused on youth in the Capital. I have yet to explore and hope to add to this research a section 

that discusses how youth are resisting to neoliberalism, outside the university and within their 

respective communities. I also need to engage in a more profound discussing about how youth in 

the middle class and/or elite youth manage neoliberal policies since they do enjoy the luxury of 

attaining commodities. How do they cope within this “market culture?” 
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  In 2009, El Salvador transitioned from the right to the left—the left-wing political party 

FMLN candidate Mauricio Funes came to power after 20 years of ARENA administrations. In 

October 2010 the FMLN celebrated their 30th anniversary, which represents the difficult yet 

praiseworthy struggle of the masses for liberation and justice. Thus far, members of the FMLN 

have made vital changes in the educational system—supplied 1 millon 386 thousand 787 

hundred students with uniforms and shoes as well as provided the schools with material and new 

technology as well as the funds to feed the children. In so doing so, sending a child to school is 

no longer an insurmountable burden for the poorest sectors of the country. In the two years of 

power that the FMLN has thus far, they are working with the people in legalizing the ownership 

of land; they have brought down the prices of gasoline and gas and have also raised minimum 

wage (Communication Secretary, 1 June 2011). They are working towards providing the 

Salvadoran populations with resources that many for years suffered without. Although a lot has 

been done, there is more to be done and in terms of youth and youth program as well is with 

higher education, more needs to be demanded from the government.  

 In this contemporary reality that wishes to blur history with the present in order to forget 

the past and therefore accept the present, the young are stigmatized and utilized as scapegoats, 

therefore are more controlled and antagonized. Rather than being recognized as victims, they are 

often blamed for the circumstances and environment that compose their reality (Cote & Allahar, 

1995).  Mead (2001) found that “the conditions which vex our adolescents are the flesh and bone 

of our society” (p. 161).  Salvadoran youth are inculcated with a culture of materialism and 

individualism that tames them into conforming to this neoliberal model of have and have-nots. 

Consciousness-raising thus occurs when youth are given the tools and the space to become 
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critical thinkers who question Eurocentric pedagogy in school, environment and work and thus 

reclaim their struggle and become active agents in the transformation of a better society.  

USEU has committed to taking on the task of bridging our transnational reality to achieve 

a life of dignity for the Salvadoran people here in the States as well as in El Salvador. As these 

changes take place, the transnational ties will aid in the process of becoming a truly free and just 

world. This ultimately being our mission for humanity, it is vital to remember that the answer to 

materializing this better humanity for the sake of the masses is to learn, rediscover, reclaim and 

become conscious of our history, which will be key to motivate us to be creative and to thus, 

overcome the neoliberal reality.  
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