
 
Inquiry Set 9ES - Salvadoreñx political activism in the 1980s 

 
  

I. Inquiry Set Introduction 

Inquiry Set Title  Salvadoreñx Political Activism in the 1980s 

Brief Description  Students will analyze and evaluate various primary sources that depict political activism within the Salvadoran 
community in the United States. Utilizing a variety of mediums, students will gain insight into the political tools 
utilized by these activists. 

Authors Sasha Guzman, Social Justice Humanitas Academy 
Enrique Ochoa, Latin American Studies and History, California State University Los Angeles 
Cindy Mata, UCLA History-Geography Project Co-Director 

Grade Levels  Grade 9, Ethnic Studies; grade 11, US History  

Topics/Concepts  Solidarity, Salvadoreñx, protest, Los Angeles, community, political activism  

CA HSS 
Standards / 
Frameworks 

United States History and Geography: Continuity and Change in the Twentieth Century 
 
11.9 Students analyze U.S. foreign policy since World War II. 
 

11.9.4 List the effects of foreign policy on domestic policies and vice versa (e.g., protests during the war in 
Vietnam, the "nuclear freeze" movement). 

 
Please note: This source set is designed for Ethnic Studies, which is typically taught in Grade 9, and aligns with 
Grade 11 standards. 

Framework 
Excerpt  

Excerpts taken from the 9th grade Ethnic Studies chapter:  
 
Because of the interdisciplinary nature of this field, ethnic studies courses may take several forms. … However, 
central to any ethnic studies course is the historic struggle of communities of color, taking into account the 
intersectionality of identity (gender, class, sexuality, among others) to challenge racism, discrimination, and 
oppression and interrogate the systems that continue to perpetuate inequality. 

California Historical Society 1 

https://www.mydigitalchalkboard.org/portal/default/Resources/Browser/ResourceBrowser?action=2&standard=7382&matchedOnly=true&sortby=view&sortasc=false
https://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/hs/cf/hssframework.asp


Salvadoreñx political activism in the 1980s 
 

 A course could focus in on the local community and examine the interactions and coalition-building among a 
number of ethnic and/or racial groups. In an ethnic studies course, students will become aware of the constant 
themes of social justice and responsibility, while recognizing these are defined differently over time. 
  
They can investigate the legacies of social movements and historic struggles against injustice in California, the 
Southwest, and the United States as a whole. 
 
The relationship between global events and an ethnic or racial group’s experience could be another area of study. 
In this vein, students could study how World War II drew African Americans from the South to California cities like 
Oakland and Los Angeles or examine a group’s transnational linkages.  

Standards California English Language Development Standards for Grade 11 and 12 
 
Part I. Interacting in Meaningful Ways 

A. Collaborative 
2.  Interacting with others in written English in various communicative forms (print, communicative 

technology, and multimedia) 

 
Level Emerging: Collaborate with peers to engage in short, grade-appropriate written exchanges and writing 
projects, using technology as appropriate. 
 

C. Productive  
12. Selecting and applying varied and precise vocabulary and other language resources to effectively 

convey ideas 

 
Level Expanding: (a) Use an increasing variety of grade-appropriate general academic (e.g., dominate, 
environment) and domain-specific (e.g., characterization, photosynthesis, society, quadratic functions) academic 
words accurately and appropriately when producing increasingly complex written and spoken texts. 
 
Common Core State Standards for Literacy in History/Social Studies, Grade 9-10 
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Reading 
2. Determine the central ideas or information of a primary or secondary source; provide an accurate summary 

of how key events or ideas develop over the course of the text.    
9.  Compare and contrast treatments of the same topic in several primary and secondary sources.  

 
Writing  
1. Write arguments focused on discipline-speci c content.  

B. Develop claim(s) and counterclaims fairly, supplying data and evidence for each while pointing out the 
strengths and limitations of both claim(s) and counterclaims in a discipline-appropriate form and in a manner 
that anticipates the audience’s knowledge level and concerns.  

 

Investigative 
Question 
 

In what ways have members of my community engaged in political activism?  
 

Historical 
Background 
 

Chapter 20 of the framework is dedicated to access and equity in history classrooms. This includes culturally 
responsive teaching, which encourages educators to recognize the cultural and experiential backgrounds of their 
students. Student learning increases when connections are made between their lived experiences and the content, 
when relevant, that is taught. It stresses that “it is important for students to see examples of members from their 
own … cultural and ethnic group [through] materials used regularly.” 
  
With that in mind, this inquiry set highlights how a significant minority community in Los Angeles (and across the 
nation) continued to be deeply invested in homeland politics. Los Angeles has the largest population of Salvadorans 
outside of El Salvador. Here, the narrative is centered on a community that tends to be overlooked in history 
classrooms. There is much to learn about transnationalism, political organizing, and the history of US intervention in 
Central America by documenting the political activism of Salvadoran immigrants in America. Moving to the United 
States did not sever peoples’ political ties to the homeland for the Salvadoreñx diaspora. How and why 
Salvadoreñxs engaged in political activism during the 1980s helps us understand part of America’s ongoing 
immigrant story, of how and why newcomers settle in the United States. 
  
The investigative question that students will answer in evaluating the primary sources is, In what ways did members 
of the Salvadoreñx community engaged in political activism during the 1980s? We are focusing on the 1980s 
because this decade saw the largest migration wave of Salvadorans to the United States, due to the political crises 
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and civil wars that intensified in Central America at this time. This decade is of particular significance for Central 
American migration because half of the Central American population currently living in the United States arrived in 
the 1980s. 
 
With this inquiry set, students will analyze how Salvadoreñxs continued to maintain political pressure on their 
homeland and transplanted political organizing to the United States. The political tools they used will give students 
insight into the civic values and responsibilities of this immigrant community in the homeland that were 
reestablished in the receiving country. Finally, students will interact with the primary sources by using critical 
thinking skills to formulate a response to the investigative question. 

Potential 
Sensitive Issues, 
Topics, and 
Information 
 

Teachers should be mindful of students who have personal and/or family histories of migration and displacement. 
Reading about civil wars, political instability, natural disasters, economic instability, violence, and other push factors 
for leaving one’s homeland could trigger trauma.  

Map  
 

Nodes of Salvadoran migration: Los Angeles; San Francisco; Washington, DC 
 
MacArthur Park, Los Angeles; Salvadoran Consulate, Los Angeles; San Francisco; Washington, DC: The White 
House & the Ellipse, State Department, US Immigration and Naturalization Service building, Department of Health 
and Human Services 

 

II. Source Sets 

#1  Primary 
Source 

El Salvadorans protest election in homeland, 1989  
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Title of Source El Salvadorans protest election in homeland  

Holding Institution Los Angeles Public Library 

Link to Record  https://tessa.lapl.org/cdm/ref/collection/photos/id/29909 

 

For the Student 
 

Workers and campesinos (peasants, tenant farmers) have a long history of fighting against unjust political and 
economic policies in El Salvador. Poor pay and working conditions pervaded the country. During the 1960s and 
1970s, as government repression against labor organizing escalated, activists developed strategies to educate 
their communities about the inequality that workers and campesinos faced daily. Oftentimes, organizers 
dramatized poor worker treatment by bosses and government authorities in public spaces. The actions included 
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staged performances and role plays, demonstrations, and worker mobilizations. These forms of political activism 
from El Salvador were transplanted to Salvadoran communities in Los Angeles.  
 

From looking closely at the pictured public protest in 1989 at MacArthur Park, Los Angeles, what do you think is 
being demonstrated? There are at least three perspectives being presented in this photograph: the photographer, 
the actors, and members of the audience. What might they be thinking and feeling? Why might this be an effective 
type of activism?  

For the Teacher 
 

The largest Central American community in the United States is in Los Angeles. MacArthur Park (Westlake) is the 
center of the community. On weekends in the 1980s, many people within the Salvadoreñx community gathered to 
socialize with friends and families, share the latest news about the war and its impact, and plan political actions to 
support families and communities in opposition to the Salvadoran government.  
 
In this image dated March 19, 1989, a group acts out a skit about a Salvadoran peasant asking his boss for better 
pay. He is consequently beaten up by a thug. Central American immigrants transplanted popular theater, an 
important tool for political organizing, from their home countries to the United States. Activists reenacted everyday 
scenes to teach about inequality, exploitation, and oppression as well as to show the necessity of workers and 
peasants organizing together to challenge the elite and powerful. This particular skit demonstrates the ways that the 
army was used by landowners to maintain order and intimidate the poor from demanding their rights. This political 
action was part of a larger protest of the Salvadoran presidential election taking place that day that excluded the 
revolutionary party, the FMLN (Frente Farabundo Martí para la Liberación Nacional). The National Republican 
Alliance party (ARENA), a right-wing “law and order” party created in 1981, with origins in the paramilitary death 
squads, won the election. 
 

#2 Primary 
Source 

Praying for civil rights in El Salvador, 1989 
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Title of Source Praying for civil rights in El Salvador 

Holding Institution Los Angeles Public Library 

Link to Record https://tessa.lapl.org/cdm/ref/collection/photos/id/29921 

 

For the Student 
 

In addition to protesting the killing and torture of thousands of civilians, activists in and outside El Salvador opposed 
government laws aimed at taking away people’s civil rights. In particular, they rallied against the penal code reform 
law intended to limit people’s freedom of speech. Photographed here are clergy members, from several 
denominations, joined in solidarity with the Salvadoreñx community. The demonstration and prayer service took 
place in front of the Salvadoran consulate in LA. The clergy members denounced the changes in Salvadoran laws 
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that would criminalize people for speaking out against the government repression. Some of the names on the 
crosses represented people killed by the Salvadoran government.  
 
Why might the Salvadoran community choose this site to protest? As presented here, what does it mean to be in 
solidarity with a community? What does it mean in your community?  

For the Teacher 
 

Soon after the March 1989 electoral victory of President Alfredo Cristiani of the right-wing National Republican 
Alliance party (ARENA), the government on June 23 introduced laws to change the penal code to severely restrict 
the people’s freedom of speech and other basic political rights. ARENA representatives campaigned on a “law and 
order” anti-communist platform in which they promised to put an end to left-wing guerrilla forces that had important 
strongholds in many parts of El Salvador. After the election of ARENA, the Salvadoran government, with the 
support of the United States, passed laws to suppress freedoms of speech and assembly to weaken political 
opposition, while also increasing its massive human rights violations through death squads and military-sanctioned 
violence.  
 
In Los Angeles, many in the Salvadoreñx  community mobilized to denounce the increased repression in El 
Salvador. In this picture, Father Mike Kennedy, a Catholic priest and member of the Southern California 
Ecumenical Council, leads a prayer service as part of a demonstration at the Salvadoran Consulate. They opposed 
the recently enacted Salvadoran law that limited freedom of speech. Clergy members from several denominations 
dressed in black and carried a coffin to symbolize the death of civil freedoms. Longtime Salvadoran activist Maria 
Guardado holds a cross in memory of Dolores Amaya, one of the child victims of the infamous El Mozote massacre 
in 1981. Guardado, formerly a teacher and union organizer in El Salvador, had been abducted on January 12, 
1980, for helping organize campesinos (peasants), teachers, and other workers. She survived torture at the hands 
of US-trained military officials, only in part because Archbishop Monseñor Oscar Romero publicly pleaded for her 
release. Once freed, she fled El Salvador and lived in Chiapas, Mexico, for a time before arriving in Los Angeles. 
Once accepted for political asylum, Guardado continued to speak out against the government atrocities in El 
Salvador and to condemn US intervention in her homeland.  
 

#3  Primary 
Source 

Salvadorans against U.S. aid 
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Title of Source Salvadorans against U.S. aid 
  

Date 1981 

Holding Institution  Los Angeles Public Library 

 

For the Student This image is of a 1981 political protest at MacArthur Park. The Westlake area of Los Angeles, where the park is 
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 located, is home to the majority of Salvadoran and other Central American migrants in the United States. This 
locale is the largest concentration of Salvadorans outside of El Salvador. Although Salvadorans had migrated to the 
United States starting in the late nineteenth century, the largest number arrived during their country’s civil war 
period, from 1979 through 1992. By 1981, the Salvadoran population in Los Angeles had grown steadily as political 
exiles fled the country. Once there, many Salvadorans continued their political activism in hopes for liberation of the 
people who lived under a repressive regime.  
According to the source, what are members of the Salvadoreñx community protesting? Why would this be important 
to the community? If the Salvadoran Civil War of the 1980s was formally between the right- and left-wing parties, 
how does this protest complicate that idea? 

For the Teacher 
 

The United States has a long history of intervention in Central America. Beginning at the turn of the twentieth 
century, the US sought to be the dominant force in the hemisphere. Following the Spanish American War in 1901, 
the United States expanded its business influence and economic control over the region. As US investments grew 
in the region, US military intervention became more frequent and enduring. In El Salvador, the United States 
provided military and economic support to the Salvadoran oligarchy and the government to fight against popular 
uprisings by workers and peasants. The most conspicuous example was the 1932 massacre of peasants, La 
Matanza, which resulted in the deaths of at least 10,000 peasants and indigenous people who were revolting 
against economic exploitation and racism. Throughout the Cold War, the United States continued to support the 
Salvadoran government for political influence in the region, consequently repressing and silencing Salvadorans to 
prevent them from denouncing political, economic, and social injustice.  

 
By 1960, El Salvador had extreme wealth inequality — it was dominated by a small landed oligarchy (known to be 
represented by 14 families), while the majority of the rural population did not own land or much in terms of personal 
property. Whereas US economic and military aid to El Salvador continued to grow throughout the 1960s, local 
communities, inspired by the Cuban Revolution, began to organize to demand political and economic reforms. US 
military aid led to greater repression of the working and campesino populations. As a result, many people went into 
exile, where some continued to find ways to support the revolutionary efforts in El Salvador. 

 
This photograph shows Salvadoreñx activists at MacArthur Park in Los Angeles leading a 1981 march against US 
military assistance to the Salvadoran military. Those in attendance supported the efforts of anti-ARENA guerrilla 
forces in El Salvador. There were reports that human rights violations by the military had skyrocketed, and it is 
believed that US-trained soldiers massacred 800 civilians in the community of El Mozote in December 1981. 
Between 1980 and 1990 the United States provided over $1 billion in military aid to the Salvadoran government. In 
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1993, the United Nations Truth Commission found that of the 200,000 people killed during the civil war, 
approximately 95 percent were killed by the military. 
 
 

#4  Primary 
Source 

Protesters at El Salvador Consulate 
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Title of 
Source 

Protesters at El Salvador Consulate 
  

Date 1989 

Holding 
Institution 

Los Angeles Public Library 

 

For the Student 
 

In this demonstration at the Salvadoran consulate in Los Angeles, a group acts out a skit to bring attention to the 
atrocities of death squads in the homeland. Death squads were paramilitary units, often composed of members of 
the military dressed in civilian clothing, that committed violent and deadly acts in support of the anti-left government. 
They sometimes worked in secret. At other times, the death squads publicly demonstrated their destructive might. 
Created to carry out killings, disappearances, and the torture of suspected “enemies of the state,” the Salvadoran 
death squads were trained, directly and indirectly, by US military advisers, with many also receiving funding from 
the US government.  
 
Where is this demonstration taking place? What is the purpose of the actions? What power, significance, and 
symbolism does each of the details in the photograph hold? What is the potential effectiveness of this protest?  

For the Teacher 
 

Death squads during the Salvadoran Civil War were a form of state-sanctioned terrorism, as they operated with the 
support of or sometimes under direct orders from the government. These death squads, composed of military 
officials, were clandestine units and considered an extension of the state. The White Warriors Union, led by 
Roberto d'Aubuisson in the 1970s, was one of the first death squads to be formed. He would go on to co-found the 
National Republican Alliance Party (ARENA) in 1981 and would run for president in 1984. The United Nations Truth 
Commission would later implicate Roberto d'Aubuisson in the murder of Archbishop Romero in 1980. The Atlacatl 
Battalion, another infamous death squad, was responsible for some of the worst atrocities of the civil war, including 
the massacres at El Mozote and El Calabozo and the murders of six Jesuit priests. Death squads were active 
throughout the 1980s in El Salvador. Some people believed death squads also operated in Los Angeles.  
 
Protests against Salvadoran military violence and US support for this form of state terrorism were commonplace in 
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the United States. Activists dramatized the horror of the death squads through reenactments and mass die-ins 
during marches and protests. Demonstrators in this photograph on July 3, 1989, are staging a death squad 
atrocities skit at the Salvadoran consulate. Part of the group took their protest to the second floor, forcing the 
consulate’s office to close its normal operations. It would be important to highlight how the Salvadoreñxs in the 
United States may or may not have the same perspectives about the role of the military within government 
institutions.  
 

#5  Primary 
Source 

Opposition Builds Against El Salvador's Certification  

 
 
Transcript: 
 
Opposition Builds Against El Salvador’s Certification 
  
West Coast to Blockade Arms for El Salvador 
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CISPES chapters throughout the West Coast are mobilizing for a major action on July 24 and 25 to protest 
escalating U.S. war in Central America. The protest will follow directly on the heels of the Presidential certification of 
human rights in El Salvador. 
  
On Sunday, July 24 a legal march and rally will be held at Port Chicago (Concord Naval Weapons Station), 50 
miles north of San Francisco. On Monday, July 25, there will be a non-violent blockade of the port. 
 
Port Chicago is the principal site for West Coast munitions shipments to El Salvador. Major shipments have left the 
port for the country six times since January 1982.  
 
Port Chicago played a similar role during the U.S. war in Indochina, where 70-80% of all munitions and weapons 
were sent to Vietnam from the U.S. were shipped via the port. The port was the site of many militant anti-war 
demonstrations during that era. 
 
Today, Port Chicago, is again becoming a symbol of U.S. aggression in the Third World. Last January 29, 169 
people were arrested in a CISPES-sponsored blockade as 2,000 picketers looked on. Organizers are predicting a 
much larger turn-out for the July action, and CISPES chapters from Southern California to Washington are 
mobilizing for the event. 
 
Port Chicago is also used for nuclear weapons storage and shipment, and a second focus of the demonstration 
calls for an end to nuclear weapons development and deployment. 
 
CISPES spokesperson Michael Lent asserted that the connection between military aid for El Salvador and nuclear 
weapons goes much deeper than the fact that both are deployed from Port Chicago.  
 
“Many activists feel that not only is preventing nuclear war tomorrow in separable form stopping counterinsurgency 
wars today, but that much closer cooperation will be necessary for both the Central America and disarmament 
movements to be successful.”  
 
For more information, contact the CISPES Northwest Regional Office, (415) 431-2113.  
  
Pictured: Five people standing below a sign that reads “U.S. Naval Weapons Station.” The caption reads: “West 
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Coast blockaders say “No Arms for El Salvador.”  
  
Port Chicago Blockaded from Sea 
 
As the Alert! goes to press, we have just received word that on Monday, May 30, 20-30 small boats will blockade 
Port Chicago from the sea. The Memorial Day action will be carried out by the Port Chicago Campaign, a coalition 
initiated by CISPES and the American Friends Service Committee (AFSC), Northwest region. The blockade will be 
done in memory of those who died in previous U.S. wars and in the hope that an expanded U.S. war in Central 
American can be averted. 
 
Organizers confirmed that two active duty U.S. Army personnel will participate in the sea blockade, at least one of 
whom is slated for “duty” in Central America in the near future. CISPES salutes these brave and conscientious 
people, and we recognize them as among the first of the military resisters whose numbers will rapidly multiply if 
U.S. policy maintains its present course. Resistance such as this constitutes one of the most effective weapons a 
movement such as ours can wield.  
 
Salvadoreans Plan Long March to Washington 
  
Several organizations of Salvadorean refugees in the U.S. are planning a “Long Walk,” from New York City to 
Washington, D.C., and are inviting concerned North Americans to join them. The walk will demonstrate opposition 
of Salvadoreans and North Americans alike to human rights certification for El Salvador. U.S. intervention in Central 
America, and the deportation of Central American refugees. The walk, beginning July 5, will pass through 17 cities 
and arrive in Washington on July 22, just prior to the third and possibly final presidential certification of human rights 
in El Salvador. CISPES chapters from the Mid-Atlantic region will sponsor support activities along the route. The 
Southern CISPES region has already pledged five walkers to walk the entire length. The Salvadoreans are inviting 
supporters to: 
(1)  Participate in the walk (those wishing to walk only part of the way are welcome); 
(2)  Sponsor a walker (all monies raised will go to SHARE for humanitarian relief for Salvadorean refugees); 
(3)  Organizations are requested to endorse the action. 
  
For more information contact D.C. CISPES: (202) 82-9712 or NYC CISPES: (212) 242-1040. 
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Title of Source Opposition Builds Against El Salvador's Certification 

Date June 1983 

Holding Institution CSU Los Angeles  
 

 

For the Student 
 

This is one page from the June 1983 issue of the newspaper published by the Committee in Solidarity with the People 
of El Salvador (CISPES). CISPES formed in 1980 to organize and coordinate solidarity work on behalf of the 
popular and revolutionary movement in El Salvador. CISPES included North American religious and peace 
organizations as well as groups more traditionally aligned with the left, those with socialist leanings, and those with 
a desire for equitable distribution of wealth and resources and in support of self-determination and anti-colonial 
movements that would end US military, political, and economic domination in Latin American, Africa, and Asia. 
CISPES had regional offices throughout the United States, although activism was centered mostly in Los Angeles, 
San Francisco, and Washington, DC. The DC office published updates of their own in its newsletter, Alert! There 
they provided analysis of the war in El Salvador, progress of the revolutionary movement, reports of government 
repression, and overviews of US policy, and they promoted actions by US solidarity and Salvadoreñx activists.  
 
How might a news publication support political activism? What purposes can it serve? How might activists and 
community organizers today communicate their ideas?  

For the Teacher 
 

CISPES became a key organization not just in Salvadoran and Central American solidarity work in the United 
States but also for the broader US movement for peace, social justice, and immigrant rights. Following the civil 
rights, student, anti-Vietnam War, and power movements of the 1960s and early 1970s, there was a conservative 
shift and backlash in society and government that weakened these movements. However, US support for 
repressive governments in Central America and the massacres of workers, indigenous people, and campesinos by 
US-trained and funded military groups reinvigorated grassroots movements in the United States.  
 
CISPES alerted its members and affiliated social justice activists of the human rights violations being committed in 
the name of US citizens. It galvanized support from grassroots groups to try to block further US aid to repressive 

California Historical Society 16 



Salvadoreñx political activism in the 1980s 
 

regimes. It was among several such groups that lobbied Congress to restrict military aid and to investigate human 
rights abuses in Central America. This June 1983 article in Alert! indicates the growing opposition to the Reagan 
administration’s efforts to provide further military aid to El Salvador. The article details the civil disobedience 
strategies to block Port Chicago in the San Francisco Bay Area, where weapons and other munitions were being 
shipped to Central America.  

#6  Primary 
Source 

Announcement of Central American March on Washington 
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Title of Source National Campaign Against US Intervention in Central America  
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Holding Institution  CSU Los Angeles 

Link to Record https://oac.cdlib.org/findaid/ark:/13030/c8pz5fmq/ 

 

For the Student 
 

The right to freedom of speech and peaceful assembly are guaranteed to all people in the United States under the 
Constitution. Thus, marches and demonstrations are forms of political participation protected by Constitution. 
Marching on the nation’s capital is an honored part of America’s political tradition and culture. The size and 
frequency of political marches on Washington, DC, grew significantly during the civil rights and anti-Vietnam War 
movements.  
 
Why might people march or demonstrate in Washington? What is involved in organizing such events? What tools 
and resources would you need? The article in CISPES’s Alert! calls for a national mobilization against the 
US-backed war in El Salvador. How might the organizers be successful with their recruitment and campaign?  

For the Teacher 
 

Activists organized marches to grab the attention of officials in Washington and in the nation about important 
issues. Marches require much planning and preparation and are an important form of political engagement, 
especially when other methods fail. During the Reagan administration, between 1981 and 1989,  there were at least 
three major marches on the nation's capital to protest US involvement in Central America in general and in El 
Salvador specifically. The first took place on May 3, 1981, and was named the People's Anti-War Mobilization 
(PAM) / May 3 Coalition.  
 
This document is an announcement that ran in the CISPES (Committee in Solidarity with the People of El Salvador) 
newspaper with information regarding the march that occurred in November 1983. Organizers wanted to bring 
attention to the national mobilizations that were already taking place and to pressure Congress not to certify 
additional military aid for El Salvador. The slogans “US Out of Central America” and “No More Vietnam Wars!” were 
an appeal to the public to understand the death and destruction perpetrated by US forces and military aid. 
Reminding people of the parallels with the devastating and polarizing Vietnam War was essential to the strategy. 
[This document corresponds with coverage by the Washington Post.]  

#7  Primary 
Source 

20,000 Protest Against U.S. Policy 
By Caryle Murphy November 13, 1983 
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An estimated 20,000 people, warning of possible U.S. involvement in a Vietnam-style war, rallied near the White 
House yesterday to protest the Reagan administration's policies in Central America and the Caribbean. 
 
The afternoon rally, which included a speech by Democratic presidential hopeful Jesse Jackson, climaxed a 
blustery day of '60s-style protests that included songs by the group Peter, Paul and Mary, an attempt by 
counterdemonstrators to halt the protesters' march to the Ellipse and a poignant reminder of the Vietnam war. 
 
U.S. Park Police said 18 persons were arrested and charged with disorderly conduct when they sat down in 
Pennsylvania Avenue NW in front of the White House in an attempt to block the march. 
 
Tyler Hendricks, a spokesman for the Collegiate Association for the Research of Principles (CARP) that is a student 
arm of the Unification Church, said all those arrested were members of his group. 
 
He said most of those arrested were released after posting $10 bonds. 
 
Park Police, who estimated the crowd at 20,000, said no injuries were reported. 
 
Earlier in the day, as marchers carrying signs protesting U.S. support for antigovernment guerrillas in Nicaragua 
and for the government of El Salvador walked east on Constitution Avenue, they were met by a small band of 
bearded Vietnam veterans walking in the opposite direction. 
 
The veterans, wearing field jackets and carrying flags and wreaths, had gathered on Capitol Hill and were marching 
to the Vietnam Veterans Memorial for a service in honor of POWs and MIAs. 
 
As the two groups moved past each other, the protesters stopped to gawk at the veterans who, for the most part, 
kept marching, looking straight ahead. 
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The march took place fewer than three weeks after the U.S. invasion of Grenada, which has generated widespread 
public approval in opinion polls and little criticism from Democratic politicians. The invasion has temporarily 
overshadowed American intervention in the conflicts of El Salvador and Nicaragua. 
 
Organizers of the march, a group of about 70 civil rights, disarmament and foreign policy organizations called the 
"November 12 Coalition," billed the protest as a way to show opposition to the administration's policies in Central 
America despite the generally favorable opinions of its Grenada operation. 
 
Yesterday's march was the first major nationally organized protest against the administration's Central American 
policy since 23,000 people protested here on the eve of the U.S.-backed elections in El Salvador in March of last 
year. 
 
At the rally on the Ellipse, Jackson, who was interrupted by applause several times, criticized Reagan's foreign 
policies in Lebanon, Central America and Grenada and called for a new course of action. 
 
"We are here today to take a firm stand against a foreign policy of injustice, inhumanity and intimidation," said 
Jackson, "and for policy of talks, negotiations, human rights and the right to self-determination. In short, we are here 
today to demand a new course in America's foreign and domestic policies," he declared. 
 
Jackson said America needs to support a neutral peace-keeping force in Lebanon and that the country's highest 
priority should be to negotiate a meaningful arms agreement with the Soviet Union. 
 
He drew applause when he said it is time for a "rainbow coalition" of blacks, Hispanics, American Indians, students, 
women and peace activists. At one point the crowd chanted with him, "Our time has come." 
 
Protest leaders organized three smaller rallies for the morning, including one near the State Department where 
effigies of Defense Secretary Caspar Weinberger, U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations Jeane Kirkpatrick and 
former secretary of state Henry A. Kissinger were raised. 
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A few feet away, organizers erected mock tombstones bearing numbers said to represent the total of dead in wars 
in Central America. 
 
Across town, at the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service building, folk singers Peter, Paul and Mary played 
protest songs as thousands sang along. Later, the trio repeated its performance at the demonstration near the 
White House. 
 
At a third rally at the Department of Health and Human Services, demonstrators performed skits. 
 
After the morning rallies, demonstrators converged to march along Pennsylvania Avenue and around the White 
House before assembling at the Ellipse. Once at the main site, they huddled together to keep warm against brisk 
winds and temperatures in the mid-40s. 
 
As in marches during the 1960s that protested the Vietnam War, the demonstrators were mainly whites in their 20s. 
Banners announced the names of college contingents from such campuses as Yale, Oberlin, Colgate, Swarthmore 
and the University of Michigan. 
 
But there also were hundreds of others, such as Marcia and Bernard Schuman, who came from New York for the 
march because "we feel the U.S. policy is wrong. You cannot impose democracy by force. It goes against all the 
morals, the principles, on which this country was established when we intervene," said Marcia Schuman. 
 
Twenty-four veterans of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade, which fought on the side of the Republican forces in the 
Spanish Civil War were also there yesterday. "Nurses Against U.S. Aggression," "Lawyers Committee Against U.S. 
Intervention in Central America" and "Ex-Peace Corps Volunteers Committee on Central America" were some of 
the other groups that marched. 
 
One couple, Jean and Wilder Spaulding of Washington, 82 and 84 years old respectively, turned out to "stop all this 
nonsense sending troops to other countries." 
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Among all the things carried on high by the protesters yesterday one stood out. It was an American flag. Its bearer, 
Tim Rowe, said he was disappointed there were not more. "This flag can stand for peace and justice," said Rowe, a 
psychiatrist working with veterans in Northampton, Mass. 
 
Rowe said the situation in Grenada was "too confusing; I don't think the last judgment is in. But I want to prevent 
the U.S. from getting bogged down in another Vietnam in Central America," he said. 
 
Washington Post staff writer Marcia Slacum contributed to this story. 
 

Title of Source 20,000 Protest Against U.S. Policy 

Creator  Murphy, Caryle  

Holding Institution  The Washington Post 

Link to Record https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/local/1983/11/13/20000-protest-against-us-policy/8db70
91a-7fea-4a01-a9b5-6e6dca5c927e/?utm_term=.0f6220190ac3 

 

For the Student 
 

This article from the Washington Post, an influential newspaper in the nation’s capital, recounts the November 1983 
protest against US foreign policy in Central America referred to in previous documents. The article highlights the 
major issues and the perspectives of the protesting groups. Reverend Jesse Jackson, revered civil rights leader 
and 1984 presidential candidate, spoke at the event and emphasized the need to stand up for humanity and human 
rights and against US intervention in El Salvador. 
 
Who else was at this event? What were some of the other ways, besides speeches, that protesters used to 
demonstrate the importance of the issue? According to the article, what role did Salvadoreñx activists play in the 
march? 

For the Teacher 
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The article from the Washington Post demonstrates the ability of CISPES to mobilize a large number of people 
against US policy in a short period of time. The year before, CISPES mobilized 23,000 people. Given the growing 
conservative climate, evidenced by the election of Ronald Reagan in 1980, this was an especially important 
accomplishment and began to remind people of the demonstrations of the 1960s and 1970s.  
 
Unlike the previous documents, Salvadoreñxs are visibly absent from the reporting on the march. The article points 
out that the majority of demonstrators were white youth in their 20s, many from elite colleges. This demonstrates 
the growth of political activism on college campuses, but it also points to a lack of integration of Salvadoreñx and 
Central American activists into the leadership of the solidarity movements. 

#8   Primary 
Source 

Aquiles Magaña at the election protest that was held at MacArthur Park. 
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Title of Source El Salvadoran refugees protest 

Date  1989 

Holding Institution Los Angeles Public Library 

Link to Record https://tessa.lapl.org/cdm/ref/collection/photos/id/29915 
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For the Student 
 

Salvadoreñx activists and immigrants established several important community-based organizations to address the 
needs of Salvadoreñxs and the Central American community. This picture is of Aquiles Magaña, a Salvadoreñx 
activist in Los Angeles, at the 1989 presidential election protest at MacArthur Park. Magaña was a prominent 
community organizer who in 2004 would go on to become president of the board of directors at CARECEN (Central 
American Resource Center) and one of the founders of the historic Central American Studies program at California 
State University, Northridge.  
 
Using the example of Aquiles Magaña or another community leader, what professional skills can one learn from 
organizing and activist work? How can they be applied in school, home, and work settings?  

For the Teacher 
 

Salvadoreñx immigrants, along with other Central American immigrants, established important community centers 
in the Los Angeles area, such as CARECEN, El Rescate, and Clínica Romero, to address the needs of the 
community fleeing violence in the homeland. This picture is of Aquiles Magaña, a Salvadoreñx activist in Los 
Angeles, at the 1989 election protest at MacArthur Park. Community members were protesting the elections that 
excluded the revolutionary FMLN party and its allies. The elections gave rise to the right-wing ARENA party that 
would stay in power until 2009. Magaña was a prominent community organizer who in 2004 would go on to become 
president of the board of directors at CARECEN and one of the founders of the historic Central American Studies 
program at California State University, Northridge. Salvadoran community members have worked with other Central 
Americans to profoundly shape Los Angeles’s social justice landscape in key areas that include the immigrant 
rights movement, the labor movement, and the nonprofit sector.  

 

III. English Language Development extension activity 

The purpose of the variety of primary sources is to appeal to different multiple intelligences and varying English language levels. Not only 
does the kinesthetic aspect of the gallery walk tap into a rarely used intelligence, but it also encourages intrapersonal processing between 
students. The photographs allow English learners to meaningfully participate in the learning process alongside their peers. Teachers can 
allow students as little or as much time as the class period and student dynamic allows for. 
 
We recommend an activity from Facing History, Facing Ourselves. These are their Big Paper instructions: 
Big Paper Strategy from Facing History and Ourselves 
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Directions:  
 

1. Select a stimulus for discussion. 
First, you will need to select the “stimulus” — the material that students will respond to. A stimulus might consist of questions, 
quotations, historical documents, or excerpts from novels, poetry, or images. Groups can all be given the same stimulus for 
discussion, but more often they are each given a different text related to the same theme. This activity works best when students 
are working in pairs or triads. Each group also needs a sheet of big poster paper that can fit a written conversation and added 
comments. In the middle of each of these, tape or write the “stimulus” (image, quotation, excerpt, etc.) that will be used to spark 
the students’ discussion. 

2. Prepare students. 
Inform the class that this activity will be completed in silence. All communication is done in writing. Students should be told that 
they will have time to speak in pairs and in the large groups later. Go over all of the instructions at the beginning so that they do 
not ask questions during the activity. Also, before the activity starts, the teacher should ask students if they have questions, to 
minimize the chance that students will interrupt the silence once it has begun. You can also remind students of their task as they 
begin each new step. 

3. Students comment on their group’s Big Paper. 
Each group receives a Big Paper and each student gets a marker or pen. Some teachers have each student use a different color 
to make it easier to see the back-and-forth flow of a conversation. The groups read the text (or look at the image) in silence. After 
students have read, they are to comment on the text and ask questions of each other in writing on the Big Paper. The written 
conversation must start on the topic of the text but can stray wherever the students take it. If someone in the group writes a 
question, another member of the group should address the question by writing on the Big Paper. Students can draw lines 
connecting a comment to a particular question. Make sure students know that more than one of them can write on the Big Paper 
at the same time. The teacher can determine the length of this step, but it should be at least 15 minutes. 

4. Students comment on other groups’ Big Papers.  
Still working in silence, students leave their groups and walk around reading the other Big Papers. Students bring their marker or 
pen with them and can write comments or further questions for thought on other Big Papers. Again, you can determine the length 
of time for this step based on the number of Big Papers and your knowledge of the students. 

5. Students return to their group’s Big Paper, silence is broken. 
The groups reassemble back at their own Big Paper. They should look at any new comments written by others. Now they can 
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have a free conversation about the text, their own comments, what they read on other papers, and the comments their fellow 
students wrote for them. At this point, you might ask students to take out their journals and identify a question or comment that 
stands out to them. 

6. Discuss as a class. 
Finally, debrief the process with the large group. The conversation can begin with a simple prompt such as, “What did you learn 
from doing this activity?” This is the time to delve deeper into the content and use ideas on the Big Papers to draw out students' 
thoughts. The discussion can also touch upon the importance and difficulty of staying silent and students’ level of comfort with this 
activity. 

 

IV. Related Resources / Materials 

Related 
Resources / 
Materials 
 

We encourage educators to familiarize themselves with the long history of US intervention in Latin America. 
 
Book: Harvest of Empire: A History of Latinos in America by Juan González 
Film: Maria’s Story 
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