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Abstract 

There i s  no doubt that the experience of war, be i t  war between nation states or c iv i l  

war, varies considerably for both male and females. The twelve year c iv i l  war i n  E l  

Salvador was no exception. Salvadoran women who worked in  various sectors as 

combatants, urban col laborators, home-makers, nurses, cooks or radio  operators for the 

guerr i l l a  forces, experienced the war and now experience so-cal led peace, i n  ways that 

relate d i rectly to the construction of the female sex in Salvadoran society. As a result  of 

these gendered experiences many Salvadoran women are suffering trauma despi te the 

cessation of the war in 1 992 .  This trauma acts to d isempower these women and to 

prevent them from act ively part ic ipating in the important processes of post-confl ict 

reconstruction current ly taking place in Salvadoran society 

This thesi s  aims to analyse the approach taken by one Salvadoran organisation for 

femin ist pol i t ical action, Las D ignas, i n  heal i ng the trauma of  Salvadoran women . 

Reviewing relevant l iterature on gender and development theory and gender and confl ict 

theory, and drawing on femin ist methods in the fieldwork context, i t  wil l  show how the 

heal ing process employed by Las D ignas i s  empowering Salvadoran women at both 

personal and socio-po l i t ical levels .  

The concl us ions derived from th is  research process are as fol lows. F i rstly, by 

incorporat ing mental health i nto their gender and development programme, Las Dignas 

has recognised the importance of a gendered approach to hea l i ng in the post-confl ict 

context. This form of approach has the potential to empower women to reconstruct their 

gendered i dentit ies so that they are able to act ively part ic ipate i n  efforts to eradicate the 

machismo, i nequali ty and poverty that conti nues to plague Salvadoran society. 

Secondly, because it is evident that a gendered approach to heal i ng has been successful 

i n  empowering women i n  post-conflict El Salvador, there i s  a need to i ntegrate the 

concept of empowerment i nto mental health i nterventions for women i n  the numerous 

post-conflict  environments that also exist in today 's  world .  
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Preface 

Coming from a country that has no relat ions with El Salvador beyond the trade of dairy 

products, I am often asked why I chose El Salvador as a topic for my thesis .  To answer 

this I am compel led to relate the course of events that led me to become interested in a 

country so far away and so removed pol i t ical ly from the country of  my origin, New 

Zealand. 

The cycle  of events began. when, after returning from a period of overseas travel from 

1 989- 1 993 ,  I experienced a form of pol i t ical awakening and deci ded to undertake post

graduate study in development studi es. In some ways this reflected a desire to 

understand the i ssues of development and underdevelopment I had observed during my 

travels, but in others, i t  was a search to do something about the appal l ing state i n  which 

the majori ty of the peoples of our world l i ve .  

I n  finding that studying development ful fi l led only a percentage of this desire, I sought 

also to become i nvolved with development practice. In this vein. I began worki ng as a 

volunteer for a progressive New Zealand j ustice and development organi sation by the 

name of CORSO. Through CORSO I had the privi lege of meeting a number of 

development practi t ioners from around the world, i nc lud ing Ofe l ia  Lopez. 

Ofe l ia  came to New Zealand from El Salvador in 1 995 as a representat ive of Las O ignas 

Mujeres por La Dignidad y La Vida ( Women for D ign ity and L i fe) .  As CORSO had 

been i nvolved with funding some of Las Dignas' programmes from the early 1 990s, we, 

along with several other New Zealand international development Non Governmental 

Organi sations (NGOs), hosted Ofel ia ' s  v is i t .  This i nvolved organis ing publ ic  meeti ngs 

and media coverage to rai se awareness of the development i ssues faci ng El Salvador 

fol l owing the signing of the peace accords which ended the c iv i l  war in 1 992. 

When Ofel ia  came to stay wi th me in  Palmerston North l was s imultaneously shocked 

and i nspired by our meeti ng. Here was a woman with a recent h istory of i ncredib le  
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suffering. Hav ing been i nvolved with the opposit ion movement both before and during 

the c iv i l  war, Ofel ia and her family were subjected to cont inuous repression at the hands 

of the Salvadoran mi l itary. Ofel ia' s husband, father and four brothers were assassinated 

by the m i l itary and Ofel ia hersel f  was incarcerated for 26 months. Whi le in prison, 

Ofel ia gave b irth to one of her daughters and endured constant physical and 

psychological torture. 

Ofel ia 's  commitment to her people  and in part icular, the rights of women in El 

Salvador, d id  not end, however, with her eventual release from prison and her four year 

exi le  in Austral ia. After act ing as a representative of the Committee of Mothers and 

Relat ives of Polit ical Prisoners, Disappeared and Assassinated of El Salvador 

(COMADRES) in Austral ia, she returned to El Salvador fol lowing the signing of peace 

accords to begin assist ing Salvadoran women, ·to change things for themselves and then 

for others ' (Ofel ia Lopez, c i ted in The Age, 1 9  August : 1 992) .  This commitment saw her 

become i nvolved with the newly formed Las Dignas and Ofel ia spent the next few years 

training traditional midwives and promoting women ' s  partic ipation in the local 

democratic process. 

Of a l l  the act ivities of Las Dignas Ofel ia spoke of during her t ime with us in New 

Zealand, it was perhaps their mental health programme to assist women with heal ing the 

trauma of the war, that 1 found most inspiring. I t  seemed to me that here was a 

programme that not only recognised women's gendered experiences of war, but also, 

assisted women in reconstruct ing their gendered identities i nto ones that would see them 

as strong and capable c i tizens of Salvadoran society. As it has been wel l  estab l i shed 

that women's active part ic ipat ion is essential to the sustainable development of a nation, 

I fel t  that the potential of such a programme was enormous. 

Whi le I had v iewed the study of development as a departure from my background i n  

nurs ing, i t  was, perhaps, my nursing background that lead m e  t o  focus on Las Dignas' 

mental health programme. I had worked previously as a mental health nurse and I fel t  

that my years of sitt ing next to patients' beds l i stening to the stories of their l i ves, would  

place me i n  good stead for undertaking a research proj ect  that required empathy, 

adaptat ion and the abi l i ty to relate to women from a d ifferent culture to my own. 
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Thus, after keeping in  contact with Ofe l ia  and gaining permi ssion from Las Dignas to 

conduct research in El Salvador, I enrol led in a PhD programme in development studies. 

My j ourney of d iscovery had begun .  
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