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Abstract: The idea of a just and lasting peace seems to be unachievable 
when people are suffering a civil or international war, a violent revolu-
tionary process or a dictatorship, or when they are immersed in a long 
period of structural injustice. However, during the last decades there have 
been a number of attempted transitions from violent situations to a just 
peace through peace-making processes and talks, followed by reconcilia-
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tion, some of which have been remarkably successful, whilst others are 
still open (e.g. El Salvador, South Africa, Northern Ireland, the Israel-
Palestine conflict, among others). These processes, and their extremely 
technical complexity, are the object of analysis in the Political Science 
discipline; yet should they not also be the object of study in other disci-
plines such as Anthropology and Ethics? Opposing issues such as the 
possibility of self-aggression yet of radical transformation, the restoration 
of dialogue, the recognition of others as being equal, and the achievement 
of a just peace for all are at the centre of being human. In this regard, the 
work of Ignacio Ellacuría in the context of the civil war in El Salvador 
(1981-1991) is extremely interesting. This paper presents an analysis of 
his theoretical contribution structured as follows: the analysis of the 
concepts of dialogue, social dialogue and political dialogue; the context 
of violence in which he constructs his ethical and anthropological thought; 
his defence that social dialogue involves the affirmation of the possibility 
of moral transformation as an anthropological feature of human beings; 
the possibility to contest any of the multiple objections to dialogue with 
reason; his view that the reconciliation process goes from ideological 
monism to dualism, and from there to a wider and more well-defined 
pluralism; his conviction that political dialogue makes sense as the fulfil-
ment of social dialogue so it can never replace the latter without losing 
legitimacy; his definition of the mediator as a key figure, essential to 
overcoming ideological dichotomy; his objective of achieving a just and 
lasting peace. 

The Jesuit Ignacio Ellacuría was a theologian and a philosopher, a 
sharp political analyst, and a mediator in the Salvadorean conflict, where 
75,000 human lives were lost in 10 years. He applied the “Philosophy 
of Reality” of his maestro Xavier Zubiri to the postcolonial and revolu-
tionary reality of Central America from the 1960s to the 1980s. He was 
killed by the army in 1989. The 25th anniversary of his death (1989-2014) 
is an appropriate moment to undertake an anthropological and ethical 
analysis of his contribution to political and social peace processes.

Keywords: Ignacio Ellacuría, Violence, Social dialogue, Political dia-
logue, Plurality, Peace talks, Just peace, Political renconciliation, El 
Salvador.
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INTRODUCTION

The idea of true social reconciliation seems to be unachievable after a 
long-lasting violent conflict, whether this is an international or a civil war, 
a revolutionary process or a long period of structural injustice. The wounds 
inflicted by any form of violence (structural, repressive, revolutionary, 
military) are usually so deep that healing them seems very improbable, 
almost impossible.

However, historical experience shows that social and political recon-
ciliation can be achieved. During the last few decades we have witnessed 
the creation of a culture of dialogue in political reconciliation processes 
at an international level. There is abundant literature on this subject. 
Nonetheless, dialogue has often been understood as a simple tool for 
practical purposes with the final aim of reaching an agreement: a negoti-
ating table where the parties handle the situation as they would in a 
poker game, dealing with a good or a bad hand of cards with strategies 
and bluffs, creating diversions and making calculations. The notable dif-
ference is that behind each card there are thousands of human faces, whose 
urgent needs and hopes cannot be overlooked nor treated as objects. The 
risk of alienation can be extremely high in some peace processes.

It is therefore important to acknowledge the contribution of scholars 
who have researched the anthropological and ethical analysis of peace 
processes. The Basque Jesuit Ignacio Ellacuría was one of these. He was 
born in Spain but became a naturalized citizen of El Salvador. He was a 
philosopher (Xavier Zubiri was his mentor and close collaborator); a 
theologian (regarded as one of the founding fathers of the Liberation 
Theology movement in Latin America, along with Gustavo Gutiérrez, 
Jon Sobrino, Juan Luis Segundo, Leonardo Boff, Clodovis Boff and José 
Ignacio González Faus, among others); a political analyst during the 
convulsive decades of the 1970s and the 1980s; a mediator between the 
government and the guerrilla during the Salvadorean Civil War; and 
Rector of the José Simeón Cañas-Central American University (UCA) 
in El Salvador from 1979 until 1989, when he was killed by the na-
tional army along with five other fellow Jesuit priests and two housekeep-
ers. The context of the works subject to analysis is threefold: the Salva-
dorean Civil War, which lasted ten years (1981-1991); the Central 
American conflict (200,000 human lives were lost as a result of violence 
in Guatemala alone, most of them civilians, and 75,000 more lives in El 
Salvador); and the situation of the Latin American subcontinent, which 
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suffered tremendously during that period as a result of the bitter confron-
tation between civil rights groups using peaceful means, revolutionary 
guerrillas and military dictatorships supported by national oligarchies 
and the US administration. The 25th anniversary of his death is an ap-
propriate time to remember the figure of Ignacio Ellacuría and his con-
tribution to the anthropological function of social dialogue in political 
reconciliation processes.

THREE CONCEPTS: DIALOGUE, SOCIAL DIALOGUE, POLITICAL 
DIALOGUE

The well-known concept of dialogue became central to the philosophy 
of Plato and was an important concept through Classical times, both for 
Ancient Greek and Roman philosophy as well as for Christian theology.1 
The concept of dialogue conveys the exchange of knowledge between 
two or more people, which leads to the idea that the logos is not static 
but dynamic. The logos is not a definitive and permanent truth but the 
result of a process of cumulative knowledge through human communica-
tion. This idea shaped the paideia of ancient Greek philosophy:2 the 
human being is in a constant process of learning. This logos does not flow 
in a single direction (from the mentor, who knows everything, to the 
pupil, who knows almost nothing). On the contrary, it constitutes a 
never-ending cycle of questions and answers through which the mentor 
helps the pupil to further his or her inner understanding, as a midwife 
would do with a woman in labour (the Socratic maieutic method, de-
scribed in Plato’s Dialogues). The dialogue can take place between men-
tor and pupil, in which case it would be asymmetrical. However, it can 
also take place between two people or two groups with opposing views. 
In this case, we talk about symmetrical dialogue.

In any of its forms, dialogue entails the following elements:

1  For example, the well-known works by Saint Justin in the 2nd century, Dialogue 
with Trypho, the First Apology and the Second Apology, in which he elaborated on 
the famous concept of logos spermatikos, initiating a tradition culminating in the cur-
rent inter-religious dialogue (Raimon Panikkar, Jacques Dupuis, Javier Melloni), dis-
course ethics (Jürgen Habermas, Adela Cortina, Hans Küng) and intercultural phi-
losophy (Raúl Fornet-Betancourt).

2  Cf. Werner Jaeger’s excellent work, Paideia.
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1.	 The conviction of all different parties that the other exists and that 
the other has something to say, something which is by no means 
obvious. For instance, the mere existence of the Jewish people was 
denied for centuries, so they were not considered a historical sub-
ject. In the same vein, for decades some have denied the existence 
of the Palestinian people, and continue to do so today. In South 
Africa, the white population denied the existence of a racial conflict 
in the country for years, so the black population was not considered 
a social subject with a voice of its own. In the Basque conflict, many 
maintain that ETA is not a political subject but merely a terrorist 
group, so there is no possibility of beginning a dialogue. Dictators 
do not recognize the existence of a nation or part of the population 
who can think differently from them. An authoritarian father does 
not envisage any form of dialogue with his children, as from his 
perspective they must simply comply with the father’s rules. The 
acknowledgement of the other, of its mere existence as a subject of 
law, sometimes represents a historical victory attained after long 
years of demands and struggle. Unfortunately, for some this never 
happens.

2.	 The conviction of all different parties that nobody is in possession 
of the whole truth, which means the dialogue is distinguished by 
a certain intellectual humility.

3.	 The conviction of all different parties that the road to truth is an 
established process full of dialogue and dynamism.

The concept of social dialogue does not entail the idea of representa-
tion, which is present only in the political dialogue. Unlike interpersonal 
dialogue (between a mentor and a pupil; husband and wife; two friends 
or two neighbours) social dialogue takes place not between individuals 
but between social groups representing different interests shared by their 
respective members (at least in theory, as the characterization of certain 
groups is often too simplistic: “the Salvadorean people”, “the Catalan 
people”, “the Basque people”, “the Catholics in Northern Ireland”, “black 
South Africans”). It occurs where there is opposition between one group 
and another: the proletariat vs. industrialists in the 19th century England; 
the white vs. black populations in the 20th century South Africa; Irish-
nationalist Catholics vs. Unionist Protestants in Northern Ireland during 
the second half of the 20th century; grassroots people vs. national oligar-
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chies in post-colonial Latin America. Social dialogue is not characterized 
by the existence of clear leaders. It consists of an array of different types 
of dialogue that take place on the street, in debates at university, in radio 
and television news programs and in newspaper columns. This is a type 
of dialogue where, despite the fact that it confronts two groups which are 
apparently markedly different (in South Africa you can be either white 
or black; in Northern Ireland, either a Catholic or a Protestant; in 
Rwanda, Tutsi or Hutu; in Jerusalem, Jewish or Palestinian; that is, it is 
impossible to imagine that anyone can be part of both identities or com-
munities) there are multiple voices beyond the two groups.3 There are 
many who will engage in dialogue. When each group designates a person 
to represent them and when all the representatives of the different groups 
agree to sit down at the negotiating table, they are ready to cross the 
threshold to political dialogue.

Only the representatives of the social forces will take part in the po-
litical dialogue. As has already been mentioned, the idea of representation 
appears in this context. In the case of a dual conflict, only two individuals 
sit at the table (often with a third person, the mediator), along with their 
respective advisors, in the knowledge that both of them represent a large 
number of people. For example, this was the case at the 1993 summit 
with Yitzhak Rabin (representative of Israel), Yasser Arafat (representa-
tive of the Palestinian people) and Bill Clinton (president of the United 
States, acting on behalf of the international community). After this point, 
we do not consider social dialogue because political dialogue does not take 
place in society itself, but at a summit with greatly restricted access, where 
the parties strategically negotiate the future of an entire society, exchang-
ing offers and threats, creating diversions and making calculations. The 
members of society are nowhere near the place where the negotiations 
are taking place and, unless a politician says something in his or her 
memoirs, which may be read many years later, or until historians gain 
access to secret files in fifty years’ time, they can have no idea about what 
is being said within those walls. At the summit, both leaders engage in a 
process of power sharing. Each of them aims to secure the maximum 

3  In this sense, it is very interesting to read Kenizé Mourad’s work, Le parfum de 
notre terre. Voix de Palestine et d’Israël (English version: Our Sacred Land. Voices 
of the Palestine-Israeli Conflict). She is a Swiss novelist and journalist of Lebanese 
origin and, in her book, she shows that in the Jewish-Palestinian conflict there is a 
wide range of positions beyond the often portrayed dualism.
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share of power for their people while making sure they achieve the best 
possible position on a personal level.

There is no shortage of authors, such as Ignacio Ellacuría, William 
O’Neill (teacher at the Jesuit School of Theology of Santa Clara Univer-
sity at Berkeley and international advisor in reconciliation processes) and 
Teresa Godwin Phelps (Phelps, 2004), including myself (Sols, 2011; 
2013; Sols & Pérez, 2011), who maintain that political dialogue, also 
known as dialogue at summit level, should never precede social dialogue, 
also known in some circumstances as national dialogue. On the contrary, 
political dialogue should always be the fulfilment of a long (or perhaps a 
short but intensive) social dialogue process. The following section deals 
with the anthropological function of dialogue in the political reconcilia-
tion processes through the analysis of Ignacio Ellacuría’s works. The aim 
is to further the understanding of social dialogue in its role of legitimizing 
subsequent political dialogue. 

THE ROLE OF DIALOGUE IN POLITICAL RECONCILIATION 
PROCESSES

This section presents an analysis structured as follows: 1) The starting 
point is a context of violence; 2) the defence of social dialogue involves 
the affirmation of the possibility of moral transformation as an anthro-
pological feature of human beings; 3) the possibility of answering any of 
the multiple objections to dialogue with reason; 4) the reconciliation 
process goes from ideological monism to dualism, and, from there, to a 
wider and more well-defined pluralism; 5) political dialogue makes sense 
as the fulfilment of social dialogue; 6) the mediator as a key figure during 
the political dialogue, essential to overcoming ideological dichotomy; and 
7) the final objective of achieving a just and lasting peace.

A CONTEXT OF VIOLENCE

As noted above, the starting point of any reconciliation process is a 
situation of violence. Here we define violence as an “aggression suffered 
by a person or a group of people inflicted by another person or group of 
people, either directly or through a social structure, with the aggressor 
acting in reflective conscience, causing physical harm to a greater or 
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lesser extent to the subject attacked, from sharp pain to causing the death” 
(Sols, 2008, p. 20). This summary definition comprises different ap-
proaches (Galtung, 1975; Ellacuría, 1976; Keane, 1996) and clearly shows 
how violence is always a deliberate attack on human health or even human 
life inflicted through an unjust structure or as a result of an aggression 
between subjects (either individuals or groups). The pacification process, 
which could lead to future reconciliation, can only begin when the dif-
ferent parties in conflict perceive that the situation of violence is no 
longer bearable. In the same way as substance abuse therapists state that 
the disintoxication process can begin only when the drug addict is aware 
of the fact that his addiction is destroying his life, the pacification and 
reconciliation processes can only begin once the different parties involved 
are conscious of the fact that the conflict is destroying everything and 
everyone around them. The conditions to begin the process will not be 
fulfilled if violence is still perceived as something positive or heroic (e.g. 
the impassioned spirit characteristic of some revolutionaries, soldiers and 
dictators) and while the unjust structure is still perceived as correct and 
normal by any of the parties. 

MORAL TRANSFORMATION AS AN ANTHROPOLOGICAL FEATURE

The view that it is impossible to transform human character is quite 
frequent in the midst of a conflict. Each party is absolutely certain that 
their position is correct and fair, so they will not change it. At the same 
time, each party is totally convinced that the other’s position is also firm 
because they are obstinate in not recognizing their error. The central issue 
is the double conviction that the moral transformation of oneself and the 
other is an impossible task. By contrast, those who have committed 
themselves to a negotiated settlement, such as Ignacio Ellacuría, are con-
vinced that it is possible to reconsider their own position and to invite 
the other to reconsider theirs, as an essential anthropological feature. This 
is not only applicable to the Salvadoreans in the 1980s or the South Af-
ricans in the 1990s but to all human beings, which is the reason for using 
the term anthropological. The commitment to dialogue is based on this 
conviction; otherwise it would make no sense attempting to undertake 
dialogue processes on a worldwide scale. This is outside the domain of 
conversion as a radical transformation of existential orientation in Chris-
tian spirituality. Conversion can indeed happen during the process, but 
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we are not directly appealing to it along these lines. The aim is to reflect 
on the possibility of realizing that, in a dialogue process, one party can 
change its perception of historical reality through the exchange of insights 
with its opponent.

In the midst of the Salvadorean Civil War, Ellacuría made a thorough 
analysis of the political programs of both warring parties, showing that 
there were “certain minimum points of agreement” which “if not com-
pletely matching in the particular context and general framework, at least 
close enough to allow the building up of a greater consensus” (Ellacuría, 
1993e, p. 1460). Ellacuría identified eight points of agreement between 
the opposing programs, which provided the basis for starting a national 
dialogue (Ellacuría, 1993e, pp. 1460-1463). On another occasion, he 
stated that there was a possibility of “coincidence, at least in the abstract, 
of the final objectives that should be pursued: the establishment of a just 
and free order, where the grassroots majority can enjoy a social justice 
state where their political freedoms are guaranteed” (Ellacuría, 1993c,  
p. 1314). All political projects, at least on paper, aim towards this goal.

The key to achieving the beginning of the moral transformation (a 
transformation that would represent a transition from the impossibility 
of recognizing the other as a political subject, and having a share of the 
truth, to granting some recognition to the potential value of its contribu-
tion) lies in putting the common good above any kind of partisanship. 
This can sound somewhat contradictory at first glance. All ideologies are 
supposed to be conducive to the common good through the implementa-
tion of a particular political program and a certain historical pathway. 
Nevertheless, Ellacuría invites all warring parties in any war, conflict or 
revolution to reflect on the fact that their ideology, their cause, no 
longer represents the common good, only the interests of one part of 
society. If the common good is at the heart of their real interests, they 
must open a dialogue. In this sense, Ellacuría reminds us of the words 
that Pope John Paul II addressed to the Salvadorean bishops on the oc-
casion of his visit to Central America and the Caribbean in 1982: “We 
urge all parties in the conflict to drop any unyielding positions and to 
engage in a sincere, clear and loyal dialogue, inspired by good will and 
the spirit of real patriotism, putting the union of the Salvadorean family 
above any private or group interests.” (Letter of John Paul II to the 
Episcopal Conference of El Salvador, in: Ellacuría, 2002a, p. 27). Ella-
curía makes a call to move from a position defending a particular his-
torical ideology to the discovery of human dignity as a core principle: not 
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just the dignity of the Salvadoreans, but also the dignity of the army, the 
dignity of the working class, the dignity of the Catholics in Northern 
Ireland, and so on. “Ideologies should not be put before reality, and least 
of all before the reality of human beings, because this is the historical 
centre of gravity and everything revolves around it: the individual and all 
people” (Ellacuría, 2002b, p. 43). Sitting at a negotiating table with the 
sole purpose of sharing power in the best possible way is a mistake. One 
must attend with a certain culture of dialogue, with a willingness for 
personal and structural transformation. Otherwise, one oligarchy is bound 
to replace another; one dictator will be removed from power to make 
way for another, but in the end nothing will change. “Structural changes 
are useless without experiencing an inner change, a personal change, a 
change of fundamental attitudes” (Ellacuría, 2002b, p. 40). In this sense, 
we are coming close to the Christian theological concept of conversion, 
but no radical transformation is expected, only certain degree of openness 
to the other. 

ANSWERING OBJECTIONS TO DIALOGUE WITH REASON

In any reconciliation process, there are always many who are against 
dialogue: many who do not believe the journey is not worth starting, or 
when they do, have an interest in its failure. The objections to dialogue 
are many. The reasons can be summarized in the idea that opening a dia-
logue with the enemy implies acceptance that there is some truth in the 
opponents’ position, that they have something worth listening to, which, 
in turn, undermines the position of the first party. That is why Ellacuría 
was convinced that, before beginning the journey of dialogue, it was first 
necessary to break the taboo of dialogue and, secondly, to clear up the 
doubts around its potential inconvenience, answering the main objections 
to dialogue. “The ice and the taboo have been broken” he stated, when 
some voices started to talk openly about opening dialogue in El Salvador, 
adding: “never has changed to now” (Ellacuría, 1993a, p. 1275). So, once 
the taboo was overcome, it was necessary to dismantle all the objections 
to dialogue one by one, using reason, and he committed himself to this 
task with all his intelligence (Ellacuría, 1993d, pp. 1284-1290).
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THE DISCOVERY OF PLURALITY

The first step on the complex road to dialogue is moving from monism 
to dualism, and the second is moving from there to pluralism. This may 
seem simple on paper, but sometimes even a whole lifetime is not enough 
to take the first step: as examples, it is simply necessary to read the biog-
raphies of Hitler, Stalin or Pinochet, among others. “Moving from mon-
ism to dualism” means accepting that a view different from one’s own 
can have a share of truth; and “moving from dualism to pluralism” means 
accepting the existence of a social voice not heard by either of the two 
opposing parties in the conflict (in Ellacuría’s words, the third force) and 
that it should have a say. This is what the historian Paul Preston, a spe-
cialist in the Spanish Civil War, referred to as the Third Spain.4

In order to move from monism to dualism, each party needs to rec-
ognize that it does not represent all people or the entire nation.5 None 
of the opposing parties can pretend to possess the whole truth or repre-
sent all the people. Initially, it is common that “everybody appeals to the 
people, as if the entire population were behind their positions”. How-
ever, Ellacuría notes that “there is little opportunity for the grassroots 
people to express their will and show their interests”. In addition: “some 
political parties might even try to silence them, because they think of 
themselves as the only way or at least the more genuine option to repre-
sent the popular will” (Ellacuría, 1993d, p. 1419). That is why Ellacuría 
stated that the acceptance of dialogue is a success in itself, perhaps the 
most difficult step in this long journey: “This break with the past and 
the start of a new conduct are two fundamental milestones of real his-
torical significance.” (Ellacuría, 1993b, p. 1341). The novelty of this 
situation is enormously positive: “Dialogue is something new in the 
conflict situation in the country. It is a new asset, which, properly man-
aged, can move the process forward and closer to the real solutions” 
(Ellacuría, 1993b, p. 1342).

However, in the overwhelming majority of violent conflicts, and in 
particular in military and revolutionary conflicts, dualism corresponds 
to a simplification of reality. Ellacuría therefore stressed the importance 

4  Cf. Preston, P. (1999) Las tres Españas del 36. Barcelona: Plaza y Janés.
5  In the Latin American political discourse, the people and the nation are synony-

mous. The discourse of the Left normally uses the concept of the people while the 
Right talks about the nation.
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of the third force being able to take part in the dialogue. By this concept 
of third force he meant those voices that are part of the reality of the 
country but which are not captured by any of the hegemonic discourses. 
“There are many Salvadorean sectors that they do not feel fully repre-
sented by either of the two forces and there are very far-reaching issues 
that they should not be decided by these two forces by themselves.” (El-
lacuría, 1993b, p. 1355). On another occasion, he said: “Political parties 
have so far done very little in favour of dialogue. What is more, until 
recently they have been afraid to open dialogue, not because the people 
were not calling for it but because they feared the retaliation and punish-
ment of the few very powerful people who were against it. The repre-
sentatives of the third social force took the initiative for dialogue into 
their own hands, articulating the great popular demand. Those who have 
really fought to bring forward dialogue as a national issue and placed the 
country in a state of dialogue have been the trade unions, the cooperatives, 
the humanitarian organizations, the churches, the universities, the profes-
sional associations, etc.” (Ellacuría, 1993d, p. 1419).

Indeed, the state of dialogue must follow the state of war. The state 
of dialogue is a situation in the country where everybody talks to one 
another, where words displace guns, where all voices are somehow listened 
to. Ellacuría asked rhetorically: “What does this state of dialogue in-
volve?” He replied: “In short, it consists of the majority of the population 
becoming aware of the need for a national dialogue so this can begin, with 
the final objective of achieving the peace that is required” (Ellacuría, 
1993d, p. 1419). And he elaborates further on this point: “Above all, it 
is necessary to construct a large collective subject. The more people who 
commit themselves to this task, the more people who organize themselves 
for this cause, and the more organizations of all kinds that work towards 
this end, the better for peace. It is a clear error and a trap to think that 
the problem belongs to the government and the revolutionary groups, 
just as it is entirely illusory to believe that this fundamental issue of na-
tional dialogue can be delegated to political parties, when they were in-
capable of promoting it. Certainly, the exchange of views and the nego-
tiation between the two parties in the conflict is one side of the national 
dialogue, which means it is an issue of national interest that all people, as 
part of the national dialogue, call for and force dialogue between the 
government and the FMLN-FDR to begin as soon as possible. However, 
as important and urgent as it is, this is not all that should be expected 
from the national dialogue. National dialogue implies that the majority 
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of the population and most organizations of all kinds move into the state 
of dialogue; that is, they reflect on the best solutions to end the calamitous 
situation in which most of the Salvadorean population live. This implies 
not only that they express themselves, but also that they must listen to 
what other forces and sectors have to say, no matter how distant their 
opinions.” (Ellacuría, 1993d, pp. 1419-1420).

FINALLY, DIALOGUE AT THE SUMMIT

Only when all the voices have had the chance to state their views on 
the matter, in the sense of what Ellacuría named the national dialogue, 
would it be time to start the dialogue at the summit (the political dialogue) 
where all the representatives would negotiate a just peace. Ellacuría’s 
studies of political dialogue are extremely comprehensive. However, he 
elaborates on the moral value of dialogue, first in a pacification process 
and then in the reconciliation process, in his works on the national dia-
logue. When he moves on to reflecting on the dialogue at the summit, he 
focuses on the content of the negotiations between the Salvadorean gov-
ernment and the FMLN-FDR, a topic outside the scope of this paper. 
Nevertheless, the dialogue at the summit should be achieved one day. It 
cannot be delayed sine die, or be underestimated in the purist spirit of 
genuine dialogue. Ellacuría was a mediator in the dialogue at the summit, 
which finally became reality after he was killed in 1989. The peace agree-
ments were signed on 31st December 1991 in a ceremony conducted with 
great solemnity on 16th January 1992 at Chapultepec castle, Mexico City, 
in front of many representatives of the international community. 

THE MEDIATOR, AN ESSENTIAL FIGURE FOR OVERCOMING DIVISION

As has been said above, Ellacuría was a mediator in the Salvadorean 
conflict and his work contributed to that historical moment although 
success unfortunately did not arrive until after his assassination. The 
mediator is an essential figure in all dialogue processes. The mediator has 
moral authority over the two parties in conflict and, as a historical inter-
locutor, helps them understand that the time for dialogue has arrived, 
that the fruits of dialogue will be much more beneficial to everybody than 
war and that nobody is in possession of the whole truth. The interlocutor 
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shares something with each party in the conflict, so both parties can 
recognize themselves in him or her.

The interlocutor can be a person of prestige (such as Ignacio Ellacuría, 
Rector of the UCA, the most important university in El Salvador and 
Central America, Jesuit priest, eminent philosopher and theologian, sharp 
political analyst and man of peace) but it can also be an institution, such 
as the Catholic Church, or even a group of countries, such as the Con-
tadora Group (Colombia, Mexico, Panama and Venezuela), set up in 
1983 to mediate in different Central American conflicts. As the inter-
locutor shares something with each party, it is a living symbol that peace 
is possible. It is able to introduce the idea of unity into the fragmented 
discourse and the ethical horizon all political projects seem to have lost 
sight of. 

FINAL OBJECTIVE: ACHIEVING A JUST PEACE, A SAFE HAVEN

Not all peace processes succeed. Sometimes the discourse of peace is 
not well received and one of the parties can easily impose itself on the 
other. Nevertheless, in the last few decades there has been an increasing 
number of successful peace processes (e.g. El Salvador, South Africa and 
Northern Ireland), while others still remain open (e.g. Colombia, the 
Basque country or the Israel-Palestine conflict). However, if there is to 
be a successful outcome it can only be a just peace. That was Ellacuría’s 
own belief when he stressed the relevance of the message given by Pope 
John Paul II on his visit to Central America and the Caribbean: “The 
final objective is clear: peace with justice, peace with dignity. The Pope 
wants and is looking for the way to end people’s pain, to put a stop to 
the suffering of the majority, especially the suffering of the poorest in 
society. He is aware that there is a double cause of the suffering and pain: 
the fundamental one is structural injustice, the other is violence. (...) The 
Pope does not want peace at any cost.” (Ellacuría, 2002c, p. 59). And he 
does not want this because “real peace implies putting an end to the root 
of all problems, including the lack of peace: structural injustice and unjust 
structures” (Ellacuría, 2002c, p. 60). So, only a fair socioeconomic and 
political system (that is, one that respects human and civil rights) can be 
acceptable as a final objective of a social and political peace and reconcili-
ation process. With this aim in mind, along the way it would be necessary 
to analyse the deep-rooted causes at the heart of the conflict and to set up 
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a historical process of structural transformation to prevent these causes 
generating other conflicts in the future. In the Central American case, we 
already know Ellacuría’s reflections on the deep-rooted causes: “Struc-
tural injustice, the unjust structures.” Obviously, Ellacuría reached this 
well-founded conclusion after undertaking many thorough studies to-
gether with his research team at the university, although one might think 
it was a crystal clear hypothesis right from the start.

CONCLUSIONS: THE ANTHROPOLOGICAL FUNCTION  
OF DIALOGUE

Violence means violation. Violence is a violation of human life. As 
stated above, it can adopt many different forms but it always consists of a 
violation of human dignity, in its physical or moral dimension or both at 
the same time. An expression of such violence is the lack of dialogue. Vio-
lence does not go with dialogue: it goes hand-in-hand with silence (struc-
tural violence), monologues (dictatorships) or interrogation (repressive vio-
lence), but never dialogue. True dialogue and violence, in any of its forms, 
cannot live together. That is why the restoration of dialogue as a tool to 
begin a pacification process (that could lead to a just peace in the future and 
maybe to reconciliation, although this is easier said than done) entails an 
anthropological function because it revives human nature where it had 
disappeared. This is one of the great legacies that processes such as the Com-
mission of Truth and Reconciliation for South Africa have passed on to us.

And this is also the legacy of Ignacio Ellacuría, a man of peace right 
in the centre of the bloody Central American conflict of the 1980s. On 
the 25th anniversary of his death we honour his work as a great ethical 
contribution to modern history.
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