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More than any single event or person, the University Reform Movement—given
birth in 1918 at the University of Cordoba in Argentina—has been responsible for the
current status of higher education in Latin America. Motivated by an intense desire
to remake universities that had altered little their original medieval structure and
curriculum, Argentine student reformers, backed by the Radical government then in
power, implemented reforms designed to bring the university into the 20th century.
The results of these changes, namely cogovernment and university autonomy, have
served largely to politicize the campuses, thereby frustrating the original purpose of
reform—training a highly skilled body of scholars and technicians capable of serving
the national interests of economic development and growth. (This paper was
prepared by the author as an element of research for the National Strategy Study
conducted by the School of Naval Warfare. Ed.)

THE PROSPECTS FOR STUDENT ACTIVISM
IN LATIN AMERICA

A research paper prepared
by
Mr. G. Scott Sugden

School of Naval Warfare

Student activism flourishes in Latin
America. In no other part of the world
has student activism, especially in the
politieal sense, become so elosely jden-
tified with the everyday life of univer-
sity students as in those eountries south
of the Rio Grande. For more than half a
century, university students in that area
have periodically roiled the political
walers, often to the consternation of
university faculty and administration,
and frequently to the chagrin, if not the
downfall, of dictatorial chiefs of stale.

While influential in the past, what
role will be played by the student
activists of Latin Ameriea in the decade
of the seventics? Anyonc eoncerncd
with or interested in stability and devel-
opment in the Western Hemisphere

should bc coneerned with the answer Lo
such a question.

However, in order to assess the fu-
ture role of student aetivists, one should
consider how they evolved to their
present state of influence. It is also
desirable to be familiar with the factors
which contributed to their evolution.
Above all, one must be aware of the role
played by the institutions to which they
were drawn, the universities of Latin
America.

Established in 1551, the first “Royal
and Pontifical” universities of Latin
America were founded in Peru and
Mexico. Simitar to other Spanish univer-
sities established later in the New World,
these institutions were modeled after
the University of Salamanca,’
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Initially, the universitics served well
the colonial socicty within which they
were nurtured. Though insulated by
their autonomy, they cxpressed the
nced and contributed toward the gen-
cral well-being of the sociely by edu-
cating scleeted members of the clite in
the ficlds of medicine and law,

[lowever, as the econtinent evolved
from its colonial status, the universilics
failed to kecp pace with the change.
Little affccted by academic currents
from Europe and North America, they
became locked into curricula for narrow
profcesional  training, seemingly un-
mindful of the need to provide broader
and more practical cducational oppor-
tunitics. Nor did the universitics make
any accommodations to adapt to the
nceds of new professions which were
evolving clsewhere, while social and
cconomic problems of the socicty were
cqually ignored. As the universitics
lapsed in their responsibilities Lo fulfill
cducational and social nceds, they be-
came proportionalely more irrclevant to
their environment,

By the 20th eentury, universitics had
become the most conservative soeial in-
slitutions in Latin America, As citadels
tor the preservation of the status quo,
they became prime targets for those
who considered that the edueational
institutions should serve as instruments
of social mobility, The pressure lor
change mounted most rapidly in those
countrics of Latin America where old
values were in sharpest conflict with a
burgconing middle elass. 1t first gained
legititncay, as the University Reform
Movement, in the oldest institution of
advanced ecducation in the most de-
veloped country in Latin Ameriea, the
Universily of Cordoba in Argentina.

The University Reform Movement
was given birth at Cordoba in 1918, Its
midwives were students and young
faculty members of the university and
an enlightened national government
controlled by the Radical Party whose
power base rested upon the emerging
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middle class of the eountry. Once born,
the movement sought a varicty of goals,
probably the most important of which
was the conversion of Latin American
universitics into agents of social change.
Hall a ecentary later this remaing a goal
toward which many reformers in the
arca  slill sl.rugglc.2 Significantly, de-
livery of the Reform Movement alao
politicized university life, iniroducing
students dircetly into the university and
national politics, As a consequence, it
demonstrated to students the rewards
that could be obtained from playing a
forceful role in these arcnas, a lesson
that has not been forgotten and has
often been demonstrated in subsequent
vears,

The insurgency at Cordoba in 1918
was Lhe first full-fledged confrontation
and attack by a Latin American student
body against the university system.?
Ostensibly, it was triggered by a student
strike  protesting the election of an
unpopular official to a position of high
responsibility  in  the university. In
rcality, the student action represented
acute dissatisfaction with the general
state  of the university system, the
quality of instruction, and the apparent
lack of concern for student inlcrests,
This dissatisfaction, as well as a degree
ol disillusionment with the burcaueracy
and socicty which perpetuated  the
system, was cxcmnplified in the follow-
ing execrpt from the Cordoba Manifesto
proclaimed by the studenus:

Up to now the universitics lave
been the secular refuge of medioce-
rities, have provided a salary for
the ignorant and a safc hospital
lor invalids, and what is worse,
have provided a place where all
forms of tyranny and insensitivily
could be tanght, The universitics
have thus come to be faithful
rcflections of a decadent society,
offering a sad spectacle of im-
mobile senility. Before these
closed and silent houses, wisdom
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passcs silently or enters distorled
and grotesque into the service of
bureaueraey.*

Much of the sentiment expressed by
the manifesto was shared by a sympa-
thetic national government in Argentina
at the time.® As a result, several of the
reform demands were transformed to
university law; principal among these
were the inclusion of student represen-
tatives on governing councils of the
university and faeulty, the equality of
student voting rights in the election of
the university reetor, and the right of
students to attend classes witbout eom-
pulsion or restrietion. While not a prin-
cipal issue of public contention, the
inviolability of university autonomy was
also reemphasized and reinforeed at that
time.

The reforms of Cdrdoba met wide-
epread aeceptance and imitation
throughout Latin Amecrica. Their
achievement virtually institutionalized
student activism on the continent. Since
1918 succcssive generations of students
have passed on to the next a valued,
almost cherished, tradition of fervid
political activism. Generally, the ae-
tivism has coneentrated upon defense of
the reforms esponsed in the Cérdoba
Manifesto, which have acquired almost
saerosanet or mystieal qualities as ideals,
However, just as the students of Cor-
doba found il neceessary to enter the
national political pit to contest univer-
gity intransigence and to promote their
own idcals and intcrests, so successive
gencrations of studente have become
involved, even more easily, in nonuni-
versity politieal issues.

Stndent aetivism has made some sub-
stantial contributions to the socio-
political development of Latin America.
It has provided a valuable training
ground and conduit for the production
of national political leaders. Through
the promotion of its revered prineiple of
cogovernment  (co-gobierno)® it has
served as a eatalyst for responsiveness to

modern socictal requirements within the
academic community, Acting as the
“agent of change” or the “eonseience of
the people,” student activists have
sought to become trustees for the dis-
enfranchised workers and peasants.7
This role has often led them to the
forefront in struggles against military
dictators. In fact, students have some-
times been the sole souree of effeetive
eriticism ol the ruling regime in some
Latin American countrics,

But not all student activism has been
of a eonstruetive nature. Ironically, one
of the most serious shorlcomings has
been its threat lo aeademie [rcedom
through misuse of eogovernment and
the resultant intimidation of or bribery
by faculty members.” A similar sclf-
defcating inclination has been the dan-
gerous reflexive tendency of activists Lo
imitate their opposition through direct
action and the use of force. Above all,
the politicalization of the universitics,
to which activists have contributed im-
measurably, has ercated serious barricra
to further advancement of the Univer-
sity Reform Movement by tuming
campuses into eoekpits for competing
national pelitical parties and faetions.

A multitude of factors have eontri-
buted to the numerical size, composi-
tion, and outlook of student activists in
Latin Amecrica. Most of these factors
ean be cxpected to continue to in-
fluenee the motivation and direction of
this group in the future. Some factors,
sueh as the Reform Movement and
politicalization of the campus, haye
already been noted; others deserve men-
tion, however briefly.

There is general agreement that a
rclatively emall number of university
students in Latin Ameriea are aetiv-
ists.”® There is considerably less agrec-
ment on the determination and relative
importance of factors that create and
influence the activists. However, a pro-
file of student activists would probably
show that most of them come from
middle-class provincial families;'’
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allend urban stale universities; and
study subjects in the humanities, social
or bchuavioral seience [weultics where
entrance and course demands are less
demanding and rigid than those for the
traditional professions.'? The greatest
pressures that creale and shape activists
eome from their peer group and (rom
the students’ relative need lor self-reali-
zation. While political partics and mem-
bers of the umiversity administration
and faculty exert considerable influence
on students, these pressures are con-
sidered Lo be relalively less signifieant.
Finally, the general milieu of the stu-
denl rubeulture with its penchant for
change, challenge lo traditional power
and authority, and social mobility also
eonlributes substantially to the promo-
tion of activism among its adherents,'?
IFew [actors, however, have had more
impact on student aclivisls in Lalin
America than the Cuban revolt. Custro’s
assumption of power served as a water-
shed for studenl activism in the area,
Before 1959 student groups made oc-
casional forays of violenee, After that
datec the Cuban example of organized,
sustained violence, especially the role
played by the student clite within the
universily and outside, served as a
model Tor emulation. In essence, slu-
dent aetivisin beeame radicalized by the
Cuban revolt, and guerrilla warlare was
added 1o the tactical arsenal of the
aclivists. The path to violenee was fur.
ther enhanced by Che Guevara’s appeal
to intellectuals to take the lead as
guerrillas."* Whether the time and man-
ner ol his death have had any effect on
that appeal may be a moot point,
Castro’s Cuba haos served ss an ex-
ample Lo reformers and aclivists in other
ways. Cuba hus been the only country
in Latin Ameriea to have aligned the
universily syslem wilh the requirements
of a developing ceonomy,”® a feat
which Cuban Jeaders have asserled was
impossible withoul a Lotal sociopolitical
revolution, Also, the revolutionary re-
gime’s cledicated sense ol purpose and
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total commilment altracled many activ-
isls, especially those inclined toward
rapid and absolule solutions.

Castroism may be expected Lo have a
conlinued attraction [or [ulure student
aclivism in Latin America. At the same
time, students cannot be unaware of the
sacrifices thal Fidelismo has brought to
Ltheir eounterparts in Cuba, Not only has
the university been shorn of its hal-
lowed autonomy, bul student activities
have come under the direct control of
the Comnunist Parly., As a result, stu-
dent involvement in politice has been
reduccd Lo a token level. Dissident
clements within the student body have
heen periodically purged, and any slu-
dent  suspeeted  of  “eounterrevolu-
tionary™ tendencies has been prevented
from cnrolling in the university, Rigid
diseipline has been imposed by militia,
and students have been kepl in a state
of flux between nalional mobilizations
and “volunteer” work in the sugarcanc
ficlds.'® Under Castro academic free-
dom has been repressed and student
opposilion has been reduced to a state
ol passivily. These developments are not
caleulated to attracl student aclivists to
the ranks of Fidelismo, bul neither can
they be cxpeeted Lo deter radicalized
students who view them as temporary
aberrations or sacrifices made on behalfl
of the vaunted ideals of a social revolu-
tion.

[dealism is often an importanl Lrait
in Lhe personality of a student aclivist.
Latin Awerican activists appear to be no
exceplion, There seems to be a natural
inclination to seck absolute, all-cn-
compassing solulions, Sociclal changes
arc sought in immediate, total, and [inal
packaging. lronically, the presence of
this idcalism may serve to impede Lhe
inlluence of communism on the [ulure
development  of student activism in
Latin America.

To date, Communists have made
gome serioug inroads wilhin  sclecled
student organizatlions, Particular suceess
has been  achicved aruong universily
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studenl groups in Bolivia, Uruguay, and,
especially, Argentina sinee the early
1960°s when local and national ledera-
lions camec under their control, This
success has been, in part, a result of
ardenl proselylizing, the ereation of
hard-core, dedicated student activists,
and the ability o direet youthful op-
position loward revolutionary objec-
Lives. It also has represented acceptance
ol an idcologically orienlaled movement
Lo scrve as a guide for thought and
actions while promoting universal solu-
Lions. Alrcady inclined toward the Left,
some student activists find Communist
idcology an casy and natural refuge,
espeeially when it can be coupled with
Yaunkce-baiting, anti-imperialist demon-
strations,

However, relations with Soviet Com-
munisls may nol be so casily recipro-
cated, There is a leeling that the Soviet
Communist world is inclined to be
suspicions of the Latin American stu-
dent movement beeanse of its depen-
dence upon  idcalism us a  gniding
force,’? While Communists pay lip-
service to the idcalism, the movement is
looked upon as an uncertain ally, While
this doubt exists, it is probable that
Communist infllucuee on the future
dircction and guidelines of student
activism will be less than optimum in
Latin Amecrica,

In the meantime, the Commnnist
Party  discourages student disorders
against national governments in those
Lalin American countrics where it secks
government eooperation. Rather, the
party sccks student cooperation by pro-
moling confronlation tacties with valid
grievances on the loeal level,

Student aclivism on the national
level, in fact, may cncountcr an in-
creasing amount of resistance in the
future. This resislance is cmerging from
developmenls and atlitudes taking place
within Lhe university as well as oulside
ol il. The extreme politicalizalion of
student activitics, [oslered by cogovern-

menl and campus inviolability, is
crealing much of the resislance.

Within Lhe university, cogovernment
by the students has tended to under-
ming the University Reform Movement
and academice freedom. Through student
representation on Lhe governing coun-
cils, laculty members have been intimi-
dated, cfforts Lo raise academic slan-
dards have been stymied, and small
numbers of radical aclivisls have
achicved considerable influence, Al
lempls Lo depoliticalize Lhe universitics
have been [frequent causes of sludent
strikes, causing further deterioration in
academic  standards, [(aculty “brain
drain,” and government reaction.

Councurrently, politicalizalion and
autonomy ol the campus has attracted
exiernal forces which also exacerbated
the academic deterioration. Political
partics have viewed the campus as a
political arena and student groups as a
means Lo exerl pressure on the govern-
ment. At times the situation has been
carricd Lo exlremes by virtually crealing
an antistate within a state. This was the
case in Vencezucla when Heetor Mujica, a
Communist leader and nounstudent, di-
rected acts of violence and Lerror againsl
the democratically eleeted Betancourl
government from a hase on universily
grounds, prolecled (rom police in-
trusion by the quasi-extra-terriloriality
of the campus.'® Tn consequence, gov-
crnmenls became inercasingly reluctant
to allow nniversitics Lo remain sources
of cxtreme political opposilion and agi-
tation withoul any limilalions or eon-
trols,

Governmenl  reaction can be  ex-
pected to aifect luture student radical-
ismt in a variety of ways, As resenlment
ol the hostile sancluaries grows and as it
becomes more apparenl thal sludent
disorders arc reslricting the supply of
trained personnel required for national
developmenl, governments tend Lo es-
tablish Llechnical institules oulside of
university authority, resulting in the
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diminution of university prestige and
student political influence. Moreover, as
students become more radicalized and
violent, national liberal leaders, many of
whom were student activists themselves,
become disillusioned and less coopera-
tive with the student movement."’

The resistance of national leaders to
student a~tivists is further enhanced by
recognition that they are less likely to
be spokesmen for nonstudent interests,
In the past students have served as
representatives for the less articulate
worker and peasant. However, as these
groups organize, create indigenous
leaders, and engage in independent po-
litical action, student activists have be-
come less attractive and less necessary as
spokesmen.

In essence, the future state of stu-
dent activism in Latin America would
appear to rest primarily upon two fac-
tors. Firstly, the relative success of the
University Reform Movement, espe-
cially as it affects campus politicaliza-
tion, seems critical. Secondly, the ex-
tent to which students are able to ally
with a broader based®® or more power-
ful element of society, such as labor
unions, an agrarian movement, or the
military forces, seems also significant.
Where university reform has been most
suceessful, as in Argentina, conditions
of higher education have bheen appreci-
ably improved and students have been
more apt to conduct their activities in
harmony with popularly accepted in-

terests of the nation and society. But
where the Reform Movement has been
least successful, as in Colombia, student
activists have become increasingly
alienated from their environment and
less responsible in their actions, Simi-
larly, student activists can be expected
to remain restricted to the role of
catalyst except in thos: cases whore
they may become allied to a mass
organization. These factors can be ex-
pected to continue to serve as key
influences in shaping the force and
direction of student activism among
Latin American students in the future,
even as activism promises to continue to
flourish in the seventies,
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