RECENT RESEARCH ON LATIN AMERICAN
UNIVERSITY STUDENTS
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UNIVERSITY STUDENTS HAVE BEEN A HIGHLY VISIBLE PARTICIPANT IN LATIN
American politics for many years. To cite a few examples, they played an
important role in the overthrow of the regimes in Cuba (1933, 1959),
Guatemala (1944), Venezuela (1958), and Bolivia (1964), and have led
significant anti-government demonstrations in nearly every Latin American
country at one time or another. No government in the region can afford to
disregard students as a political group.

For this reason, and because the current student generation will become
the national leaders of the future, scholars interested in Latin America should
be making them the subject of systematic study. However, until recently this
was not the case. Frank Bonilla could say in 1960 (page 311) that “student
organizations seem to have a permanent and institutionalized place in Latin
American society, yet little analysis has been made of the main features of this
distinctive social phenomenon.” And the statement applied not only to student
organizations, but to student behavior in general. Since the time of that state-
ment, however, there has been a marked increase in the study of the role of
students. It will be the purpose of this article to review the recent research on
students and comment on the findings that flow from it. An extensive bib-
liography follows the text.

Because university students constitute a part of the tiny educated elite in
Latin American countries, they have been disproportionately important for a
long time. From the founding of the earliest universities in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries until the Reform Movement of this century, higher edu-
cation was an aristocratic preserve. Most students took degrees in the socially
prestigious faculties of law or medicine. Although the university underwent
significant changes, it remained, by and large, under the control of the Church
and the government. The Reform Movement, which originated earlier, spread
from Argentina after 1918 and constituted a revolt against this traditional
system. The effects of this movement are still being felt in Latin American
universities.

The Reform Movement, which had swept through most of Latin America
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by the mid-1920’s, marked the beginning of a new self-consciousness and
assertiveness by students. In addition to demands for change within the uni-
versity, they became increasingly involved in national politics. Students have
developed a reputation for leading the opposition against the established
authorities, especially when that authority is dictatorial.

In recent years Latin American universities have experienced change in
at least two areas. First, enrollments have been expanding rapidly, and second,
attempts are being made to diversify and modernize the curriculum and the
university structure itself with an eye toward making it 2 more effective instru-
ment for national development. The impact of these trends on the composition
of the student body and the social and political role of students is not yet clear.

For convenience, the literature covered here has been divided into three
categories: 1) the Reform Movement and its consequence, 2) the contem-
porary role of students in the political and social systems of Latin America,
and 3) attitudes, motivations, and background characteristics of students. Not
all of the literature, of course, fits neatly into these categories and there are
several studies that overlap. The essay will deal directly only with selected
examples of the literature mentioned in the bibliography.

I. THE REFORM MOVEMENT AND ITS CONSEQUENCES.

The Reform Movement of 1918 was probably the single most signifi-
cant event in the history of Latin American student life. A large literature,
particularly by Latin American authors, has developed to explain the Move-
ment.

The most prolific writer on the subject has undoubtedly been Gabriel
del Mazo. He was one of the students involved in the original Movement at
the Universidad de Cordoba and became the Movement's historian. His major
work appeared in the 1920’s and early 1940’s and is hence outside the scope of
this review. In a more recent study (1957: 13), however, he sets forth the
goals of the Reform Movement, which include: student “‘co-government” of
the university, a role for alumni in university decisions, free attendance, free
instruction, periodic review of faculty competence, publication of university
rules and decisions, university extension for popular education, and university
autonomy, among others. He claims success for the Movement by pointing to
the fact that the goals of the Reform have been enacted into law in 18 of the
Latin American countries.

Del Mazo and several other Latin American authors (Focién Febres
Cordero, 1959; Francisco J. Vocos, 1962) have been primarily concerned
with an historical description of the Movement and with promoting its ex-
tension and consolidation. Other recent studies of aspects of the Movement
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have been done by Kenneth Walker (1966), John P. Harrison (1961, 1964),
Orlando Albérnoz (1967), Ledn Cortinas Peldez (1963 ), and Richard Walter
(1968). These writers, however, disagree about the effects of the Reform on
the contemporary Latin American university.

~ Cortinas Peldez (1963: 172), in a study on Uruguay, concludes that the
autonomy which resulted from the Reform has been a crucial element in the
protection of academic freedom and that student participation in university
policy-making makes the university a better instrument for achieving the goals
of national development and national integration.

Albdrnoz (1966: 250-256), on the other hand, believes that the Reform
Movement has not resulted in progress for the university, but rather lowered
its quality. He concludes that “'co-government and inviolability of the campus
work again academic freedom” because they introduce politics into university
affairs. This he believes to be undesirable and a distortion of the university’s
role. John P. Harrison (1961: 80) agrees with this latter view. As a result of
the Movement, he says, the primary function of the university has become
social, and hence political, rather than academic. He points out that “it is not
possible today to touch any part of the university structure in Latin America
without becoming enmeshed in local, national and even international politics.”

Walker (1966) makes a comparative study of the Movement in Colombia
and Argentina. He finds that in Argentina students successfully organized
themselves and were able to achieve their reformist goals. The benefits in-
cluded needed reform in the universities, the defense of academic freedom
against the state, and a politicizing experience for students in the democratic
process. In Colombia, however, the student movement was never similarly in-
stitutionalized. The Reform did not successfully take root and as a result the
ultimate effect was negative. The students became disillusioned with the system
and seriously alienated from the political process.

Even though many of the goals of the Movement have apparently been
achieved in most other Latin American countries, it still is a relevant issue in
university affairs. The struggle now is between those who continue to support
the traditional goals of autonomy and student power within the university and
those who want to see the university modernized and rationalized to be more
responsive to the developmental needs of these countries. The latter group
argues that Latin American universities remain incapable of fulfilling these
tasks partly because of the lax academic standards and curriculum that the old-
line “Reformists” of the 1918 tradition insist upon. So long as there are weak
admission standards, irrelevant course work, and student intimidation of fac-
ulty, the latter group argues, the universities will never achieve excellence.
Much of United States’ economic and technical assistance for Latin American
higher education supports these “modernization™ efforts.
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Opponents of “modernization,” that is, those who continue to advocate
the traditional goals of the Reform Movement, apparently do so on two
grounds: first, that the current university practice of unrestricted admissions
and student “co-government” is both democratic and valuable as an educational
experience; second, that national development problems cannot be solved by
“modernization” of the university. What is really needed, they say, is a revolu-
tion in the entire social system. They see these new academic reforms as breath-
ing new life into and perpetuating an odious system. Moreover, reforms are
supported by the “imperialist” United States and hence are automatically sus-
pect (Harrison, 1964a).

Faced with this struggle involving the larger institutions, some Latin
American governments attempting to sponsor internal development have
turned to private universities or the establishment of technical schools as a
source for trained personnel outside the political atmosphere of the state uni-
versities. Of course, the older universities resist this competition and its at-
tendant erosion of their own prestige and funding sources.

One of the most significant cases of student political action in recent
Argentine history developed in 1958 over accreditation and degree-granting
rights for private schools. After a hard and long fight, the traditional Re-
formists in the national universities lost the struggle to their rivals in the
private sector (Walter, 1968: 158-168). Such conflicts may well appear
elsewhere in Latin America, especially if governments devote more and more
resources to the support of private and technical schools.

Thus, the Reform Movement continues to affect student political behavior
to this day. It is likely that the issues raised by the Reform some 50 years ago
will continue to be relevant to an understanding of students and universities in
Latin America for a long time to come.

II. THE SOCIAL AND POLITICAL ROLE OF STUDENTS.

Frank Bonilla’s study of the Chilean Student Federation, which was
completed in 1959, stands as a landmark in the research on Latin American
students. It marked the awakening of great interest by political scientists,
sociologists and historians in the role played by students.

Bonilla’s study, a short version of which was published in 1960, examines
the organizational structure, goals, tactics and effectiveness of student action in
Chile. He found (1960: 316-317) that the basic issue dividing the student
body there was over the students’ conception of their proper role. One side,
the “guildsmen,” said students should be concerned with university problems
and student welfare and that politics should be kept entirely separate. The
other side, the “political activists,” argued that students have a special re-
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sponsibility to help solve national problems and therefore must involve them-
selves in politics. At the time Bonilla wrote, the “‘guildsmen” were generally
associated with the Catholics and the political Right, while the secularists and
the Left were identified with the “political activists.”” This type of split is also
found in other Latin American universities.

In making an overall assessment of the role played by Chilean students,
Bonilla (1960: 315) concludes that “'students have been a force for progress
within the university, (and) their dedication to democratic ideals, their readi-
ness to protest injustice, and their resistance to political repression have helped
keep Chile politically moderate.”

Bonilla combined with Kalman Silvert to write Education and the Social
Meaning of Development, which provided a theoretical base for discussing the
role of students in developing systems. Silvert has since produced several other
articles dealing with students and politics. In one of these articles (1964a:
218-220) he presents a series of propositions which are useful in explaning
student political strength in the Latin American setting. These propositions
can be summarized as follows: 1) All Latin American countries are pre-national
(except possibly Cuba) and as a result governments are relatively weak. 2)
Interest and occupational groups are unstable and disorganized. 3) Students
come essentially from the upper middle classes and thus already have status.
4) The university is viewed as a training ground for leaders by both traditional
and reformist groups. 5) Students are viewed as more mature in Latin America
and can be trusted with responsibility. 6) Demands for socio-economic de-
velopment naturally turn to the university for ideological leadership. 7) Eco-
nomic growth and business expansion have resulted in greater demand for
trained specialists from the university. 8) Student organizations are usually
organized along the lines of national political parties. 9) Latin America has
been traditionally open to new ideas, especially from Europe, and the univer-
sity is the transmitter of these ideas.

In addition to these hypotheses explaining the potential strength of stu-
dent political activity, Silvert asserts that student effectiveness varies with the
general social environment. He suggests (1964a: 222-224) the following
typology for differentiating this environment: 1) Situations of stable tradi-
tional societies, including Nicaragua, Haiti and Paraguay. Here students play a
small role. 2) Situations of beginning modernization and disarray, including
El Salvador, Guatemala, Ecuador, Peru, the Dominican Republic and Panama.
Here, more than in any other social milieu, students can exercise their greatest
power. 3) More mature situations of temporary resolution, including Colom-
bia, Venezuela and Bolivia. Here students are usually very active, but are
limited by the growth of other groups. 4) Situations of institutional complexity
and relative strength, including Brazil, Mexico, Argentina, Uruguay, Costa
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Rica, Chile and Cuba. Here student power is limited by a plural interest struc-
ture and a complex class system.

Silvert focuses on the idea that students are most likely to be influential

in systems where the government is relatively weak and where other, potenti-
ally more powerful, groups are unorganized. He is supported in this analysis
by Myron Glazer’s (1968) work with Chilean students. Glazer adds that stu-
dent power is greatest in crisis situations, following a breakdown in established
patterns. :
Another writer who has provided a good deal of integrative insight into
the nature of student behavior is Seymour Martin Lipset. Most of his work
deals not only with Latin America, but discusses the phenomenon in develop-
ing countries generally. The introductory chapter in his new book, Student
Politics (1967: 3-53) provides a good summary of propositions on students
from a wide variety of sources.

Francisco Miro Quesada (1960: 3-5), in comparing the university in
North and South America, finds the major difference to be in their contrasting
social roles. The Latin American university is much more influential in society
because it is recognized as the crucible of political ideas. The University is seen
as the instrument for setting the goals of society, and as a result university stu-
dents are naturally looked upon as leaders.

The image of the student as a natural leader in society increases the impact
of the petitions and public statements so often made by students. When stu-
dents take the more active step of organizing mass demonstrations, the estab-
lished governmental authorities are almost invariably forced to react by either
immediate suppression or compromise with student demands. This is so because
the public prestige of students enables them to mobilize masses of people to
support their cause and because of the ever present threat that such demonstra-
tions will get out of hand and lead to the overthrow of the government.

John P. Harrison (1964a: 35-37) believes that radical students recog-
nize this power and are actively engaged in an attempt to build an alliance with
the urban lower classes which could result in a true revolution. Isaac Ganon
(1965: 58-60), who has done a good deal of work on Uruguayan students,
agrees with the assessment and asserts that such an alliance already exists in
that country. Students and workers often cooperate in Uruguay, he says, when
issues of common interest are involved.

Student influence is also based on the cooperation and support they get
from other organized groups. Student organizations have at various times allied
themselves with labor unions, professional and alumni groups, teacher organ-
izations and political parties or movements. It is this latter relationship that
has evoked a certain amount of disagreement among commentators on student
politics.
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On the one hand, there are those who assert that student political groups
are simply the tools of outside parties. L. D. Therry, (1965: 30) in a Brazilian
study, calls students a “'maneuver mass” who are manipulated by outside forces,
usually political parties. It is in this way, he says, that they come closest to being

~a participant in national politics. S. Walter Washington (1966:119) agrees,
“It is an old practice of opposition leaders to place students in the forefront of
demonstrations that might provoke violence on the part of the powers-that-be.
In both Cuba and Venezuela all political parties have had youth directors to
organize the students.”

The question of communist influence has stimulated much of the discus-
sion of this issue. Washington is only one of the many writers who have pointed
to outside communist agitators as being responsible for initiating most student
political activism. The 1958 demonstrations against Vice-President Nixon in
Venezuela, for example, were described by him as an example of students being
manipulated by communists inside and outside the university (1916: 118).

The situation in Chile and Argentina, however, is quite different accord-
ing to the studies made by Frank Bonilla and Richard Walter. Bonilla (1960:
329) found that the relationship between student groups and national parties
in Chile was not one of control, but of interaction. ““The university political
groups enjoy considerable independence within the broad framework of basic
party policy and organization. They are able to influence party decisions through
their dominance of youth sections and by allying themselves with sympathetic
elements in the party hierachy.”

Walter’s study in Argentina (1968: 198) came to a similar conclusion:
“the university federations themselves, despite the political inclinations of their
individual members, generally have remained independent of the influence and
program of national political groups.” Part of the differing interpretations in
the relationships between students and national parties and movements may
stem from differences between the national situations of these countries. Never-
theless, the degree of independence of action exercised by students remains a
significant bone of contention among the commentators on student politics.

The situation of students in post-revolutionary Cuba is unique in Latin
America. Students there were in the vanguard of the movement to overthrow
Batista in 1958 and have since been held up as a leading revolutionary force by
Castro. However, the activity of students has been kept under tight control
and the student organizations have become little more than an arm of the state
for political indoctrination (Luis Boza Dominguez, 1962). Castro is well
aware of the potential power of students in an opposition role and is taking
measures to prevent that possibility.

Another area of some controversy in the literature is whether students are
“agents of social change.” C. Wright Mills (1963: 256) suggested that stu-
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dents and intellectuals, rather than workers, may be a “possible, immediate,
radical agency of change.” And as such he said they should be the subject of
further study. Leén Cortinas Peldez (1963: 172) is in essential agreement and
represents the view of many when he says, “student (political) participation
promises to give, indeed has already given, spontaneity, dynamism and passion
to the pursuit of the urgent social ends that the University has set and must
realize without delay.” And as Kevin Lyonette (1966: 655) has pointed out,
“almost all political movements in the last 20 years posing radical alternatives
to repressive governments have come from the universities”. Examples here,
of course, are the Aprista and Christian Democratic movements.

Other commentators, however, point out that the universities remain es-
sentially a part of the traditional system and that students continue to represent
middle and upper-class groups with a vested interest in the status quo (Orlando
Albérnoz 1966a: 372-373). Alistair Hennessy (1967: 125-130) asserts that
“the early hopes of university reformers that universities would be the agents
of social change have not been fulfilled.” Students still talk in the rhetoric of
the Reform Movement, he says, but are actually very resistant to change and
really form obstacles to social and economic development.

In spite of disagreements whether students are “‘agents of social change,”
most commentators believe that the popular image of students is that of a
progressive force in society. This image does much to strengthen the influence
of students in political decision-making. As Robert Scott (1968: 70-75) and
others have pointed out, students are influential partly because they are viewed
as the “conscience of the nation.” Scott also indicates that the growing de-
mands for development throughout Latin America have aided the students’
political position because the universities are expected to “provide leaders for
nation-building.” As suggested earlier, however, the ability of students to
take advantage of this leverage is related to the struggle within the university
as to whether the students should be a “‘reformist” or a “‘revolutionary” force.

Another more direct way in which students can wield political influence is
through the positions they hold in outside employment. In most Latin Ameri-
can countries a majority of the students must hold jobs in addition to studying
at the university. Particularly in the smaller countries with a less-developed
middle class, these students often hold positions of importance in government
ministries and agencies, hospitals, schools and the courts. Through these posi-
tions they can have an important impact on day-to-day decisions. In the event
of a student general strike, they are capable of crippling much of a country’s
normal activities.

It is generally recognized that the Cuban Revolution is one of the most
important events in recent Latin American history. Its impact has been felt
throughout the area and the nature of student political behavior has been
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affected. David Spencer (1965: 91) believes it has influenced student politics
in several ways, including: 1) radicalizing and further politicizing students;
2) enhancing the importance of ideology by increasing the impact of Marxism
(of the Fidelista type), and in reaction contributing to the rise of Christian
Democracy; 3) as ideology has become more important, structures like student
governments and National Unions of Students have become less important;
4) national political parties have become more involved in student politics,
and 5) the changing nature of Latin American youth and student politics has
further complicated the work of international youth and student organizations.
As a result of these changes, he says, violence has been more commonly em-
ployed by students and many have become active guerrillas in an attempt to
emulate the Castro success in Cuba.

Kenneth Walker (1965b) has made a study of Castro supporters among
university students and found them to be more radical, more alienated and
less “Catholic”” than other students, which is what one might expect. He found
support for Castro greater among more advanced students, implying a radical
socializing effect of the university. Law, humanities, and economics students
were most likely to support Castro, while agronomy, medicine, engineering
and architecture students were least likely.

Whether the Cuban Revolution will have a permanent effect on student
politics elsewhere in Latin America remains unclear. There is some indication
that its impact is declining and that student political behavior is returning to
more traditional patterns.

Robert Scott (1968: 70-98) suggests that insofar as other nations evolve
along a path similar to that followed by Mexico there is likely to be a gradual
decline both in student activism and in the impact of students. He says that
Mexican students have gone through a complete cycle from student recruit-
ment as nation-building leaders, to active involvement in the national integra-
tion process, and finally the beginning of a withdrawal from political activism.
Whether the recent outbreak of student demonstrations in Mexico would cause
him to change his analysis is unknown. It should, however, give pause to any-
one who believes it easy to predict the nature of Latin American student be-
havior in the future, as James Goodsell (1969: 31-35) points out.

The role of Latin American students in the years ahead is yet to be de-
termined. If the Cuban model is followed elsewhere, the role of students as
an independent group may be essentially eliminated. However, in light of U. S.
policy in the area and changing attitudes of some Latin American leaders a
repeat of the Cuban revolution is unlikely. As a result, it is probably safe to
say that students will continue to act in a more-or-less familiar pattern as a
force that must be recognized in Latin America.

Frank Bonilla (1960: 334) has provided a good summation of the role
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and impact of students. His comments directly concern Chile, but I believe
they can be just as well applied to Latin America in general:

No facile generalizations can be made concerning the influence of students on na-
tional politics in Chile. There have been occasions when students have proved the
decisive voice; not infrequently they have gone unheard. As has been noted students
come to the foreground in abnormal times, when the usual machinery of national
decision-making is weakened or monopolized by a single group, and of course, stu-
dents are the bane of strong regimes. Instability, disorganization and disunity have
been chronic characteristics of student political efforts in Chile, but those who seek
to understand or anticipate Chilean political developments must be sensitive to the
changing patterns of student thought and action.

III. MOTIVATIONS, ATTITUDES AND BACKGROUND CHARACTERISTICS OF
STUDENTS.

A good deal of the recent literature on Latin American students deals
with their socio-economic background, their attitudes and the motivations for
their social and political behavior. Some of these assessments are essentially
impressionistic and others are based on surveys conducted at various uni-
versities.

Seymour Martin Lipset (1964) has summarized much of this literature
and has set forth a series of hypotheses which attempt to explain the bases for
student political activism. As he points out, one of the themes common to
much of the writing on student politics emphasizes the importance of the
natural rebelliousness of youth and the conflict of generations as a motivation
for student activism. Lipset (1967: 17) suggests that “The older generations
are more attached to traditional norms regarding topics such as familial au-
thority, women’s rights, authority, religion, etc., than are the younger. . . .
University students being both younger and more highly educated are es-
pecially inclined to diverge from the prescriptions of tradition in their cultural
and political beliefs.” Alistair Hennessey (1967: 140-141) asserts that the
conflict of generations “‘accounts for much of the political radicalism of middle
class students.” Peter Bachrach (1957: 331) found in a study in Puerto Rico
that 40 percent of the university students rejected their father’s political party.

Other writers, however, emphasize the continuity from generation to gen-
eration and the relative similarity of the attitudes of sons and fathers. Kalman
Silvert (1964: 225) maintains that the generational conflict is overdrawn in
Latin America and sums up his attitude by simply saying, “The Latin Ameri-
can university student is the child of his parents. To assume that the student is
but a hot-eyed revolutionary is to presume that somehow registering in a uni-
versity is sufficient to cut family ties, break class and other group identifica-
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tions, and produce a special kind of creature divorced from his society.” Myron
Glazer essentially agrees and found in a survey of Chilean students (1968:
110-115) that the attitudes of fathers and sons yielded the highest correlation
of any set of factors tested.

An explanation for these differing interpretations may be that while a de-
sire for change and a rejection of existing institutions seems to characterize and
motivate behavior, most of these activist students probably have fathers who
feel essentially the same way but are not political activists. On the other hand,
it may be that student activists are not neatly as revolutionary as outsiders
believe and that, once the rhetoric is penetrated, they are basically supporters
of existing political structures and processes.

Another point of some disagreement among commentators on student
politics is the class composition of student bodies and the relationship between
class and political attitudes and behavior. It is clear that the traditional Latin
American university was the preserve of the upper and upper-middle classes.
One of the primary goals of the Reform Movement was to broaden the social
base of the student body and make a university education available to members
of all social classes. In most countries, however, this remains a distant goal.
Although there appear to be increasing numbers of students from middle
and even low-middle class backgrounds, the rural and urban working classes
remain grossly under-represented in proportion to their numbers in the total
population (Scheman 1963: 340-341; Ganon 1965: 55). And, of course,
this says nothing of the large Indian populations in many of these countries,
most of whom receive little education of any kind.

S. Walter Washington (1966: 125) has stated that “Leftist thinking is
natural for the increasing number of students that come from the poorer classes
and are looking for quick solutions for social problems.” This statement in-
cludes two ideas which can be examined further: 1) that students increasingly
come from the poorer classes, and 2) that these poorer students are likely to
be leftist.

The changing social composition of student bodies is widely discussed in
the literature (Lipset 1967: 25-29). However, there is disagreement as to the
extent of the change. Some, like Washington, believe higher education in-
creasingly includes lower class students. Others like Silvert (1964), Ronald L.
Scheman (1963) and most of the survey studies, find that universities do
include large numbers of middle class students, but still very few from the
lower classes. Isaac Ganon (1965: 55-57), in his studies of Uruguayan stu-
dents, found them to be dominantly upper and middle class. In comparing
enrollment statistics over several years he found no evidence of a shift toward
lower class students. “La #niversidad crece numéricamente, pero no varia su
composicion social.”
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The most reasonable conclusion to draw from this is that, while Latin
American universities have expanded a great deal in enrollments, their student
bodies are drawn primarily from the privileged classes. When one speaks of
lower class students at the university, the term must be understood in a rela-
tive sense. The lowest class with significant representation at the university
corresponds to the lower middle class on a national scale. The trends toward
greater class inclusiveness in the university that many writers have indicated
undoubtedly exist. However, any change is proceeding at a slow rate.

The second part of Washington’s statement suggests that there is a posi-
tive correlation between lower class background and political leftism. This has
also been examined by several writers.

Daniel Goldrich (1961), in a study of Panamanian law students, found
that “radical nationalists,” when compared to “‘moderates,” were more likely
to be from rural or small town backgrounds and low-income families. Scheman
(1963), however, found that middle-class students in Brazil were more politi-
cal than either upper or lower-class students. Glazer’s (1968) survey in Chile
revealed greater political activism among lower-class students, but also greater
afhliation with the Christian Democrats as opposed to the more leftist FRAP.
Orlando Albornoz (1964), after studying results of surveys from Mexico,
Panama, Puerto Rico and Colombia, concludes that there is no clear relation-
ship between political affiliation and involvement and social class. Apparently,
then, there are no clearly established findings in this area and further detailed
research is needed.

Some writers have attempted to assess the characteristics of the activist
student as opposed to the less active, or the radical as opposed to the conserva-
tive. Some of the more interesting work in this area has been done by G. A. D.
Soares (1966). Based on his work with students in Argentina he finds that
radical students tend to participate in politics more than conservative students.
He accounts for this by the different “‘role images” of the two groups. The
perception of the radical is of an integrated role image, which includes student
life as a part of national life and does not distinguish activities in one or the
other. The conservative role image is the opposite; it is compartmentalized,
and student life is clearly distinguished from non-university matters. He em-
phasizes that the radical activists make up only a small part of the student body.

E. Wright Bakke (1964: 205-206), is another who has done some work
with the idea of students’ “self-image” as a motivation for political action.
Based on his research in Colombia and Mexico, he includes the following
factors in the student “'image.”

A studentis: 1. A privileged member of the elite.
2. A man with a title.
3. A member of the professional class.
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4. A member of the fraternity of educated men.
5. A man with influential contacts.
6. A symbol and pillar of his family’s social status.
7. A free man in an authoritarian society.
8. An active participant in governing the university.
9. An active participant in changing and determining the course of
events in society.
10. A carrier of popular ideals of justice, human welfare, and people-
centered government.
11. A spokesman for the underprivileged.
12. An actual or potential leader.
13. A man of knowledge, intellect, and analytic ability.
14. A man of special competence in a particular function.

Bakke tells us that this all leads to direct action by students because *‘Students
experience a frustrating inconsistency among (a) the ‘image’ of the student
which provides his expectancies as to the contribution the university should
make to his standing at the university and in the society, (b) the actual ex-
perience provided by university life, and (c) the actual opportunities in the
society. The inconsistency is a stimulus to corrective action.” If on the other
hand “these three variables are consistent, they take such a form as to encourage
and support direct action on the part of the students.”

Other factors which motivate student activism, according to Bakke, are
excess energy, the desire for group integration and support, and “‘several char-
acteristics of Latin American temperament, culture, and history.” Attempts by
some universities to modify these factors have not as yet been effective. The
prospect of future national political leadership also serves to encourage political
activism by students as a way to establish reputations and acquire leadership
skills. As Bakke (1964: 203) asserts, “Registration as a student becomes t/ae
accepted way of preparing for and entering political life.’

Several studies have found that the law and humanities faculties are more
radically activist than students in engineering or medicine. As Soares (1967:
449-450) puts it, those who identify themselves as “‘intellectuals” (the human-
istic students) are more likely to be leftist than those who identify themselves
as “scientists” or “professionals.” This may be partly due, as Lipset (1967:
18) suggests, to their relative confidence in the system to provide them with
security after graduation. “'Students engaged in the courses of study which en-
tail something like apprenticeship for a definite profession, e.g., engineering,
medicine, and preparation for secondary school teaching, where employment
prospects are fair, are likely to be less rebellious than students in courses of
study without determinate destination” (i.e., the “intellectual” types).

Soares (1967: 450) foresees that as universities in Latin America become
more academic, with a greater emphasis on the sciences and technology, it is

49

https://doi.org/10.1017/5S0023879100040231 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0023879100040231

Latin American Research Review

likely that the proportion of students supporting diffuse leftist positions will
decline. However, he says, it is likely that the “intellectual” types will always
be alienated and will probably never be fully incorporated into the system.

A common assumption in the United States is that most Latin American
students are radical activists. However, nearly all those who have carefully
studied the situation at the universities agree that this view is incorrect. While
it is true that most students appear to be sympathetic to the need for reform
and change in their country, the majority remain basically apolitical and never
involve themselves in political matters. Silvert (1964: 226), for example, sug-
gests that only a few are really activist on a sustained basis with another one--
fourth to one-third of the student body forming an “available public.” The
remainder are passive.

The small activist group is divided into a variety of ideological camps and
is not controlled by communists as U. S. journalists so often assert. Marxist-
oriented students are strong in every Latin American countty, but few are con-
trolled by the local communist party. The strongest unifying factor for most
student leftists is hostility to United States’ foreign policy in the area. In the
current situation of international conflict between the United States and the
communist powers, observers often mistakenly conclude that students are simply
communist tools ( Albornoz 1966: 372).

Another point of disagreement that emerges from the literature is the
importance of the so-called “professional” students as leaders at the univer-
sities. Many agree with Alistair Hennessy in assigning an important place to
these perennial students as agitators and instigators of political action. Hen-
nessy (1967: 132) claims that “'"Professional students, often but not necessarily
Leftists, and whose careers may span several student generations, come to play
a vital role in student politics.” Francis Donahue (1966: 94) agrees that older,
“professional” students are an important part of campus leadership.

However, after a careful study of the student movement to Argentina,
Richard Walter (1968: 193) found that leaders throughout the period studied
(1918-1964) “‘were all in their early or mid-twenties when active in the uni-
versity groups. There is no evidence that ‘professional students’ have had much
influence in the history of Argentine student politics.” Frank Bonilla (1959:
329) comes to a similar conclusion about Chile, Thus, while student careers
are on the average quite long in Latin America and older students are common,
there are conflicting views on the significance of “professional” student agi-
tators as leaders and activists.

Seymour Lipset (1964), among many others, has related the level of stu-
dent activism in Latin America to such factors as the lax academic standards
and undemanding curriculum, lack of extra-curricular outlets for excess energy
and the early maturity of young men. There is general agreement on the first

50

https://doi.org/10.1017/5S0023879100040231 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0023879100040231

RECENT RESEARCH ON LATIN AMERICAN UNIVERSITY STUDENTS

two, but less on the third. Washington (1966: 117) for example, says that
“although the Latin American youth are no more experienced, they are on the
whole more mature than the Anglo-Saxon. . . . It is not surprising that in
school and college he acts and talks as if he can solve all the world’s problems,
~and that politics becomes the major extra-curricular activity in Latin American
institutions of learning.” This concusion is contradicted in a study of Mexican
students in the United States by Ralph Beals (1954: 109-110). He quotes a
Mexican student who compares his own experience with his impression of the
situation in the United States. “In Mexico . . . a boy of eighteen years old is
really a boy; he belongs exclusively to his parents. Here (in the U. S.) an
eighteen-year old boy, he knows how to do things, he knows how to answer for
himself.” Resolution of this issue requires further comparative research.
Finally, a point raised by Washington (1959: 473) might be repeated.
In his study in Venezuela he found that there were as many Venezuelan stu-
dents receiving higher education in the United States, 7,000, as there were at
the Central University in Caracas. As a result, “the future of Venezuela and
of Venezuela-United States relationships may therefore be determined as much
by those who return from the United States as by the students at home.”
If we are to understand the possible future role of the current student
generation we must also learn more of those large numbers who study in the
United States and Europe.

To summarize, there are few things that emerge from the literature on
which there is general agreement. Further research, especially more comparative
research, is needed in all phases of this subject. The growth of scholarly in-
terest in the study of Latin American students is indicated by the great expan-
sion in the number of articles and books dealing with them which have ap-
peared recently. However, the surface has still barely been scratched. Most of
the important questions remain unsolved because of conflicting findings or lack
of data.

There is agreement that students in Latin America are activist and that
they form a politically significant group, at least on occasion. However, exactly
why students are activist, which students are activist and which are not, the
directions activism takes, and factors that affect the political impact of student
activism remain unresolved questions. Among other things, we need to know
more about the relationship between ideology and participation; the effects of
family, class and educational background on student behavior; the importance
of the academic environment and extracurricular opportunities in relation to
political activism; and the relationship of the unique cultural and historical ex-
perience of Latin America to the behavior of students. We need to know more
about how students act as a political group; how they organize themselves;
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what tactics they employ; and whether their overall impact should be character-
ized as revolutionary, reformist, conservative, or reactionary. Moreover, we
need to learn how the university fits into the developmental process in this area
of the world.

It is to be hoped that academic interest in Latin American university stu-
dents will continue to expand. As suggested in this essay, much work remains
to be done.
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