
  

 

 

 

 

UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN-EAU CLAIRE 

 

 

 

COMBATING THE STATUS QUO: MEXICO AND THE UNITED STATES DURING 

THE 1960‘S 

 

 

 

 

 

A TERM PAPER SUBMITTED TO DR. GOSCH 

IN FULFILLMENT OF THE HISTORY 489  

CAPSTONE REQUIREMENTS 

 

DEPARTMENT OF HISTORY 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BY: 

ADAM OTTO 

 

 

 

EAU CLAIRE, WISCONSIN 

 

9
TH

 OF MAY, 2007 

 

 

 

Copyright for this work is owned by the author. This digital version is published by 

McIntyre Library, University of Wisconsin Eau Claire with the consent of the author. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



i  

 

CONTENTS 

 

I. Introduction           1 

 

II. Chapter 1: Student Background      7 

 

III. Chapter 2: Reasons for Protest      13 

 

IV. Chapter 3: Causes Supported and Tactics Used    18 

 

V.  Chapter 4: Government Response to Student Protest    24 

 

VI. Chapter 5: Results of the Protests      28 

 

VII. Conclusion         32 

 

VIII. Bibliography         35 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1  

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

COMBATING THE STATUS QUO: MEXICO AND THE UNITED STATES DURING 

THE 1960‘S 

 

 

 The decade of the 1960‘s was a period of upheaval and unrest around the world.  

Students in the United States were taking to the streets in support of civil rights, in protest 

against the Vietnam War, and other causes.  In Mexico, university autonomy, increased 

democratization of the government, and other student causes compelled the students to 

take to the streets and protest.  The conservative atmosphere that had dominated the 

political and social life of both the United States and Mexico since the conclusion of 

World War II was under fire from those who felt the era of consensus was too 

restrictive.
1
  Those who supported and protested for the various causes faced tough 

opposition not only from their fellow citizens but also from their respective governments 

who strived to maintain the social status quo.  These divisions were not just on the 

societal level.  They went much deeper into the family, putting ―rebellious‖ youths 

against their conservative parents with neither side being able to understand the 

viewpoint of the other.  

The United States in the aftermath of WWII and through the 1960‘s was locked in 

an ideological struggle with the world‘s other superpower, the Soviet Union, that was 

played out in proxy conflicts throughout the world.  This fear served to join both liberals 

and conservatives in the battle against the communist menace.  The culture of conformity 

                                                 
1
 Mark Hamilton Lytle, America’s Uncivil Wars: The Sixties Era From Elvis to the Fall of Nixon. 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 13. The entire chapter discusses in great detail what exactly 

the era of consensus was. 
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that evolved to fight communism had caused people to look at anyone who did not 

conform, such as homosexuals or atheists, as a threat or a possible communist agent.
2
 The 

baby boom generation thus grew up in a stifling environment with limited ability to 

express themselves or to choose their own paths.  They also grew up as the most 

prosperous generation America had ever seen.  The economy had revived during WWII 

and continued to do well.  This allowed families to own more appliances, their cars, and a 

―Leave it to Beaver‖ style house in the suburbs.  For the first time there were active 

marketing campaigns to court the teen audience and the size of the market made the 

demands of teens something to be heeded.
3
  The McCarthy hearings and the discovery 

that many if not all of the alleged communist conspirators were in reality not communists 

caused a major shake up in the trust of the consensus for the baby boom generation and 

of everything they had been taught to believe regarding government, religion, sex, drugs, 

music, and a whole host of other topics.
4
  This shaken group of people is the one who will 

make the 1960‘s in America the decade it became.   

The story in Mexico is similar to that of the United States.  The Mexican economy 

had undergone rapid expansion during WWII and in the aftermath this continued at a rate 

of almost seven percent per year.  The PRI, Partido Revolucionario Institucional or the 

Institutional Revolutionary Party, had been in power since the end of the Mexican 

Revolution.   The PRI had consolidated its power in 1930 and in the mind of its leaders 

was charged with being the institutional representation of the revolution.
5
  The 

                                                 
2
 Ibid., 14. 

3
 Ibid., 26-28. 

4
 Ibid., 24-25. 

5
Arther Liebman, ―Student Activism in Mexico‖ Annals of the American Academy of Political and 

Social Science 395 (May 1971): 160-61. 
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government in Mexico was not like the one that was currently in the United States.  The 

PRI government was corrupt and wholly intent on maintaining its power and the stability 

of the country in the face of the 1968 Olympic Games which were to be held in Mexico.   

Party members would stop at nothing to insure that the Games went off without incident.  

This marked the first time the Olympics would be held in a Spanish-speaking country and 

the Mexican government wanted to insure it put its best face forward.
6
  While sending 

troops to subdue their own citizens was not uncommon in Mexico, it was less so in the 

United States.  Student protest in Mexico among students traditionally revolved around 

admission policies, faculty and administrators, classes, and other issues inside the sphere 

of the university setting.  These types of protests had occurred at many universities 

around Mexico in 1966 as well as earlier.  What makes the protest in 1968 different is the 

scale of the protest, the demands the students made, and the unity the students showed.   

In the following pages, I will elaborate on the similarities and differences of the 

protests in Mexico and in the United States.  I will first examine the composition of the 

students themselves.  The socio-economic and other backgrounds provide insight into the 

class structure of the university student body as well as help to explain what, if any, 

family pressure the students may have experienced, and what social pressures they may 

have experienced.  This will allow a better understanding of the students themselves and 

how they viewed themselves and the world around them. 

Next I will examine the reasons for the protest itself.  What lead these students to 

protest; was it actions by the government, foreign agitation, or some other occurrence?  

The chain of events that ultimately resulted in the start of both student movements will be 

                                                 
6
Donald J. Mabry, ―The Mexican University and the State: Student conflicts, 1910-1970”. 

(College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1982), 246. 
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discussed, focusing here more on Mexico as less is known about the events leading up to 

the massacre at Tlatelolco which ended in the injury, death, and arrest of hundreds, 

perhaps thousands, of students and people at the demonstration.  This event stopped the 

student movement in its tracks and it was unable to continue on the scale it had 

previously. 

Once these protests started, what were the actual causes the students supported 

and what tactics did the students use in order to further their aims?   Were there any 

similarities in the Mexican case versus the American case? Were there any differences in 

the tactics the students used and what possible reasoning could there be for the 

differences?  Examining the similarities and differences will grant more insight into the 

events that occurred in our own country as well as show that what is important and worth 

fighting for in one place may seem ludicrous to have to fight for in another.   

The government response to these protests is something that numerous books 

have been written about and is a topic much too large to be considered here.  However, I 

do think it is warranted to give a short examination of the government efforts to suppress 

student protest as it enables us to see how the student groups responded and adapted their 

techniques to better combat government measures. 

Finally, I will consider the results of these two student movements.  Did they 

effect the changes they had worked so fervently to enact? What has been the influence of 

these protests in the 1960‘s on the lives of those who gained due to these protests? How 

have these events impacted the government‘s response to student protest, if at all?  These 

questions are worth answering and the answers allow us to gain a deeper understanding, 

and appreciation, of our own culture as well as that of another. 
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An understanding of another groups experience allows us to see our own 

experiences in a new light, sometimes for better, sometimes for worse.  The experience of 

the Mexican students has been denied by the Mexican government since the massacre at 

Tlatelolco took place.  However, the government just recently released an official report 

accounting for all the repression, killings, and arrests of student protesters, as well as 

other atrocities committed on the population, and also admitting full responsibility for its 

actions during Mexico‘s ―Dirty War‖.  Well before this report was released, however, the 

students themselves were writing their accounts of their experiences and there are dozens 

of examples.  Some of the more famous are Luis Gonzalez de Alba‘s Los días y los años 

(The Days and the Years), Raúl Álvarez Garín‘s La estela de Tlatelolco : una 

reconstrucción histórica del movimiento estudiantil de 68 (The Trail of Tlatelolco: A 

Historical Reconstruction of the Student Movement of 68), and while not a participant, 

the journalist Elena Poniatowska collected interviews from students, professors, 

granaderos (riot police), and students‘ family members entitled La Noche de Tlatelolco 

(Literally ―The Night of Tlatelolco‖ but the English title is ―Massacre in Mexico‖) that is 

the most important, authoritative, and well known, of the primary sources.  By using 

these examples, combined with the documentary evidence released by the Mexican 

government, as well as the immense documentation for the United States during this 

period, a true cross-cultural comparison can be made.  Through examining student protest 

in Mexico and the United States via the background of the protesters, the causes they 

supported and the tactics they used, the government response to these protests, and the 

results the student movements achieved, it will become clear that the massacre that 
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occurred at Tlatelolco in Mexico City could not have happened in the United States due 

to the differences in the governments and the protest movements themselves.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



7  

CHAPTER 1:  

 

STUDENT BACKGROUND 

 

 

 The background of a person often determines what course their life will take.  

Many things, such as the income of parents and occupation of parents, parenting 

techniques, and where a person is born and grows up play a major part in the formation of 

the next generation.  Those who are fortunate enough to be able to attend an institution of 

higher learning are in the most cases children of relatively affluent parents.  

In the case of the United States, the rise of a prosperous middle class due to the 

increased industrialization of WWII and the increase in the capitalistic values of 

efficiency, material wealth as a form of self identity, occupational success as a central 

value, and personal discipline served to create conformity and thus a sense of alienation 

for those who do not conform.
7
  Interestingly, those who were more prone to protest were 

not those who felt alienated but rather those who came from liberal households whose 

parents taught their children to be free thinking about the cultural norms and values and 

to make their own conclusions.
8
  While some may construe this as being a parenting style 

bereft of punishments or boundaries, in a comparison of parents self identified as liberal 

or conservative there was little difference in the level of permissiveness even though a far 

greater number of the liberal parents‘ students were activists compared to the 

conservative parents.
9
   

The parenting style of liberal parents was much more democratic in practice and 

far less punitive or authoritarian in nature.  This is possibly related to the introduction of 

                                                 
7
Julian Foster and Durward Long, Protest! Student Activism in America (The Colonial Press Inc: 

Clinton, Mass. 1970), 145-146. 
8
 Ibid., 138-140. 

9
 Ibid., 140-143. 
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Dr. Benjamin Spock‘s child rearing manual based on Freudian theory as these parents 

were growing up.  In addition, the high percentage of parents who studied the social 

sciences were exposed to Freudian theory which was widely available and highly 

regarded.
10

  Spock advocated withholding corporal punishment, giving displays of 

affection, creating a democratic method for handling parent/child differences, and 

providing rational for why a child must behave a certain way.
11

  Growing up in a rather 

democratic environment and having the values of free thought and self expression 

nurtured formed part of the background of the student activist. 

The parents of activists tended to come from two specific camps within the 

―liberal‖ category: those that were supportive of the New Deal and those who were early 

members of the Communist party or participated in progressive or socialist politics.  The 

New Deal emphasized a state commitment to the social good and these parents believed 

in the containment of Communism.
12

 

Ex-Communist or socialist parents left the scene once the politics became too 

authoritarian or when the anti-communist craze began.  However, they instilled in their 

children sympathy for the working class and exposed them to socialist camps and music.  

Both of these parental experienced instilled in their children a compassion for those who 

are underprivileged.
13

 

Parents of activist students tended to be more intellectual in their pursuits and 

focus more on self fulfillment and social consciousness rather than material wealth or 

professional advancement.  This does not mean that they did not value professional 

                                                 
10

 John L Horn and Paul D. Knot, ―Activist Youth of the 1960‘s: Summary and Prognosis‖ Science 

New Series, vol. 171 no. 3975 (March 12, 1971): 980. 
11

 Ibid., 980-981. 
12

 Lytle, 81. 
13

 Idem 
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achievement; rather they sought to find a job that gave them the self fulfillment that they 

valued.  As mentioned earlier the parents, both father and mother, of activists tended to 

have higher levels of educational attainment. They worked in service jobs such as 

teachers or social workers but also a large number worked in technical fields.
14

  The 

social nature of the parents‘ jobs caused them and their children to have ―humanist‖ 

outlooks that favored activities aimed at the social good.
15

  This means that student 

activists tend to come from homes where both parents were educated, democratic, 

socially aware, and make an above average income rather than the poor, maladjusted, 

alienated masses as is sometimes assumed. 

The case of Mexican student activists is similar to their American counterparts in 

many ways.  They tend to come from middle and upper class families who earned well 

above the national average.  In the National School of Political and Social Sciences the 

average monthly income for families was 460 percent above the national average.
16

  This 

may seem shocking but one must remember that the distribution of wealth in Mexico is 

such that income data is not comparable to the United States.  This income distribution 

makes attending an institution of higher learning almost impossible for all but those of 

means.  While college was affordable for most Americans and 44 percent of those aged 

20-24 were enrolled in some form of higher education in 1966, in Latin America the story 

is much different.
17

  Only 4 percent of those aged 20-24 were enrolled in some form of 

Mexican higher education which reflects the average for most Latin American countries, 

as well as, quite interestingly, that of France, Spain, and Italy which also have the 

                                                 
14

 Ibid., 980. 
15

 Foster and Long 1970, 144. 
16

 Mabry 1982, 217-218. 
17

 Arthur Liebman, Kenneth N. Walker, and Myron Glazer,  Latin American University Students: 

A Six Nation Study.  Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1972. 35-36. 
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―elitist‖ form of higher education.  This seems to reflect the general trend in the Latin 

American education system where only the few attain any sort of education beyond the 

third grade.
18

   

The Mexican middle class, and thus the student body at Mexican universities, was 

overwhelmingly urban due mostly to the fact that there are no universities in the rural 

areas.  There are many reasons that a person from rural areas, defined here as having a 

population under 2,000, cannot continue or for that matter receive an education.  First, 

and possibly most important, is that much of the rural population lives as poor farmers 

and cannot afford to lose the labor of a child.  Related to that is the cost of education 

including tuition but also supplies and clothing which can be prohibitively expensive.  

Finally, large family size and poor diet lead to sickness and an inability to have the 

proper environment to focus on studies.
19

 

Mexico also enjoyed great economic growth in the post WWII period, with its 

Gross Domestic Product growing 312 percent from 1940 to the 1960‘s.
20

  This growth 

added numbers of families to the middle class and the parents of these families stressed 

the importance of continuing to improve the families‘ economic position.  The main path 

to success lay in getting an education, forming political ties, and taking advantage of the 

opportunities the middle class life offered.
21

  Conformity and playing within the rules that 

were formed by increasing economic expansion were the cultural values of the middle 

class in Mexico as well as in the United States. 

                                                 
18

 Ibid., 36-37. 
19

 Ibid., 43. 
20

 Ibid., 167-168. 
21

 Raúl Álverez Garín, La Estela de Tlatelolco: Una reconstrucción del Movimiento estudiantil del 

68 Mexcio City: Editorial Grijalbo, 1998. 141-142. Translated from the original Spanish by author.  
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However, as in the United States, there were those who were comparatively more 

liberal in their views.   The scholarship on Mexican parenting styles during this period 

has been difficult to find.  One way of working around this obstacle is to use the 

interviews compiled by Elena Poniatowska
22

 to see what parents had to say about the 

students and their movement.  As one can imagine, the view points are different yet all 

are interesting.  The following are quotations taken from Poniatowska: 

―You have no idea how terrified I was when I read the papers; I 

realized the grave dangers you had been exposed to, all for love of Díaz 

Ordaz.  The big hard heads of those savage students might have damaged 

your nice rifle.  I‘ve heard that some of them are such brutes that they 

might even go so far as to smash their faces against that billy club of yours 

that you take such loving care of…Hoping that you will continue to kill 

students and teachers with the same furious passion, Love Mom.‖  Pg. 58-

59 

 

 ―We had no spirit at all; ‗I‘d like to but I can‘t‘ was our motto…That‘s why I like 

the way young people live now; the life my daughter leads seems a thousand times better 

to me than the one I led.  I know my daughter doesn‘t lie to me.‖  Pg. 17 

 

―Hey there, you with the long hair, didn‘t I put money in your collection box for a 

haircut?‖  pg. 14 

 

 These quotations show, hopefully, that attitudes toward the student movement 

moved along the same lines as those toward the students in the United States.  Concern 

over superficial appearances such as hair length, manners, and clothing style as well as 

either support or condemnation of the student movement served to divide students and 

their parents and society in general. 

 The background of Mexican and American students who were part of the student 

movements are more similar than one might initially think.  Students in America come 

from the middle and upper class, generally had parents who were liberal, and were raised 

to question the status quo and think for themselves.  Students in Mexico came from a 

                                                 
22

Elena Poniatowska, Massacre in Mexico.  New York: The Viking Press, 1975. 
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much more elite, relatively speaking, group that is overwhelmingly urban and more 

concerned with their own economic wellbeing versus the social good than those in 

America. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

REASONS FOR PROTEST 

 

 

 The students that engaged in these protests came from the elites of their respective 

cultures.  There should have been little reason for these students to advocate for causes 

that in most cases would not generally affect them.  Why then did these students choose 

to become so politically involved and in some cases risk promising futures? 

This partly stems from the rise of the New Left.  The New Left rose out of the 

ashes of the ideological conformity that gripped western nations after World War II.  

―The end of ideology‖ was proclaimed by much of the academia in the industrialized 

world.
23

  Stagnation of political ideas and lack of serious debate was the modus operandi 

of the day as many thought that ―…industrialized societies were harmonious social 

systems which, internally at least, contained no major oppositional forces‖.
24

  Stagnation 

is something very dangerous in a political system and in the past has led to revolutions 

such as the one in France in 1848.  This begs the question of who is getting frustrated the 

most with this stagnation.  C. Wright Mills put it quite well stating:  

―In the third place, who is it that is getting fed up? Who is it that is 

getting disgusted with what Marx called ―all the old crap"? Who is it that 

is thinking and acting in radical ways? All over the world — in the bloc, 

outside the bloc and in between — the answer‘s the same: it is the young 

intelligentsia.‖
25

 

The lack of political discourse, the seeming agreement between conservative, liberal, and 

old radicals, as well as the new economic condition engendered by the post war boom, 

                                                 
23

 George Katsiaficas, The Imagination of the New Left: A Global Analysis of 1968 (South End 

Press, Cambridge): 1987. 5-6. 
24

 Ibid., 5. 
25

 C. Wright Mills, ―Letter to the New Left‖ New Left Review No. 5, September-October 1960. 
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caused a new generation of ―young intelligentsia‖ to arrive at a state of frustration with 

the status quo.  Mills described the inherent problems with the ―end of ideology‖ when he 

wrote: 

―The Right, among other things, means — what you are doing, celebrating 

society as it is, a going concern. Left means, or ought to mean, just the 

opposite. It means: structural criticism and reportage and theories of 

society, which at some point or another are focused politically as demands 

and programmes. These criticisms, demands, theories, programmes are 

guided morally by the humanist and secular ideals of Western 

civilization — above all, reason and freedom and justice. To be ―Left‖ 

means to connect up cultural with political criticism, and both with 

demands and programmes. And it means all this inside every country of 

the world.‖
26

 

 

When both right and left agree, they fail in their intrinsic duties as being opposites, the 

right as supporting conventional ideals and the left as trying to modify those ideals to 

better fit the society as it exists in the here and now.   

 While the ideology of the New Left was not a comprehensive ideology followed 

exactly by every student uprising throughout the world, it did represent a shift in 

direction from and a divergence with the Old Left.  The New Left called for the analyzing 

of ―…the structure of institutions, the foundations of policies‖ in order to effect positive 

change.
27

  This can account for the variation in lifestyles found among the activists in the 

United States, as well as the questioning of values thought to be inherent to the American 

culture and way of life.  Becoming politically involved and active was the major break of 

the New Left with the Old Left, namely the beats, who viewed political activity as wasted 

energy.
28

 

                                                 
26

 Ibid. 
27

 Ibid. 
28

 Todd Gitlin, ―The Sixties: Years of Hope, Days of Rage‖ Bantam Books, 1993. 28 
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 New ideologies come and go.  What makes ideologies stick around is something 

to which they can be directly applied.  In the United States, the civil rights movements 

and the anti-war movements were the objects around which the New Left coalesced.  As 

stated earlier, activist students were more often raised with a humanist view of the world 

that focused on activity for the social good.  The causes of civil rights, women‘s rights, 

gay rights, and others were all conduits that allowed these students to focus their energies.  

Equality for all was a social concern that could only be remedied by political action.  The 

status quo was not acceptable anymore, and these students set out to change it, and in 

doing so, better the condition of the downtrodden and repressed. 

 The case in Mexico is different from that of the United States in many ways.  First, 

the political system, while at the time was praised as being democratic, was hardly so.  

The numerous strikes of workers such as the railroad workers, doctors, and teachers were 

brutally repressed.
29

  In addition, earlier student protests at universities around Mexico 

were as equally harshly repressed, leading to hundreds of injured, numerous deaths, and 

untold arrests.  This political unrest, from the time after the stabilization after the 

Mexican revolution, had allowed the government to develop numerous, and highly 

effective, means for crushing any form of dissent.  This included passing several laws in 

the penal code, most notably article 145 which mandated: 

 ―A prison term of two to twelve years and a fine of one thousand to ten 

thousand pesos (one hundred sixty to eight hundred dollars) shall be 

applied to any foreigner or Mexican national who in speech or in writing, 

or by any other means, carries on political propaganda among foreigners 

or Mexican nationals, spreading ideas, programs, or forms of action of any 

foreign government which disturb the public order or affect the 

sovereignty of the Mexican State.   

Public order is disturbed when those acts described in the previous 

paragraph tend to produce rebellion, sedition, riot, or mutiny. 

                                                 
29

 Mabry, 13. 
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National sovereignty is affected when said acts may place in danger the 

territorial integrity of the republic, obstruct the functioning of its 

legitimate institutions, or propagate contempt on the part of Mexican 

nationals toward their civic duties.‖
30

  

 

The vagueness of this article of the federal penal code caused much unhappiness 

and discontent among students.  Freeing those who had been arrested and jailed 

under this code was to become one of the main demands of the student movement, 

and abolishing the article from the penal code was to become one of the main 

reasons for protest. 

 The authoritarian nature of the one party government in Mexico extended 

to the leadership of the universities, especially UNAM (Universidad Nacional 

Autónoma de México or National Autonomous University of Mexico) which was 

the largest and most prominent.  The PRI attempted to influence the election of 

the rectors of the university on the students and faculty in order to keep it more 

firmly in check and avoid disturbances.  In addition, the students were not able to 

be fully involved in the internal governance of the university.  The student groups 

prior to 1968 were fragmented and those who supposedly represented the students 

were often paid off in order to get them to support the administrations positions.
31

   

 In regard to the student protests before 1968, when the government sent 

troops and police to the campuses to quell the protest this was looked at as 

something common, something to be expected, rather than something out of the 

ordinary.  Ironically the event that set off, or rather exploded, the student 

movement in Mexico was sending troops onto a university campus.  Students 

                                                 
30

 Evelyn P. Stevens, ―Legality and Extra-Legality in Mexico‖ Journal of Interamerican Studies 

and World Affairs vol. 12 (Jan. 1970) 63-64. 
31

 Mabry, 215-221. 
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from a preparatory school and two schools from the IPN (National Polytechnic 

Institute or Poli as it is known) were engaged in a game of soccer that devolved 

into a street fight which it appears the preparatory students received the worse end.  

The granaderos (riot police) were called in and chased the students into nearby 

college buildings.
32

  That granaderos were used on students, on university 

property, caused outrage.  Using riot police on students who were fighting other 

students was seen as excessive, especially when they chased students into nearby 

buildings and beat them. Regular city police had been used on the UNAM campus 

before, but calling in troops from outside the city was a first.  That, along with the 

brutality of the officers for what was perceived as a small incident helps to 

explain what set off the student protest in 1968 in Mexico City. 

 The arrival of a new ideology, the New Left, allowed humanist orientated 

students in the United States to finally latch onto an ideology that would fit the 

injustices they viewed in the world around them.  Civil rights, social rights and 

anti-war protest all provided the reasoning to protest.  In the case of Mexico, an 

authoritarian regime that offered students little involvement in university 

governance as well as a vague penal code that allowed for the easy arrest of 

dissidents and the extreme show of force combined with the ideology of the New 

Left to propel Mexican students into protest.   The impetus to protest now had to 

be solidified around various causes in order to be successful.   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
32

 Garín, 30. 
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CHAPTER 3  

 

CAUSES SUPPORTED AND TACTICS USED 

 

 

 Moving from the student background and the reasoning behind their protest, the 

next theme to examine is what where they actually protesting for.  What were their 

demands?  What issues would cause affluent young college students to risk not only their 

own physical safety, but also possible imprisonment and damage to future careers?  This 

chapter will discuss what those causes were, though due to the focus of this paper an in 

depth analysis will not serve but merely a brief introduction to what the students 

protested for.  In addition, an examination of the various tactics the students used in order 

to gather support and make their demands known will be made. 

 Prior to the 1960‘s in the U.S. south, and also to some degree in the north, Jim 

Crow and segregation continued to be the norm.  Blacks were treated as second class 

citizens, having separate public accommodations that were of much poorer quality than 

those reserved for whites, they ate at separate lunch counters, and they were forced to 

give up their seats if a white person needed it.  These indignations, and the bravery of 

some black civil rights advocates, formed the basis for the student protest movement in 

the United States.  Without the lunch counter sit ins at a Woolworth in Greensboro, NC 

and across the country, the surge of enthusiasm for the civil rights movement may have 

been delayed.  The end of segregation in public and in the schools, voting rights, and an 

end to discrimination were all aims of the civil rights movement.
33

 

                                                 
33

 Lytle, chap. 1 passim. 
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 Every other cause, from women‘s rights to Native American power, stemmed 

from the popularity and effectiveness of the civil rights movement.  Two of the most well 

known student protest groups were Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) and the 

Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) which were both founded in the 

civil rights movement.
34

  Members of these groups sprouted off and created other groups 

that focused on Black Power, women‘s rights, and anti-war protest.  In addition, the civil 

rights movement influenced other minority groups and gave them the opportunity to 

speak out for their own rights.   

Another issue that received widespread attention was the war in Vietnam.  The 

old left, and the emerging New Left, was opposed to war as a general principle, and the 

war in Vietnam was no exception.
35

  Here again SDS, as well as members of the Free 

Speech Movement (FSM) at Berkeley became involved in opposing the war.  At this 

early stage of the war, however, much of SDS and others were focused on other issues 

and Vietnam would not become a major issue for some time.  When it does become a 

major issue, concerns such as the draft and ways to avoid it, the humanitarian concerns 

regarding the burning of villages and the treatment of the Vietnamese citizenry, and the 

reason for fighting the war become causes to which students apply their energies. 

The case of Mexico is much different.  The students there had traditionally fought 

for local issues such as class offerings and university governance.
36

  While to a certain 

extent these continued to be issues in 1968, they were by no means high on the list of 

demands.  Shortly after government forces had assaulted students and occupied various 

university buildings, the Federación Nacional de Estudiantes Técnicos (National 
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Federations of Technical Students or FNET), a government backed student organization 

at the IPN, issued 7 demands: 

1. The firing of the granadero (riot police) and Metropolitan police chiefs. 

2. The dismissal of all those responsible for the outrages committed against 

Voca #5 students.  (the school where the students were attacked) 

3. Indemnification for the students hurt by the granaderos. 

4. Creation and use of regulations limiting police intervention. 

5. Destruction of police records for arrested students. 

6. Release of student prisoners and information on those who had disappeared.  

7. Immediate withdrawal of army and police units from the occupied schools.
 37

 

 

These preliminary demands would be changed and become more specific as the 

movement repudiated the government backed student group and consolidated itself from 

two separate school based movements into one coordinated movement that combined the 

IPN and UNAM.  After two renditions, the final demands in early August made by the 

Consejo Nacional de Huelga (National Strike Council or CNH) which represented groups 

from IPN, UNAM, and other schools are as follows: 

1. Liberty for political prisoners. 

2. Dismissal of [police chiefs] Generals Luis Cueto Ramírez and Raúl Mendiolea 

and Lt. Colonel Armando Frías. 

3. Abolition of the granadero corps, direct instrument of repression, and prohibition 

of the creation of similar corps. 

4. Abolition of articles 145 and 145 bis of the Penal Code, juridical instruments of 

aggression. 

5. Indemnification of the families of the dead and injured who had been victims of 

aggression since July 26. 

6. Clarification of the responsibility of officials for the acts of repression and 

vandalism committed by the police, granaderos, and the army.
 38

 

 

These final demands are what the students protested for and lost their lives for at 

Tlatelolco.  As is obvious, these demands are very heavy on the government and would 

require heavy concessions on the government‘s part to satisfy the demands of the 

students. 
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 The tactics that students in the United States and Mexico used were in most cases 

quite typical of protest throughout the ages.  Both engaged in marches, rallies, and other 

forms of mass gatherings in support of their causes.  Also, both marched on the capital of 

their respective countries in large numbers.  The one of the largest marches in the United 

States during that era was the 1965 March on Washington where approximately 250,000 

people attended.
39

  In Mexico, the march to the Zócalo (the central square of Mexico City) 

drew some 400,000 people and several others were nearly as large.
40

  These marches 

served to show the solidarity of, and support for, the student movements. 

 Another tactic both shared in common was the amazing amount of newspapers, 

fliers, pamphlets, and other sources of student writing that were generated during this 

time.  People from all movements handed out literature intended to educate, influence, or 

promote their specific cause and hopefully gain the readers‘ support.  Students were able 

to spread literature easily due to fact that many were involved in school newspapers and 

thus the supplies were basically provided or were able to found their own  newpapers. 

 A dark spot for both movements was the violent tendencies of some who were 

associated with those movements.  These elements, a small minority of the total, engaged 

in acts of vandalism to cars; setting some on fire, slashing tires, rolling them over to form 

barricades, or breaking windows.  Others damaged stores either by breaking windows or 

defaming the storefront with sometimes graphic graffiti.  Worst of all were those who 

were radically violent, such as the weather underground, who killed either intentionally 

or by accident. 
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 The two differed, however, in the structure of the protest groups.  In the United 

States, each group had a set leadership that remained more or less the same, or in other 

words was easily identifiable to the authorities.  The Mexican case is interesting in that 

the students had taken lessons from the earlier movements of other students as well as the 

railway workers, doctors, and teachers who had protested for better wages and working 

conditions.  These groups had easily identifiable leadership and all the Mexican 

government had to do was arrest them under article 145 of the Penal Code and the 

disturbance would quietly wither away.  In order to avoid the problems of those who had 

gone before them, the CNH was formed.  The CNH had delegates from numerous schools 

and the leadership of the council was rotated so that no one person or school would have 

control.  This rotating leadership made it very difficult for the government to single out a 

group of leaders and chop off the head of the movement so to speak.  This tactic had the 

unfortunate drawback of making decision making extremely difficult.  With no clear cut 

leader for others to take the lead of, decisions were made by committee after several 

hours of debate.  Often times once a decision was reached it was virtually impossible to 

change.
41

 

 Another tactic used by the Mexican students, and the way a lot of the day to day 

operations were accomplished due to the cumbersomeness of CNH decision making, 

were called lightning committees or strike committees which were groups of 5 to 10 

people.  These groups would go to street corners, on buses, or other public places and act 

in skits designed to show why they were protesting or get into an ―argument‖ with each 

other and hopefully a crowd would gather and listen to what they were saying.
42

  Through 
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these skits, the students would be able to make it appear that this was a spontaneous 

occurrence and the people would listen closely and possibly retell what they had heard to 

others. 

 The causes that each student movement supported were quite different.  In the 

United States, the humanist approach made the humane concern about the plight of 

African Americans, and later the plight of those in Vietnam, something that could not be 

ignored and indeed required active involvement in correcting those wrongs.  In Mexico, 

the issues were much closer to the heart and the students‘ own situation.  As their 

demands show, these issues were of great importance to them but for the vast majority of 

the population, even though the students attempted to gain the support of the workers and 

others, were really not that important.   

 Each movement has different tactics it adopts in order to be successful.  Many of 

the common tactics, such as mass marches and creating literature in support of a cause, 

are quite common and have been practiced many times around the world and throughout 

time.  Mexico, in addition to these standard tactics, developed a fluid leadership in 

response to the threat of arrest, or ―decapitation‖ that faced the movement.  They also 

broke into smaller groups in order to educate people about their demands and to help 

gauge opinion.  This style helped the Mexican students to avoid, or rather minimized, the 

effects of the governmental response to their protest. 
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CHAPTER 4  

GOVERNMENT RESPONSE TO STUDENT PROTEST 

 

 

 The governments of both the United States and Mexico used similar techniques to 

quell student protest, though the enthusiasm in the application varied.  Risk to public 

order as well as property and welfare were very real threats from the students.  As 

menacing as those threats were, the danger of upsetting the political and social status quo 

were equally troubling for those in power.   

Each initially viewed the disturbances as created by communist or socialist 

agitators from the Soviet Union or Cuba.  In response to some of the earliest protests in 

the United States, the protests were blamed on ―well-trained Communist agents‖.
43

  In 

Mexico the U.S. embassy reported that the initial student unrest was caused by the 

Mexican Communist Youth (JCM), ―…leftist agitators for purpose creating atmosphere 

unrest‖, and that the agitators were working under orders from Moscow.
44

  The fear of 

Communist involvement, at least initially, was justified due to the cold war tensions as 

well as the ties the students had with Communism either from their active involvement in 

the Communist groups or the influence their parents had on the ―red diaper babies‖.  

However, the small number of Communists involved and that the ―…majority of 
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participants [were] beyond control of Communists or anyone else obscures degree of 

Communist involvement.‖
45

  These claims were eventually proven to be unfounded and 

the real reasoning behind the student unrest, real concern for their cause rather than being 

dupes of ―well-trained Communist agents‖ was acknowledged if not accepted.   

After blaming the problem on Communism failed, governments resorted to other 

tactics to stop the student movements.  Refusal to issue permits to march or hold rallies 

was one method the authorities used in an attempt to restrain the students.  This for the 

most part was unsuccessful judging by the number of marches and rallies that occurred in 

both countries. 

Another tactic was to infiltrate the movements in order to cause internal divisions 

and thus divide and conquer.  The Mexican government‘s placing ―…agents active 

behind the scenes [are] attempting to divide and weaken support of extremist strike 

leaders‖ and the experience of Jerry Rubin who took on a bodyguard that ended up 

testifying against him in court are just two examples of the numerous cases of attempted 

or successful infiltration of the student movements.
46

   

The most commonly used tactic of both governments was old fashioned 

repression.  A solid way to stop a movement was to arrest its members, specifically the 

leadership so the movement would wither away.  Arrests were more successful in the 

United States due to the structure of the movement compared to their Mexican 

counterpart‘s which has been discussed earlier.  Ironically, arrests were easier to make in 

Mexico due to the ambiguity of article 145 of the Penal Code.  This does not mean that 

there were fewer arrests in Mexico, as a large number of Poniatowska‘s interviews are 
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from people serving time in prison as political prisoners for their involvement.  Nor does 

it mean that the authorities had any difficulty finding reasons to arrest activists in the 

United States.  Gitlin mentions numerous times that the police planted drugs or other 

incriminating evidence in order to make arrests or perform searches of movement 

headquarters. 

The most brutal form of repression was the confrontation between protesters and 

police and army personnel.  The use of tear gas, billy clubs, and firearms against students 

resulted in untold numbers of injured and hundreds if not thousands of dead between the 

two countries.  Certainly the protesters were quite belligerent sometimes but at times this 

was responded to with excessive force. 

The most horrific act of repression was the massacre at Tlatelolco on October 2
nd

. 

One day prior to the massacre, the Mexican government permitted the use of force for 

military commanders without need to clear its use with the central government.
47

  On the 

night of October 2
nd

 the students had planned a large march, though by this time the 

power of the movement was failing, to the Tlatelolco housing project near the La Plaza 

de las tres Culturas (the plaza of the three cultures named for the commingling of the 

Aztec, Spanish Colonial, and Modern Mexican cultures).  Among the students were an 

unknown number of police and army officials in plainclothes.  Once the students had 

fully congregated in the plaza, the plainclothes officers donned white gloves as 

identification and the crowd was fired upon.  The recently released report by the Mexican 

government details the planning of this event, showing unequivocally that this massacre 

was planned from the beginning, not as a result of student snipers as was claimed after 

the event and up to the release of the report.  The number of dead has not been 

                                                 
47

 Doyle, 18. 



27  

conclusively determined but reliable estimates (those of the U.S embassy, the National 

Security Archive at George Washington University, and the British paper The Guardian) 

all place the number of dead at 150 to 350 along with at least 1,000 injured.
48

 

Obviously there were deaths in the United States from encounters with police or 

the military, but the sheer magnitude of this atrocity and the cold, calculated way it was 

planned and executed far exceeds any form of repression one would have received in the 

United States.  The massacre at Tlatelolco satisfied the government‘s desire to ―to put 

end to all organized student actions before Olympics‖ as it basically ended the student 

movement in Mexico that night.
49

 

 The end of the student movements in the United States were not nearly as clean 

cut.  The anti-war protest died down once there was no war to protest against, but groups 

still continued to advocate for veterans rights.  The same goes for the civil rights 

movement and the rest of the various movements.  All the major work had been done; the 

radical causes were reduced from the large picture change the world ideals to the 

mundane details of fully incorporating the progress that had been made into daily life. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

RESULTS OF THE PROTESTS 

 

 

 The results of the student movements during the 1960‘s were wide and lasting.  

Society was shaken by the efforts of students who felt very passionately about what they 

were doing and why they were doing it.  People involved in the student movements did 

not know what the long term repercussions of their actions would be and society is still 

coming to deal with the influence of that decade.   

 In the United States, the results of the protest movements were wide ranging.  

Numerous groups, for the first time, found their voice and stood up and demanded equal 

rights.  A new group consciousness evolved that solidified the identities of those that 

composed these groups.  African Americans took pride in their heritage and rose up 

against the oppression they had endured for so long.  Through the efforts of the Freedom 

Riders and other courageous groups and individuals, discriminatory laws were over 

turned, the 24
th

 amendment was passed insuring blacks an equal chance to vote by 

eliminating the poll tax, and schools were integrated.   

Women found their voices as well and played important leadership roles in many 

organizations and not just in feminist organizations.  They challenged the chauvinistic 

practices of the work place and the ingrained ideas of a woman‘s role in society.  Their 

efforts rewarded them with a lessening of the sexual double standard as women took 

charge of their bodies through the use of birth control and increasing availability of 

abortion.
50

  The glass ceiling was not as impenetrable as people had thought.  
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The anti-war movement was ultimately successful in forcing the removal of 

troops from Vietnam.  Unfortunately many did not take great joy in this apparent victory.  

Instead, they lamented that they had been unable to end the war sooner and so many lives 

had been lost for little apparent gain.
51

   

These effects are enshrined in law and not adhering to them risks penalty.  What 

the students could not do was eliminate the discrimination and racism that continued after 

all the legislation was passed.  Our country is still dealing with this issue even though by 

law everyone should have equal rights. 

One of the most lasting, and divisive, effects of the student protest is the divide 

between liberals and conservatives.  The leftist orientation of the students and their aims 

caused conservatives to feel the need to restore the traditional values of family and 

religion.  Conservatives also felt they needed to repair the more permissiveness that had 

invaded the society.  Drug use, casual sex, reverse discrimination in the form of 

affirmative action, abortion, and overly ―tree huggerish‖ environmental regulations that 

restricted economic growth were results of the student movement that needed to be 

reversed.
52

  The back and forth tug of war between liberals and conservatives, indeed the 

reawakening of our political parties, causes deep divides in the country today. 

Another effect is what happened to the students who were actively involved in 

these movements.  The effort required to remain active burned many people out and they 

made the shift from protest politics to more traditional politics bound in by the rules of 

politics.  Many of these depleted ―veteran‖ of the student movements successfully 

                                                 
51

 Ibid., 377. 
52

 Ibid., 376. 



30  

transitioned into lobbying, running for political office, or fund raising.
53

  This is 

important because these were the people who would become the movers and shakers in 

the decades to come.   

Of those who did not turn to traditional politics, some would shift their focus from 

the outside world to their inner self.  The search for meaning without the movement or 

politics resulted in numerous self help clubs, alternative or new age medicine, and 

searches for God or some other form of spirituality.  Communes, cults, sects, and other 

means were sought out to ease the transition from politics to personal salvation.
54

 

In Mexico, the results of student protest were mixed.  None of the demands they 

protested for were granted in any significant way.  However, the size of the marches and 

the unity the students showed (IPN and UNAM cooperating is something quite rare as 

they are generally rivals and disinterested in what the other is doing) had not been seen 

on such a scale since 1929 when the university received partial autonomy.  The students 

failed to gain the support of the workers and thus convert the population to their cause 

and thus convert their movement into a true social movement. 

The difference between the student movement of 1968 and the numerous others 

throughout the course of Mexican history is that it was not overly concerned with the 

traditional student topics.  Traditional school concerns made earlier student movements 

school reform movements while that of 1968 was a social movement that challenged 

those in power.
55

  While these social demands were not part of the official list of 

demands, as has been discussed earlier, there were sharp critiques of the government and 
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a call for egalitarian reforms regarding land, working conditions, and other things not 

intrinsically important to the students that they spread through other means.
56

   

Mexico truly experienced the impact of the student protest after Echeverria 

assumed the presidency in 1971.  He issued a general amnesty to those who were arrested 

in 1968 and continued to make other moves that he thought would keep the students and 

the population at large happy.  Echeverria also loosen the restrictions on criticism of the 

government, lowered the age requirements to be elected to the government, and even 

went as far as to fire top government officials involved in the Halcón (falcon) scandal 

where students were attacked by government sponsored and trained agents.
57

   

The protests in each country had effects that continue to the present day.  Many 

groups in the United States would be nearly as integrated and equal if not for the civil 

rights movement and the other rights movements that spawned from it.  The war in 

Vietnam quite possibly would have dragged on for much longer had the anti-war 

movement forced attention on the war and how it was being executed.  In Mexico, the 

student movement led to the gradual democratization of the government starting with 

Echeverria‘s reforms in 1971 as well as other policies that made Mexico as a whole more 

democratic in nature. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

The student movements in the United States and Mexico in the 1960‘s share some 

amazing similarities and also some large differences.  This is true for any comparison that 

is made between two similar items.  Students in two different countries separately 

concluded that the only way for justice to be served was to take to the streets and show 

their displeasure at the current state of affairs and demand of the higher authorities a 

remedy of the situation.  These students risked physical injury, imprisonment, or death 

because they believed so fervently in their causes.   

The background of these students is quite similar.  Most of those attending college 

came from families that made an above average income and in the case of Mexico a 

significant amount above average.  Parents of these activists tended to be more liberal 

minded and came from a politically involved if not activist background themselves.  

These parents instilled in their children a strong concern for the social good or a humanist 

from of mind that made helping the downtrodden or abused something that must be done 

for the good of the society. 

The lack of serious debate between the two political parties due to the Cold War 

consensus was heralded by some as the ―end of ideology‖.  This lack of openness to ideas 

and questions frustrated the ―young intelligentsia‖ who had grown up in households that 

allowed them to think more freely and question things that were viewed as the 

foundations of society.  This questioning caused clashes with authority and its refusal to 

change combined with the ideology of the New Left to give American students an 

ideology to apply their humanist to.  For the Mexicans, an authoritarian government in 
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the guise of a democracy combined with ambiguous penal laws caused the Mexican 

students to protest the excessive force used by riot police on some college kids that were 

in a skirmish. 

The differing reasons for protest foreshadow the causes each group of students 

will support.  Humanist Americans will support civil rights and the anti-war groups while 

their Mexican counterparts will protest the heavy handed manner the government treats 

its population.  Due to the differing governing styles, the tactics the students will use will 

vary slightly but remain essentially the same. 

The major difference between the two protest movements is in the government 

response.  Both governments used similar tactics however the Mexican government took 

it one step further and consciously planned the massacre of students at Tlatelolco.  It is 

hard to imagine something of that magnitude happening in the United States and for good 

reason.  It is not common at all to have army or National Guard units deployed to college 

campuses but in Mexico this is almost something of a routine and for the most part did 

not elicit any sort of response from the general public, though the students generally 

would back down. 

Students in the United States had much better success in realizing their stated 

goals mainly due to the flexibility of the government in passing legislation as well as the 

large amount of exposure the movements had that enabled the general populace to 

become comfortable with or at least less apprehensive about the culture of the student 

movements.  In Mexico, the students had to wait three years until Echeverria came into 

office to see any portion of their stated goals (the release of political prisoners) satisfied.  

However, due to the unprecedented sized of the student movement and the solidarity they 
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showed in the face of serious government efforts to subdue them, the government gained 

a new appreciation or perhaps fear of, student protest and embarked on a course to 

democratize itself and the country. 

If the government of the United States had had the willpower to use the measures 

the Mexican government used without hesitation, where would our Tlatelolco have 

occurred? The determining factor as to the success of student protest is not the student 

background, their reasons, their causes, their tactics, or the students themselves but rather 

the determination of the government to suppress the protest.   
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