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Abstract 

 

The Politics of Education: Guatemalan Campus Culture in the Cold 

War 

 

Sara Rose Auclair, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2017 

 

Supervisor:  Virginia Garrard Burnett 

 

Endowed by the democratic ideals of 1945 Guatemalan Constitution to solve national 

problems, scholars at the University of San Carlos, the country’s only institute of higher 

learning, became powerful facilitators of the nation’s modernization project. Although the 

U.S. Embassy determined the political left posed no immediate threat within Guatemala 

after the removal of President Jacobo Árbenz Guzmán in 1954, Guatemalan military 

generals restricted student-sponsored programs focused on literacy, public works, and 

medical care. An examination of declassified CIA documents, U.S. Embassy reports, and 

State Department records reveals that U.S officials allocated economic assistance for 

educational programs to mitigate the left-leaning orientation of USAC. Through the 

establishment of exchange programs, private “apolitical institutions” and police training 

programs, the U.S. attempted to indoctrinate Guatemalans to U.S. philosophies. Shielded 

by constitutionally-established autonomy, Guatemalan scholars and educators challenged 

the militarization of the Guatemalan state and U.S.-sponsored imperialistic policies by 

transforming the USAC campus into a space of resistance.  
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 1 

INTRODUCTION 

In 1952, The United States Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) sponsored a 

propaganda campaign to topple the leftist coalition of Guatemalan President Jacobo Árbenz 

Guzmán. Fearing Soviet influence would undermine hemispheric solidarity and strategic 

U.S. transportation and communication networks, President Eisenhower supported a covert 

operation, PBSUCCESS.1 By July 1954, The Guatemalan military forced Árbenz to resign. 

Following the coup d'état, National Liberation Movement (MLN) leader, Carlos Castillo 

Armas, assumed the presidency.  

Although the U.S. Embassy determined that there was no immediate threat of the 

political left in Guatemala by June 1955, the United States continued to allocate sizable 

economic assistance to the country. If the CIA had eliminated the threat of communist 

subversion in 1954, then why did the U.S. sustain finances to anti-communist measures 

beyond Árbenz’s removal? U.S. officials still considered sections of the Guatemalan 

population susceptible to communist agitation. To combat leftist influence, the United 

States sponsored an extensive educational reform campaign. First, The United States 

Agency for International Development (USAID) and The United States Information 

Services (USIS) provided resources for the development of private “apolitical institutions” 

to mitigate the left-leaning orientation of Guatemala’s only institution of higher education, 

                                                 

1 Michael Grow, U.S. Presidents and Latin American Interventions: Pursing Regime Change 

in the Cold War (Lawrence, Kentucky: The University of Kentucky Press, 2008): 1-27. Although 

Árbenz expropriated large land estates to landless peasants and constructed nationally-owned power, 

highways and port facilities to curb foreign influence and to build peasant support during his 

presidency, he was not affiliated with the Soviet Union at the time of the coup d'état. 
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the University of San Carlos (USAC). Through the establishment of exchange programs, 

international scholarships, cultural centers and public libraries, the United States attempted 

to indoctrinate Guatemalan teachers with U.S philosophies. Finally, the United States 

sponsored police and military training programs to prevent outbreaks of violence between 

students and law enforcement officers.  

Endowed by the democratic ideals of 1945 Guatemalan Constitution to solve 

national problems, scholars at the University of San Carlos, the country’s only institute of 

higher learning, became powerful facilitators of the nation’s modernization project. 

Inspired by the revolutionary ideals of the October 1944 Revolution, students and faculty, 

alike, supported curriculum modifications that obligated San Carlistas to practice in rural 

areas prior to graduation. Although the U.S. Embassy determined the political left posed 

no immediate threat within Guatemala after the Árbenz’s displacement, Guatemalan 

officials attempted to restrict student-sponsored programs focused on literacy, public 

works, and medical care.  

Guatemalan scholars and educators confronted not only the militarization of the 

Guatemalan state but also U.S.-funded educational initiatives from 1954 to 1985. USAC 

publications reveal how undergraduates and professors protested the authoritarian regimes’ 

curbing of civil liberties and created powerful coalitions of high school students, secondary 

school teachers, campesinos, and urban workers that bridged traditional spatial and 

socioeconomic divides. With limited protections granted by constitutionally-established 

autonomy, demonstrators transformed the USAC campus in Guatemala City into a space 

of protected resistance against state-sponsored violence and U.S. imperialism. 
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THE POLITICIZATION OF THE UNIVERSITY OF SAN CARLOS 

During the early seventeenth-century, Francisco Marroquín, Guatemala’s first 

bishop, donated the Saint Thomas Colegio to serve as an institute of higher learning. The 

initial facility adjoined to a small Dominican convent was located in Guatemala City. 

Despite his donation and persistent advocation, as early as 1545, Spain did not grant the 

colony permission for an official degree-granting institution for more than a century.2 

Even, the Ayuntamiento of the City of Santiago de Guatemala supported Marroquin’s 

efforts through its continual appeals to the Council of the Indies. Yet, an indifferent 

Council thwarted their joint efforts to avoid antagonizing competitive religious orders. In 

1659, Bishop Payo de Rivera compelled the Council to make some inquiries with his 

calls for a university to teach local curates the diverse indigenous languages of their 

parishioners.3 In 1664, the Council asked the audiencia of Guatemala about the necessity 

of a university for this task. Although the audiencia agreed with Bishop Payo de Rivera, 

they concluded that instruction of Pipil or Nawat and Kaqchikel would suffice.4 Upon 

further inquiry, Fiscal Juan Francisco de Esquivel, a former oidor, countered the bishop 

and audiencia by arguing that the Church should focus its efforts on teaching Castilian 

                                                 
2 Irving A. Leonard, “Review of Universidad De Guatemala: Su Origen, Fundación, 

Organización.; Fundación De La Universidad En Guatemala.; Universidad De San Carlos De 

Guatemala: Tricentenario, 1676-1976.; Estatutos Y Constituciones Reales De La Regia Universidad 

De San Carlos De Goathemala: Año De 1681.” The Hispanic American Historical Review 58, no. 1: 

109–11, accessed May 6, 2016, http://wwww.jstor.org/stable/2513618. 

3 John Tate Lanning, The Eighteenth-Century Enlightenment in The University of San Carlos 

de Guatemala (Ithaca, New York : Cornell University Press, 1956), 7.  

4 Ibid., 8. 

http://wwww.jstor.org/stable/2513618
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Spanish to the native peoples.5 Similar debates arose about the establishment of a 

university every fifty years or so until 1676.6  In spite of the Council’s inaction, Charles 

II of Spain recognized the institute and named it, La Real Universidad de San Carlos by 

royal cédula on January 31, 1676.7 

 Amidst unstable financial backing and a lack of bureaucratic procedures, the 

University struggled for nearly a decade. In 1681, judge-superintendent, Francisco Sarassa 

y Arce, reorganized the University’s institutional structure. Over the course of the next 

century, the University experienced an intellectual revolution that abandoned static 

scholasticism in favor of modern pedagogical techniques.8  

Similar to the State, the University underwent a series of philosophical alterations. 

For example, Mariano Galvéz, a governor of the Federal Republic of Central America, 

secularized the institution in 1834. The same year, government officials changed the name 

to La Academia de Estudios. As the United Provinces of Central America fragmented, the 

Roman Catholic Church reclaimed the University.9 The Concordat of 1854 reinforced 

ecclesiastical control of Nacional y Pontifica Universidad de San Carlos de Guatemala. 

                                                 
5 Ibid., 8. 

6 Ibid., 9.  

7 George M Addy, "University of San Carlos de Guatemala, University," Encyclopedia of 

Latin American History and Culture, ed.s  Jay Kinsbruner and Erick D. Langer (Detroit: Charles 

Scribner's Sons, 2008): 699-700. 

8 Students contested dictation and rote memory as signifiers of learning and understanding. 

9 The Federal Republic of Central America was a union of the Central American republics of 

Costa Rica, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, and El Salvador. In 1838, the confederation splintered 

amidst political rivalries and issues of regional hegemony.  
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Under the international treaty, Captain General, Rafael Carrera ceded the Guatemalan 

education system to the regular orders of the Catholic Church.10 In exchange, citizens 

maintained expropriated holy lands, and the Guatemalan State gained minimal oversight 

over the Church. Although the ecclesiastical officials monopolized the Guatemalan 

education system for nearly four decades, General Justo Rufino Barrios disrupted the status 

quo in 1875. 

To enact distinct separation between Church and State, General Barrios shut down 

the Pontifical University of San Carlos Borromeo.11 In its place, he founded the National 

University of San Carlos of Guatemala. In contrast to its earlier theological orientation, it 

was a positivist institute concentrating on professional and technical expertise.12 Despite 

the University’s decentralized facultades or departments and increased dependence on the 

Ministry of Public Education for curriculum standards, students matriculated with degrees 

in law, social and political sciences, medicine and pharmacy after completing five years of 

                                                 
10 The Concordat of 1854 granted the Catholic Church the right to censor all published 

materials in the country.  

11 United, States Embassy, Guatemalan Universities, 1972, 

http://ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/1679093955?accountid=7

118 (accessed November 5, 2015). 

12 Ralph Lee Woodward Jr., "Barrios, Justo Rufino (1835–1885)," in Encyclopedia of Latin 

American History and Culture, ed.s Jay Kinsbruner and Erick D. Langer (Detroit : Charles Scribner's 

Sons, 2008) Gale Virtual Reference Library (accessed May 1, 2017) 

http://go.galegroup.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/ps/i.do?p=GVRL&sw=w&u=txshracd2598&v=2.1&it

=r&id=GALE%7CCX3078900597&sid=summon&asid=4913719fbe4ac383e4af46d22152d8ff. 

Barrios paired University reforms with the commencement of a new public education system that 

included state secondary and normal schools in Guatemala City and Quetzaltenango. By expropriating 

Church lands, decreasing ecclesiastical officials in Guatemala, and establishing religious liberty, 

Barrios eliminated the conservative opposition. Since rural Guatemalans had little access to education 

other than by means of their local curates, his educational reforms did not benefit campesinos like it 

did for middle and upper class urban Guatemalans.  
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study. With Decreto Gubernativo 140, the Guatemalan government seized control in 1875. 

Until 1944, the Executive Branch managed internal university affairs and the Guatemalan 

Head of State chose its officials.13 Although the name changed three other occasions, the 

1944 October Revolution ushered the last ideological transformation of the institute.14 

After the Guatemalan Revolution, the Revolutionary Junta granted the University 

its autonomy.15 From that point on, the University of San Carlos of Guatemala (USAC) 

controlled all its own funds, established its own curriculum, and selected its own rector.16 

In exchange for the academy’s examination of national issues, the Junta endowed USAC 

with an annual budget of 2.5 percent of public revenues. However, the revolutionary 

government granted the University only a semblance of economic autonomy since the State 

                                                 
13 According to Giovanna González, an archivist at The General Archive of The University 

of San Carlos, Barrios replaced El Consejo Universitario with El Ministerio de Instrucción Publica 

during the 1880s.   

14 United, States Embassy, Guatemalan Universities, 1972. The University was also known 

as Instrucción Profesional in 1879, Universidad Estrada Cabrera in 1918, and Universidad Nacional 

de Guatemala in 1928. 

15 Since the Spanish conquest of Central and South America, Europeans exploited Mayan 

labor. Some initial inhabitants forced the indigenous population to work as slaves. Even though the 

Spanish Crown abolished slavery in 1811, racism continued discriminatory labor arrangements. 

During the next century, indigenous populations served as a cheap work force for Guatemala’s 

plantation owners. Under the patronage system, Mayan farm hands experienced a state of perpetual 

poverty. Other indigenous peoples cultivated on unclaimed lands. In time, these lands became small 

peasant farms. In the early twentieth-century, the government transformed this arrangement. Through 

the implementation of vagrancy laws, the Guatemalan State forced small peasant farmers to forfeit 

their lands. Without alternatives, rural peasants sought employment on large monopolistic plantations. 

With jails and whipping posts, some estates normalized violence against poor and indigenous 

Guatemalans. In 1944, a popular uprising of middle-class teachers, students, and junior military 

officers advocated to reform existing labor relations. The movement known as the October Revolution 

ended the authoritarian regime of Jorge Ubico. 

16 Ivonne Wallace Fuentes, “Student Cultural Production in Guatemala as Politics: Thought 

on One Hundred Years of the Huelga de Dolores,” Journal of Latin American Cultural Studies 8, no. 

1 (1999): 91. 
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controlled budget increase requests.17 Despite USAC’s limited financial autonomy, the 

institution enjoyed political and administrative sovereignty.  

Within twenty years, the Constitution solidified the institution’s position vis-à-vis 

the State. It challenged USAC to study and to resolve national problems with technical 

expertise. To shield the University community and its grounds from security forces, the 

Revolutionary Junta established “immunity of the campus.”18 In order for law enforcement 

to step foot on the university precincts, they needed the rector’s explicit consent. When 

State repression of civil liberties increased after the removal of Árbenz, the University 

became the center of resistance and opposition for a cross section of the Guatemalan 

population because its autonomy provided these groups some protection from violence.19 

The Revolutionary Junta’s actions not only empowered, but also expanded USAC.  

                                                 
17 Since the Spanish conquest of Central and South America, Europeans have exploited 

Mayan labor. Some initial inhabitants forced the indigenous population to work as slaves. Even 

though the Spanish Crown abolished slavery in 1811, racism continued discriminatory labor 

arrangements. Over the course of the next century, indigenous populations served as a cheap work 

force for Guatemala’s plantation owners. Others cultivated unclaimed lands. In time, these lands 

became small peasant farms. Under the patronage system, Mayan farm hands experienced a state of 

perpetual poverty. In the early twentieth-century, the government transformed this arrangement. 

Through the implementation of vagrancy laws, the Guatemalan State forced small peasant farmers to 

forfeit their lands. Without alternatives, rural peasants sought employment on large monopolistic 

plantations. Equipped with jails and whipping posts, some estates normalized violence against poor 

and indigenous Guatemalans. In 1944, a popular uprising of middle-class teachers, students, and 

junior military officers advocated to reform existing labor relations. The movement ended the 

authoritarian regime of Jorge Ubico. 

18 Fuentes, “Student Cultural Production in Guatemala as Politics,” 91. Luigi Einaudi, 

"University Autonomy and Academic Freedom in Latin America," Law and Contemporary Problems 

28, no. 3 (1963): 636-46. doi:10.2307/1190650. 

19 Luigi Einaudi, "University Autonomy and Academic Freedom in Latin America," Law and 

Contemporary Problems 28, no. 3 (1963): 636-46. doi:10.2307/1190650. 
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The Revolutionary Junta increased the accessibility of higher education to sectors 

of the Guatemalan population through bureaucratic changes. By eliminating admission 

quotas and tuition payments that had been implemented under the previous president, Jorge 

Ubico, officials raised enrollment drastically. Attendance increased from 705 students in 

1944 to nearly 1,809 in 1947.20 At the time of Árbenz’s removal in 1954, nearly 3,500 

students attended USAC.21 Despite government instability, USAC continued to grow in 

population and in size. 

By 1972, USAC educated a student body of approximately 12, 373.22 Most of its 

students were between the ages of twenty-four and twenty-six and attended college part-

time.23 At the time, women composed about seventeen percent of the undergraduate 

population concentrated in humanities and social science studies. In its 1972 assessment, 

the U.S. Embassy described the student body as very diverse. Since the Guatemala 

government provided about eighty percent of the USAC budget, tuition amounted to Q 65 

per semester. Compared to the student fees of private institutions that emerged in the 1960s 

and 1970s, USAC was the most cost efficient. Although the Guatemalan State allocated Q 

4,535,776, USAC claimed that it was owed substantially more funds.24  

                                                 
20 María de los Ángeles Aguilar Velásquez, “From Saboteurs to Communists: University 

Student Movement and Police Repression in Guatemala” (partial requirement for special honors, The 

University of Texas, 2009), 16. 

21 Ibid., 16. 

22 United, States Embassy, Guatemalan Universities, 1972. 

23 United, States Embassy, Guatemalan Universities, 1972. 

24 United, States Embassy, Guatemalan Universities, 1972. 
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The University of San Carlos appealed to not only the lower-middle class, but also 

the elites. Since USAC had a long history as the nation’s only intuition of higher education, 

the upper-classes view it was a sense of reverence.25 For some families, it had become a 

tradition to send all of their children to USAC.  

Yet, this was not the only reason elites attended. Since USAC was the largest of its 

kind at the time, it provided exclusive programs that were not offered anywhere else in the 

country. USAC contained twelve colleges that provided courses in a range of academic 

disciplines from law to dentistry. To expand the student base, officials opened a branch in 

Quetzaltenango. An additional 655 students took classes at this location in law, economics, 

humanities, and rural social work.  

Despite extensive academic opportunities, some Guatemalans became dissatisfied 

with the educational quality at The University of San Carlos. According to a 1972 U.S. 

Embassy report, only about three percent of students obtained a degree and graduated.26 

Since most students attended part-time, the report continued, the average undergraduate 

took between twelve and fourteen years to complete his or her studies.27 Although urban 

Guatemalans’ discontent with USAC’s academic caliber became more visible during the 

1950s, students’ calls for higher quality faculty began several decades earlier.   

                                                 
25 United, States Embassy, Guatemalan Universities, 1972. 

26 United, States Embassy, Guatemalan Universities, 1972. 

27 United, States Embassy, Guatemalan Universities, 1972. Also, the report noted that USAC 

had twelve to one student to teacher ratios even though most professors worked part-time. 
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The USAC community’s involvement in political agitation started at the turn of the 

twentieth century. Beginning around 1898, students took a short vacation from course work 

the week before Semana Santa (Easter week).28 Undergraduates from the Law and Medical 

Schools celebrated the break by enjoying music, fireworks, spirits, and satirical student 

newspapers. Other than Vos dirés (You Will Say) and No Nos Tientes (Do Not Tempt Us), 

which poked fun of University administrators and government officials, the event was not 

political in nature.29   

In April 1903, the event transitioned from a student festivity into what Federico 

Hernández de León coined La Huelga de Dolores (Strike for Sorrows). During a public 

ceremony at the USAC Law School, police clashed with students killing one and wounding 

others.30 In response, students suspended the publication of No Nos Tientes for nearly four 

years. Under the leadership of the newly founded Association of University Students 

(AEU), the satirical paper transitioned into a medium of political resistance beginning in 

the 1920s.31  

On May 22, 1920, a group of students from various University departments 

established the AEU to represent the concerns of undergraduates in both internal and 

external forums. Similar to his predecessor Estrada Cabrera, President Jorge Ubico 

                                                 
28 Fuentes, “Student Cultural Production in Guatemala as Politics,” 90. 

29 Ibid., 90.  

30 Ibid., 90.  

31 Ibid., 90.  
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outlawed the organization and others like it.32 Despite his efforts to prevent student 

organizing, the group campaigned for the removal of Ubico’s appointees to University 

positions. What began as a protest for better prepared and committed faculty in early 1943 

transformed into a movement for Ubico’s removal in 1944.33  

Inspired by student involvement in the removal of Salvadoran dictator, 

Maximiliano Hernández Martínez in 1944, San Carlistas planned a strike against the Ubico 

administration. Undergraduates demanded the replacement of Ubico’s University 

appointees and the creation of a College of Humanities. When AEU leaders continued to 

coordinate the boycott despite Ubico’s concessions to their demands, he instructed 

authorities to suspend the Constitution and to arrest the newly elected AEU officers, 

Manuel Galich, Ávila Ayala, and Mario Méndez Montenegro.34 In an effort to reestablish 

his executive authority, Ubico repressed civil liberties with violence, which prompted 

widespread social unrest. Shortly after, the President commanded his officers to fire upon 

a crowd of schoolteachers protesting the regime. Before the end of the month, labor groups 

joined the mounting opposition. By July 1, 1944, Ubico resigned from office. 

                                                 
32 Heather Vrana, “’Do Not Tempt Us’ : The Guatemala University in Protest, Memory, and 

Political Change, 1944-Present,” (PhD diss, Indiana University, 2013), 16-17.  Vrane notes that in 

1899, students founded the first student association known as the Law Society. Shortly after its 

formation, President Estrada Cabrera arrested the organization’s President, Salvador Mendieta.  

33 Ibid., 62.  

34 Ibid., 71. According to Vrana, the AEU leaders reached safety in the Mexico Embassy 

before Ubico’s agents could take the students into custody.  
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Like his predecessor, Interim President Federico Ponce Vaides failed to suppress 

student-incited political resistance. After the fall of Ubico, AEU leaders pressed for the 

appointment of a new University rector and the removal of law enforcement officers from 

the campus. Following a fraudulent election in which Ponce emerged as the victorious 

presidential candidate, the United Front (UF) planned to overthrow his administration by 

force.35 Although the UF included students within its ranks, it was not a University 

affiliated organization. Before an armed insurrection commenced, Captain Jacobo Árbenz 

Guzmán and Major Francisco Javier Arana overthrew the Ponce government with a group 

of young army officers. Árbenz, Arana, and Jorge Toriello, a USAC alumnus formed the 

Revolutionary Junta that granted USAC autonomy and oversaw the selection of 

Guatemala’s first democratically-elected president, Juan José Arévalo.  

Despite the University of San Carlos's involvement in the formation of government 

policy following the 1944 October Revolution, the USAC community did not embrace 

government reforms unconditionally.36 The University accepted the reforms of the Arévalo 

government, according to Amnesty International but, “did not lend total support to the 

reforms proposed by President Árbenz.”
37 Some University students opposed any 

                                                 
35 Ibid., 75.  

36 Ángeles Aguilar Velásquez, “From Saboteurs to Communists,” 11. Supported by the 

Frente Popular Libertador Party largely comprised of students and educators, Arévalo won the 

election with 86 percent of the vote. Since he was only 40 years old when he assumed office, he had a 

young cabinet composed of several USAC students some of which were still finishing their 

coursework. 

37 “Guatemala Campaign Circular No. 10: Repression in Academic Sector in Guatemala,” 20 

de julio 1979, Amnesty International, CIRMA, Antigua, Guatemala, Archivo Histórico, Colección de 

Reportes de Amnistía International. 
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presidential actions that failed to prioritize the Guatemalan people, to use fact-based 

evidence as support, and to uphold democratic principles. Yet, the majority of 

demonstrators prior to Árbenz’s removal, tended to be political conservatives. Student 

activist involved in the Committee of Anticommunist University Students (CEUA) 

protested his domestic policy agenda, which included the nationalization of various 

international corporations. Elites felt land, labor, and education reforms that expanded 

opportunities for marginalized groups, diminished the upper-class’ status, power, and 

prestige.38 

After the military removed Árbenz’s and installed Carlos Castillo Armas in 1954, 

there was an ideological shift in the composition of USAC student protesters. Some 

demanded a return to democracy, whereas others advocated for a communist revolution. 

Since USAC students and teachers challenged the ensuing authoritarian military 

governments, The United States and the Guatemalan State conflated all forms of activism 

as communist subversion since this permitted them to suppress it legally.39  

Rather than embrace the USAC’s constitutional mandate to provide technical 

expertise and support in resolving national dilemmas, the Guatemalan 

counterrevolutionary governments attempted to discredit the University as a site of radical 

communist resistance during the Cold War. To consolidate the counterrevolution, Castillo 

Armas established the Committee of Security to oversee the National Police’s (PN) efforts 

                                                 
38 Ibid., 13. 

39 Ibid., 13. 
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to eliminate communism and government opposition.40 Then, he restored some to their 

previous security positions under the Ubico regime. Bernabé Linares, for example, 

resumed his post with the Guatemalan secret police.41 

 To silence University students’ opposition to their authoritarian tendencies, 

government executives marked all student activists as radical leftists. In 1959, Ydígoras 

proclaimed that USAC created communism.
42

 Because counterrevolutionary law dictated 

that police respond to government opposition and communist subversion in the same 

manner, officials continued to meld the University community with the political left well 

into the late 1970s. During an interview with the media, The Minister of the Interior, who’s 

responsible for domestic law enforcement, proclaimed all University student groups like 

the AEU to be guerrilla organizations.
43

 A pamphlet entitled, “Alternative: Liberty or 

Communism” (Alternativa: Libertad o Comunismo)” exhibited its creators’ Cold War 

anxieties about the spread of communism throughout Latin American after the Cuban 

Revolution. The authors charged that Marxists infiltrated “into the very heart of the 

University of San Carlos” through their occupation of high administrative posts, which 

“made the University a subversive conduit.” Originators argued that communist leaders 

                                                 

 40 Ibid., 13.   

41 Ibid., 13.  

42 “Homenaje a Oliverio Castañeda,” Voz Informativa Universitaria, no. 6 Época VI Año VI, 

División de Publicidad e Información, Universidad de San Carlos de Guatemala, CIRMA, Antigua, 

Guatemala, Archivo Histórico, Colección de Robert H. Trudeau sobre Política de Guatemala. 

43 “Guatemala Campaign Circular No. 10: Repression in Academic Sector in Guatemala,” 20 

de julio 1979, Amnesty International, CIRMA, Antigua, Guatemala, Archivo Histórico, Colección de 

Reportes de Amnistía International. 
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mobilized University and secondary students “to attain objectives…determined by their 

masters in Moscow and Cuba.”
44 Using similar language, The Minister of Interior, Álvarez 

Ruiz, asserted that there were between twenty and thirty University organizations with 

“communist tendencies” in 1978. Unlike the creators of the “Alternative: Liberty or 

Communism” pamphlet, he was unsure whether or not San Carlistas belonged to them or 

were advised by them.
45

Although some USAC students and faculty identified as Marxists 

and guerrilla supporters, other San Carlistas resisted authorities’ systematic categorization 

of all student organizers as communists. In a No Nos Tientes editorial, the writer contended 

that defending democratic principles and the autonomy of the University in the face of 

oppression did not make someone a leftist insurgent.46   

As the United States declared the War on Drugs, Guatemalan officials shifted the 

language used to justify violence and impunity against students. At the height of the Cold 

War, officials cast students as communists prone to violence. On the cusp of the 1980s, 

Guatemalan law enforcement started to associate students with not only communism, but 

also illegal drug use. In December 1978, a pamphlet, scattered throughout the University 

                                                 
44 “Guatemala Campaign Circular No. 10: Repression in Academic Sector in Guatemala,” 20 

de julio 1979, Amnesty International, CIRMA, Antigua, Guatemala, Archivo Histórico, Colección de 

Reportes de Amnistía International. 

45  “Guatemala Campaign Circular No. 10: Repression in Academic Sector in Guatemala,” 

20 de julio 1979, Amnesty International, CIRMA, Antigua, Guatemala, Archivo Histórico, Colección 

de Reportes de Amnistía International. 

46 No Nos Tientes, 13 de abril 1955, CIRMA, Antigua, Guatemala, Archivo Histórico, 

Colección de Publicaciones Satíricas. 



 16 

grounds, compared drug use in the Limonada neighborhood to the USAC campus. It 

characterized the two places “as controversial poles of social disintegration.”
47  

Authorities cited claims of victims’ involvement with illicit drugs to justify police 

repression, violence, and impunity. On December 21 1978, Francisco Javier Fuentes Mejia 

was shot and run over by jeep as he left the USAC campus. After he succumbed to his 

injuries, the security forces emphasized his previous arrest on marijuana charges to justify 

their lack of investigation.
48

 Police linked individuals and areas with illegal drugs to 

validate not only impunity for violence, but also increased surveillance and oppression. In 

February 1979, the Minister of Education, Colonel Clementino Castillo, requested the aid 

of security forces to combat the drug trade established near secondary schools. His appeals 

coincided other repressive mechanisms aimed to curb teacher and student organizing at 

institutions of learning.  

To quell campus resistance, authorities like Colonel Carlos Arana Osorio, president 

from 1970 to 1974, threatened to respond to University opposition with violence through 

loosely connected paramilitary groups.
49 In October 1978, the Secret Anti-Communist 

Army (ESA) dispersed fliers across the campus that sentenced thirty-eight University 
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members to death. In 1985, another organization known as the Universitarios Auténticos 

issued a communique indicting a list of students, professors, and staff members of Marxist 

and communist affiliation.
50

 The group warned that if University officials did not resolve 

this problem, then the USAC administration would be responsible for the wave of violence 

and killings that followed their inaction.
51

 

By associating all casualties with communism, security forces perpetuated not only 

violence but also a culture of impunity. To discredit victims in death, assailants placed 

incriminating memorabilia on or near the crime scene. Julieta Esperanza Sánchez Castillo, 

a teacher and supervisor of USAID-funded rural education program in Guatemala City died 

with her daughter, Piedad Esperanza Barrios Sánchez, a 22-year-old law student and 

cooperative accountant in a car fire. Police claimed that they discovered incriminating 

documents in the vehicle, but the papers had not been burned like the victims’ bodies.52 In 

another instance, the press highlighted specific details about an individual’s political past. 

                                                 
50 “Memorandum Presented to the Government Guatemala Following Mission to Country 

April 1985 Amnesty International Secretariat,” Amnesty International, 2 enero de 1986, CIRMA, 

Antigua, Guatemala, Archivo Histórico, Colección de Reportes de Amnistía Internacional. 

51 “Memorandum Presented to the Government Guatemala Following Mission to Country 

April 1985 Amnesty International Secretariat,” Amnesty International, 2 enero de 1986, CIRMA, 

Antigua, Guatemala, Archivo Histórico, Colección de Reportes de Amnistía Internacional. The 

Minister of the Interior blamed USAC administrators for the “the wave of violence, crime, drug 

trafficking that has crashed upon the University” following the death of Colonel Miguel Angel Giron 

Matareno, Chief of the F Corps of the National Police (PN). The PN concluded guerrillas killed him 

and three of his body guards. Within an hour, members of the PN enter the University precincts in 

plain clothes and unregistered vehicles. Twenty-five officers shot at students. In response, University 

administrators suspended classes for two days while waiting for an explanation from authorities.  

52 “Guatemala Update: Amnesty International’s Human Rights Concern in Guatemala Since 

the August 1983 Coup Which Brought General Oscar Humberto Mejía Víctores,” 22 de diciembre de 

1983, Amnesty International, CIRMA, Antigua, Guatemala, Archivo Histórico, Colección de Reportes 

de Amnistía Internacional. 



 18 

When Roberto Sisniega, a teacher at the USAC Law School was machine gunned, the 

media noted that he was a left-wing student leader in the 1960s.53 By relating victims of 

violence with the political left, the Guatemalan authorities rationalized brief investigations 

that rarely identified or penalized perpetrators.  

Some Guatemalan security officials defended violence perpetrated against San 

Carlistas. Despite police denial of involvement in the March 1980 incident, the Minister of 

Interior, Álvarez Ruiz, justified the killing of Alejandro Cotí Lopez, an USAC engineering 

student. He absolved the assailants by stressing that Cotí was a member of The Guerrilla 

Army of the Poor (EGP).54 The Minister concluded “and they say they are only university 

students.”
55 When violence failed to lessen students’ participation in public forums, 

government officials attempted off-set the influence of the USAC with the establishment 

of private institutions of higher learning. 
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THE EMERGENCE OF PRIVATE “APOLITICAL” INSTITUTIONS 

To mitigate the communist influences within USAC and disturb the University’s 

existing monopoly on higher education, conservative business men and religious groups 

funded by USAID founded a series of alternatives. The U.S. Embassy in Guatemala 

reported, “The private universities were founded in the last decade [1960s] basically 

because of a reaction by certain sectors against USAC's ‘leftist’ philosophy, low academic 

standards, and monopoly on higher education.”56 Although private universities provided 

some Guatemalans with alternative institutions of higher learning, private universities did 

not permit the same degree of political freedom. 

 By law, private universities and the political associations within them must remain 

apolitical.57 To ensure that each institution maintained the proper standards, the Minister 

of Education established the Council of Higher Private Education. Composed of members 

from each University, including USAC, and two additional non-academic delegates, the 

Council provided political oversight into on-going activities at each institution of higher 

learning.58 Approved by the Ministry of Education, four private colleges emerged during 

the 1960s and 1970s.59  

The first was Rafael Landivar University (URL). Founded by Jesuits in 1962, URL 

had nearly 1,924 students in 1971. Since it cost about Q 300 to attend per semester in 1970 

                                                 
56 United, States Embassy, Guatemalan Universities, 1972. 

57 United, States Embassy, Guatemalan Universities, 1972. 

58 United, States Embassy, Guatemalan Universities, 1972. 

59 United, States Embassy, Guatemalan Universities, 1972. 



 20 

and the administration offered minimal scholarships, most of institute’s students belonged 

to the upper-middle- and upper-classes.60 About thirty-two percent of the students were 

women, which was the second highest of all five colleges of this period.61 The University 

was composed of three colleges that offered degrees in social sciences and certificates in 

subjects like business administration, and secondary teaching training. Over one-third of 

URL’s students participated in its three-year teaching programs located at five centers 

across the country.62 Five years after the establishment of URL in Zone 16 of Guatemala, 

Mariano Gálvez University opened its doors. 

The second was Mariano Gálvez University (UMG). Founded in 1967 by a group 

of evangelicals, the UMG had approximately 562 students in 1971. Although UMG 

specialized in civil engineering and education, it also offered medical aid training at its 

branch in Chiquimula.63 Because of the University’s location and the types of programs 

offered, the U.S. Embassy determined that most of its students were middle-class urban 

professionals trying to improve their socioeconomic status through education.64 

Like UMG, most Del Valle University (UVG) students identified as middle-class. 

In 1968, the Board of Trustees of the local American School established Del Valle 
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University.65 Although UVG had the largest semester fees, a significant number of its 

students had full or partial scholarships.66 In comparison to the other intuitions, UVG had 

the highest proportion of female students. Approximately forty-two percent of its 266 

students were women enrolled in humanities, law, social science, and education courses.  

Initiated by Manuel Musso Ayau and a group of conservative business men of the 

MLN, Francisco Marroquín University (UFM) opened in 1972. At the time the U.S. 

Embassy completed its report, UFM had not opened officially. Aimed towards elite with a 

semester cost of Q 600, the University intended to offer a liberal arts education with courses 

in law teach humanities, and theology.67 Together, these private institutions challenged the 

monopoly of USAC in higher education.  

To mitigate perceived left-leaning ideologies of USAC, the United States provided 

funding to private intuitions beginning in the 1960s. In 1971, URL financed a teaching-

training project with Q 60,000 from USAID.68 The same year, UVG received a grant for Q 

40,000 for faculty members at to obtain additional math-science training at Universities 

abroad.69 

In addition to sponsoring separate university programs, USAID provided grants to 

inter-university programs. In 1971, URL and UVG received a grant of Q 25,000 to develop 
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a joint library program.70 Additional projects included the development of El Centro 

Universitario, a 700-bed housing and activity center. Although the program the U.S. 

Embassy considered the project a success since there was nothing comparable in the 

country, assistance was cut in 1971.71 Through the development of private institutions to 

increase competition for funding, the United States pressured USAC officials to adjust their 

response to student activists. 

Despite decreased USAID and USIS funding because of San Carlistas’ activism, 

USAC officials did not attempt to inhibit student organizing in the early 1970s. The USAC 

Rector and the student body opted to fulfill their national duties. In 1971, the University of 

San Carlos received Q 65,000 for upper-level dental, medical, and agronomical students.72 

Although Washington initially approved the grant, U.S. officials cancelled it later. “…it 

was believed unwise to become involved with San Carlos” the U.S. Embassy in Guatemala 

argued, especially after “the rejection of the BID loan and the distrust and distaste with 

which the Government regarded the University…”73 In the early 1960s, The United States 

channeled funding for internal reforms at the USAC to eliminate communist subversion.74 
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However, by the late 1960s, the U.S. advocated for decreased funding to USAC in favor 

of other institutions. 

Government officials attempted to restrain undergraduates’ mobilization by 

disrupting student enrollment and registration. Deputy Marco Horacio Mejía Palma, for 

example, proposed terminating the registrations of students affiliated with political 

activities.
75 In 1978, the President Fernando Romeo Lucas García refused to increase the 

USAC budget as long as it participated in what the government considered subversive 

activities.
76

 To combat rising inflation, USAC’s President considered raising students’ 

tuition and fees to fill the gap.  

Plans that suggested inflating undergraduates’ costs to attend USAC distressed 

student leaders. During an interview with El Centro de Reportes Informativos sobre 

Guatemala (CERIGUA), AEU leaders, Oliverio Castañeda de León, José Juan Pérez, and 

José González expressed their concerns that the Rector would enlarge student fees between 

five to twenty quetzals. Despite his promises to students in front of the press not to do so, 
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they felt the Rector had grown close to the President.
77

 San Carlistas’ fears about the rising 

financial costs of a university education transcended ideological boundaries. The Robin 

García Student Front (FERG) promised to expand scholarships and to control prices at the 

cafeterias and book stores in their 1980 election campaign. These undergraduate activists 

worried that mounting costs inhibited citizens’ access to college educations and slowly 

eliminated the reform efforts of 1947 literacy campaign.
78

  

Despite government authorities’ attempts to weaken University authority and 

expertise, the USAC community maintained that they would not abandon their 

constitutional duty to resolve national problems. Amidst rumors of legislative reforms that 

would infringe on University autonomy and suppress the political manifestations of 

undergraduates, Dr. Roberto Valdeavellano Pinot, USAC Rector from 1974 to 1978, 

affirmed that USAC would not abdicate its inalienable obligation to question and debate 

national problems.
79

 Students embraced their responsibility to use their knowledge and 
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expertise to better the Guatemalan nation. In September 1953, El Derecho, the student 

newspaper of the Students’ Rights Association (AED), recognized the importance of 

students to not only to land careers, but also discover clever solutions to the problems that 

plagued their lives and culture. The author emphasized university collaboration and 

students’ aspirations to serve the national culture in an honest and meaningful way.
80

 In 

1962 edition of No Nos Tientes, the editors argued that students possessed not only the 

right but the responsibility to unite and to speak out against government dishonesty, 

fraudulent elections, and misrule in general.81 

During the civil war, this dedication to the restoration of constitutional rights 

persisted despite waves of repression. In 1966, El Estudiante, a modest USAC student 

publication indicted MLN Party President, Méndez Montenegro, for amplifying the 

extreme rights’ campaign of terrorism against the media.82 Efforts to “put the press in line 

by forcing their silence on revolutionary activities” the author argued allowed “the 

government to alter news to complement the labor of the army and the police.”83 In 

response to the MLN’s economic pressure and death threats, several owners decided to 
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shut down their newspapers. According to the authors, El Estudiante experienced these 

intimidation tactics, too. Yet, the paper occupied a unique position. Shielded by University 

autonomy and freed from financial dependence on advertisement revenues, El Estudiante 

could continue to protest the suppression of civil liberties by publishing about the 

revolutionary groups. The students expressed that if El Estudiante ceased to publish, it was 

by choice. They wanted to fight government suppression of the free press to ensure that 

every Guatemalan citizen had access to the information needed to articulate their political 

positions and to recognize fake news. “We suppose El Estudiante will be persecuted under 

legal forums by the authorities” the authors continued, “but it does not matter since we will 

continue to overcome these obstacles despite threats to our personal safety.”84 When such 

threats failed to inhibit the movements of resistance, security forces perpetuated acts of 

terror against USAC students, faculty, and staff.  

Through the 1970s and 1980s, USAC officials expressed their concern about the 

waves of violence and death that terrorized the campus community. They cited indifference 

of Interior Minister Álvarez Ruiz and the police commanders.
85 In response to a television 

broadcast, Detective Chief Manuel Valiente Tellez told reporters that University protests 
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against violence “‘make me laugh.’”
86

 Government officials and security forces 

callousness towards the student movement further polarized the two groups.  

In 1977, Rector Dr. Roberto Valdeavellano Pinot indicted the repressive tactics of 

the Kjell Eugencio Laugerud García administration for its failure to recognize the value of 

university expertise.87 “Trying to combat social unrest with social injustice” he expressed 

“does not contribute to the search for a solution to the inadequate economic structure, 

which is fundamental to the problems that causes citizens to suffer and is paid with tens of 

deaths weekly.”
88 He argued that responding to social unrest with violence was “simply 

irresponsible” since the intensification of repression, political intimidation, 

marginalization, and exploitation did not resolve the great economic disparities at root of 

the economic crisis. The use of violence protected existing social and political hierarchies. 

The Rector referenced Guatemala’s extensive economic disparities rooted in land 

scarcity and illiteracy.
89 Since most of the country’s population lived in the mountains, land 
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was scarce. Two-thirds of the population and nine-tenths of the rural population worked in 

subsistence farming on milpas that amounted to less than seventeen acres. Middle-class 

family farms did not exist. To compound these disparities, repression slowed the progress 

of literacy and social development campaigns, which strained the Guatemala economy 

during the internal conflict by creating rising inflation.
90  

Since the 1930s, Guatemala maintained a one dollar to one-quetzal exchange rate.
91

 

In the 1908s, this all changes. The deficit amounted to nearly $526-million and Q1.60 

equaled $1.
92

 A black market for U.S. dollars emerged because the quetzal was unable and 

did not maintain its value. Recognizing the potential for an economic downturn, the Rector 

suggested the nation implement an independent economy.  

The Rector echoed the sentiments of students and popular leaders that called for 

public participation in political decisions. In an open-letter, he argued that the only path to 

an effective administration that protected rights and interests of its citizens was to 

democratize of the government and adopt an independent national economy. He 

demonstrated that a self-sufficient economy could shield the country from external 

economic fluctuations. For the independent national economy to succeed; however, it 
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would have to act in the best interests of the entire country rather than small minorities and 

international businesses.  

The executives’ efforts to limit all political dissent through widespread violence 

united ideological diverse groups into broad coalitions of resistance based on the 

University grounds. Throughout the civil war, unionists, campesinos, and secondary school 

teachers called upon USAC to intervene on their behalf against the repressive tactics of the 

authoritarian regimes. This collaborative organizing transformed the University campus 

into a site of concentrated resistance, which provided activists with some protections 

against police brutality. 

 In July 1978, the inhabitants of Guatemala City were without public transit for the 

third time in four years. The National Federation for Transportation Workers (FENOT) 

paralyzed the metropolitan bus system with a strike demanding higher salaries for 

conductors to combat inflation and increasing standards of living.93 Even though protesters 

suspended bus services in both March 1974 and December 1976, management succumbed 

to workers’ demands and increased the urban conductors’ salaries. To maintain the same 

levels of profits, transportation companies increased fare prices by one-hundred percent 

from five to ten cents.94 In both of the previous instances, the transportation disruptions 
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lasted less than a week.
95

 In 1978, strikers and management companies did not reach and 

speedy resolution and the transportation system remained inoperable for more than three 

months. Strikers involved the University of San Carlos in their dispute with the transit 

companies, which transformed the issue into a national conflict about citizen’s rights to 

public services, the impact of economic policies creating inflation, and government-

sponsored repression.  

Understanding University autonomy provided some defense from government and 

police retaliation, the conductors involved USAC in their dispute with transit companies. 

Without informing the University Council, drivers initiated the strike by parking more than 

200 busses on the University precincts. Strikers presumed that the University community 

would be compelled to act on their behalf in service of San Carlistas’ constitutional 

obligations to settle national disputes. In a press release, University President, Osorio Paz, 

professed the USAC community’s sympathy with transportation workers’ demands for 

salaries raises to defray the cost of increasing standards of living. Despite their support for 

living wages, USAC did not support a spike in fare prices similar to those in 1976 and 

1978.96 Higher ticket prices, he declared, disadvantaged the precarious position of the 
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popular classes that depended on public transit.97 Amidst the public statements of the 

Rector and the University Council in the conflict, the Minister of Work conceded to their 

involvement.  

The Minister of Work organized a multi-institutional commission to study the issue 

and present a plan for resolution. Composed of representatives of the University of San 

Carlos, the Municipio, the Catholic Church, the Ministry of Work, the Ministry of 

Economy and Finance, FENOT, the Union of Automobile and Similar Conductors (SPAS), 

the National Committee of United Unions, the Associated and Non-Associated 

Transportation Owners, the Chamber of Commerce, the Chamber of Industry, the Transit 

Council, the Guatemalan Journalists’ Association, the Institution of Nutrition of Central 

American and Panama, and regular transportation riders.98 The delegation recommended 

that private urban transit corporations transfer their assets to the municipality.  

In September 1978, after nearly two months without a busing system, the 

Guatemala City Council thanked the representations for their time and rebuffed USAC’s 

offers to develop a structure for municipal ownership of urban transit. Even though the 

Guatemalan Constitution mandated USAC’s role in resolving local and national problems, 

the municipal and national governments throughout the civil war rejected USAC’s efforts 
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to offer expertise and to translate policy into practice.
99

 To culminate support for increase 

fares out of citizens’ desperation for resumption of service, the municipal authorities 

delayed resolving the problem and exacerbated the crisis.
100

 

Sensing the rising distress, the President convened members of the Municipal 

Council and government functionaries with conductors and the transportation companies 

for twelve hours behind closed doors. He did not invite members of USAC.
101

 The next 

day, the Municipal Council agreed to increase not only the daily workday earnings of bus 

drivers by two quetzals from Q 3.13 to Q 5.13, but also the price of tickets by ten cents.102 

During the initial three days after the implementation of the increase in transit fares, there 

were no public protests.  
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public service which is the main and only objective of a system of public bus transport. Arguably, 

USAC in this letter for reason technical, an efficient system of city transit is only possible if the city is 

conceived as on unit that is able to serve as one company of transport. In effect, it is easy to 

demonstrate that the supposed business liberty in this field inevitably produces a search for maximum 

business benefits and therefore the insecurity of rising of prices and deficient service. 

100 Bus owners started to reclaim buses parked on the University of San Carlos campus to gain 

authorization to increase the prices of tickets.  
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his involvement in the issue in the days prior.  
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Frustrated with improvising transportation for three months amidst the inclement 

winter weather, riders protested price increases. The University community echoed riders’ 

grievances and argued that compared to a bus fare, other forms of transportation costed 

between ten to thirty-five cents per trip. According to the USAC School of Economics, the 

prolongation of the strike and a resolution based on elevated fare prices translated into a 

significant deterioration of the standard of living for the sector of the population most 

affected by inflation. Student leaders argued that the higher prices of transportation 

threatened the economic livelihoods of passengers living furthest from the Capital and 

prompted popular reaction. San Carlistas upheld their constitutional mandate by providing 

their support to riders and maintaining that fare increases conflicted with the best interests 

of Guatemalan citizens  

Although newspaper journalists publicized the seeds of discontent, Guatemalan 

citizens let their feet do the talking. Secondary students left their classrooms and took to 

the streets. The Secondary School Coordinating Committee (CEEM), declared, “We want 

to make it clear that, as students, and as the majority of us are the children of workers or 

salaried employees, we are part of the oppressed and exploited classes and therefore reject 

any increase in the price of urban transport or of any basic necessity that would make things 

more difficult economically for our parents.”
103

 When authorities blamed incidents of 

vandalism on students, the CEEM responded, "We have never called for acts of violence 
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as the government has charged, and if students on occasion have been seen to be involved 

in such incidents, this has been due to the existing discontent among students at the level 

of repression which exists.”
104 In protest of the ticket price increase, postal workers, 

telegraphists, public hospital employees, University faculty, students, and staff, 

topographers, and some factory workers joined secondary students. Some not only walked 

off their jobs but also initiated a general boycott of the public sector.  

In response to secondary student activism on October 12th 1978, The Minister of 

Education, Colonel Clementino Castillo, closed various educational institutions. Citing 

ruling 661, he temporarily closed educational establishments. The Minister reasoned, 

“This was done to protect students as they were being use and is being scrupulously 

applied and will under no circumstances be revived until order and discipline reign in 

public education.”
105 The CEEM denounced the decision to close all student centers to 

prevent all gatherings and confirmed their support for the strike.
106

 

Under the pressure of popular strikes and protests, the President and City Council 

revoked the agreement to increase fares. Rather than municipalize the system, the City 

Council provided a subsidy to the urban transport companies to cover the price of the 
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increase salaries. Although protesters achieved victory through their use of new 

expressions of resistance, such as banging pots and pans in popular zones of the city, 

security forces developed new forms of repression designed to eliminate protest organizers.  

 Security forces attempted to break up the protests by eliminating leaders to incite 

crises within the popular organizations orchestrating the general strike. This resulted in the 

deaths and disappearances of popular leaders in the capital and in nearby departments. On 

October 6, 1978, the former President of the Association of Radio-Telegraph (ATRG) who 

called for presidential intervention a month prior, Arnulfo Cifuentes Díaz, was assassinated 

with a .45 caliber. On October 11th, Miguel Ángel Vargas, a chauffeur of Rene de León 

Schlotter was killed on the USAC campus while waiting for the political leader and 

professor to leave one of the buildings. Based on the data from various daily newspapers 

in the capital, Voz Informativa determined that there were more than thirty dead, 200 hurt, 

and 500 detained in events related to the bus strike.107  

Government-sponsored violence transformed a dispute between bus drivers and 

transit companies about wages into a movement against government repression of 

democracy and police tactics. On October 3, 1978, the AEU explained “The people’s 

protests against the increase of ticket prices is just and necessary. We tried to organize a 

call to maintain the price at five cents.”108 The General Assembly of Students agreed to 
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provide their support for all measures to defend the interests and rights of citizens, in this 

case, those of the riders of public transit. 

In celebration of the revocation of the ticket increases and in commemoration of 

the October 1944 Revolution, the National Committee of Trade Union Unity (CNUS) 

recognized the persistence of the people and unions against the repressive forces supplied 

by the U.S. CNUS indicted “yanqui imperialism” for funding the diverse tactics of the riot 

police, modeled after SWATT and funded through USAID and the U.S. Embassy in 

Guatemala. Speakers stressed that these initiatives promoted the persecution, injury, 

jailing, disappearances, and death of defenseless citizens. During the event, riot police 

arrived in vehicles without plates dressed as journalists with cameras and walkie-talkies. 

Oliverio Castañeda de León, Secretary General of the AEU spoke to police tactics, “You 

can kill all of the leaders but where there are people there is revolution.”
109

 The student 

activist argued that student resistance to oppression would continue despite police attempts 

to eliminate the movements’ leaders.  

 Within hours, ten men shot down 23-year old Castañeda at the corner of sexta and 

octava calles of Zone One directly in front of the central offices of the 

government.
110

According to Voz Informativa, the police and national guardsmen did 
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nothing, despite the visibility of the guns.
111

 In response to the AEU’s accusations of 

President General Lucas, General Otto Spiegler, Minister of Defense Alvarez Ruiz, 

Minister of Interior, and German Chupina, National Police Chief of their involvement in 

the murder, the officials collectively denied the charges and accused students of trying to 

create martyrs. Lucas added that he “condemns the nauseating murder.”
112

 Four days after 

his death, more than 45,000 people, carrying red carnations, occupied the streets of 

Guatemala City to represent their unwillingness to ignore the deaths of martyrs like 

Castañeda and Miss Guatemala Rogelia Cruz Martínez.
113

 

Despite the government’s denial of involvement, international student 

organizations condemned the violence. On October 20th, 1978, the University Student 

Association of University of Costa Rica expressed, “Compañero Oliverio, you have not 

shed your blood in vain. It will fertilize the earth, where, sooner or later, the true freedom 
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of the people will bloom.”
114

 It would not be until some years later that other international 

organizations condemned the bloodshed. In 1985, the United Nations XL Assembly 

compiled a report that denounced Guatemala, Chile, and El Salvador for human rights 

violations against university students, professors, and professionals. Óscar Humberto 

Mejía Victores, a Brigadier General and President of Guatemala from August 1983 to 

January 1986, refuted the report. He maintained that the report was an oversimplification 

of the situation and exaggerated violence in Guatemala.
115

 

Despite its constitutionally-protected autonomy, the University of San Carlos was 

urban sites most affected by the violence of the military dictatorships.
116

 From 1980 to 

1981, the University student movement suffered as violence escalated.
117 Sensing a wave 

of elevated repression a few years prior, undergraduate organizations, such as the FERG 

suggested that all students align in a united front to focus on “concrete student needs.”118 

To rebuild the AEU and instill people with the confidence that the organization could 
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produce change, leaders started working with secondary students. San Carlistas attempted 

to attract new leadership among adolescents since institutional changes institutional 

changes including curriculum reforms and increased fees would affect them most.
119

  

After a wave of activist disappearances in 1984, sociology student, María del 

Rosario Godoy Aldana de Cuevas and law student, Nineth Montenegro de García, formed 

the Mutual Support Group (GAM), a human rights organization for relatives of missing 

persons. In October of that year, the group demanded that the government investigate 

disappearances and curb the activities of the death squads. The group attracted international 

press attention with its initial protest since it was the first one that had happened in capital 

city in nearly four years.  

Before a scheduled march of indigenous women, one of the group’s leaders, Héctor 

Gómez Calito, was kidnapped and killed. Within days of speaking at his funeral, María del 

Rosario Godoy, founder of GAM and wife of Carlos Cuevas Molina, disappeared. Nearly 

a week later, her body was discovered with that of her sibling and infant son.
120

 Despite 

police claims that it was a car accident, Godoy and her son’s bodies showed signs of torture. 

In response to their deaths, the GAM marched throughout the city in April 1985.  
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In September 1986, Amnesty International published an urgent action report for 

fear of extrajudicial execution of Nineth Montenegro de García and her daughter. On 

September 17th, the Guatemalan army said that she and the members of GAM were 

dangerous. The next day, the army sponsored a television public announcement with 

images that identified her as a terrorist. The same night, she received death threats over the 

phone. With the international community watching, the military recanted it claims against 

Montenegro, but denied that they had threatened the human rights organization.
121

 

Even though women composed a smaller percentage of the USAC population, 

female student activists experienced state-sponsored violence as often as their male 

counterparts. In “Killing the Queen: The Display and Disappearance of Rogelia Cruz,” 

scholar Mary Jane Treacy challenges existing historical narratives about the Guatemalan 

student movements. She demonstrates that “Although Guatemalan women and girls 

participated in street riots, student groups, even guerilla organizations, most of their names 

and activities have been occluded or lost.”122 Nevertheless, there were some exceptions.  

On January 13, 1968, the body of Rogelia Cruz, former Miss Guatemala 1959, was 

found naked far from the capital near Escuintla. Newspapers reported autopsy results, 

which concluded that she died of head trauma with visible signs of, torture, rape, and even 
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poison. According to eyewitness testimony, joint police and military forced abducted 

Rogelia two days earlier. 

 Her mother, Blanca Martinez, organized public school teachers throughout the city 

in public protests demanding increased wages and marital dismissals. Despite her mother’s 

roots and the establishment of student activist groups, such as The United Front of 

Guatemalan Students (FUEGO), Cruz avoided student politics while attending secondary 

school at El Instituto Normal de Señoritas Belén. Yet, at the age of seventeen, Cruz 

embraced the opportunity to represent the modernity of the Guatemalan nation and western 

ideals of femininity at the 1958 Miss Universe competition in Long Beach, California.  

Upon returning, she enrolled at USAC’s School of Architecture and began dating 

guerrilla organizer, Leonardo Castillo Flores.
123

 By 1965, the police suspected her 

involvement in communist activities and arrested her for unlawful possession of a firearm 

and leftist subversive materials. Although the judge dismissed the charges, Cruz remained 

under surveillance for her ties to the Armed Rebel Forces (FAR). In November 1967, she 

was arrested a second time for the manslaughter of an FAR militant’s daughter. The young 

girl, a passenger, died during a car accident in which Cruz was the driver.
124 One month 

prior to her death less than two years later, she received a threat to her life from the New 

Anticommunist Organization (NOA). Popular art and literature invoked Rogelia Cruz’s 

death to mobilize the middle class initially. In ensuing years, her life was reduced to the 
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body of a victim.125 Guatemalan officials targeted not only student activists as threats to 

government authority, but also secondary school teachers.  
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INDOCTRINATION OF GUATEMALAN TEACHERS TO U.S. PHILOSOPHIES 

The United States identified teachers as a potential communist influence based on 

their criticism of both the Guatemala and U.S. governments. After four USAC 

undergraduates had been killed during a protest on April 13, 1962, students carried two of 

their bodies in a mass protest from the Law School to the cemetery. In correspondence with 

the Secretary of State, a U.S. official noted that the speeches given at the funeral by the 

Law School Dean, President of the AEU, and he Humanities Dean of behalf of the Rector 

“were not political harangues but deep-rooted resentment against government.”126 U.S. 

officials considered teachers to be both active and passive supporters of student activism. 

Similar to students, teachers that did not prevent riots were conflated with the political left. 

 The U.S. identified communist leadership in universities as hindrances to the 

success of academic programs. In a 1961 USIS report about visiting professor, Munro 

Edmonson, at the School of Rural Social Sciences of the University of San Carlos in 

Quetzaltenango, the writer commented, “Dr. Edmonson has faced a difficult situation. The 

director of the School is weak, and the assistant director is thought to be a member of the 

Communist Party.”127 The author continued, “While the future of the school is in doubt, 

his presence has demonstrated what an academic intuition should be and what the real 
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significance of social service is.”128 The United States considered university teachers that 

identified as members of the political left or communist sympathizers to be dangerous. 

Through education, faculty could indoctrinate impressionable young Guatemalans with 

favorable conceptions of U.S ideologies and reduce their seduction to communist 

philosophies. 

Acknowledging the power of education, the United States through USAID and 

USIS funded “teacher improvement programs” for several decades after the military 

overthrow of Árbenz. One task of the USIS was to “Seek to destroy communist influence 

within secondary schools and universities.”129 The United States did this through teacher 

exchange programs, education materials, and the development of bicultural centers.  

 To minimize communist influences amongst teachers and higher education 

professionals, the United States established exchange initiatives. In 1962, the U.S Embassy 

in Guatemala recommended, “Exchange visitor programs directed toward target groups 

such as students and teachers should be if possible augmented.”130 One initiative began in 
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October 1963 when the USAID sent ten “pre-university” leaders to visit the US.131 Within 

the year, exchange programs expanded to include a teacher’s seminar for sixteen of 

Guatemala’s most influential social science teachers. USIS sponsored not only the 

educators’ flights, but the entire conference.132   

By 1972, the program had expanded to include the education in “democratic values” 

of nearly 50 teachers.133 “To foster the accurate presentation of the social sciences”, the 

United States implemented a follow-up program that permitted participants to return. The 

U.S. Embassy also sponsored the rectors of USAC and URL to attend an inter-American 

seminar on higher education.134 This initiative provided the United States an avenue to 

continue monitoring the political climate of the Guatemalan classrooms.  

The U.S.-funded programs that would permit not only Guatemala teachers to visit 

the United States, but also scholars from the United States to teach in Guatemalan 

classrooms. The Embassy education exchange programs supported a Latin American 
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teaching fellow. The Fellow taught at both USAC and Del Valle.135 Even though U.S.-

sponsored exchange programs targeted mainly educators, students participated, too. 

Collaborative university partnerships and scholarships provided students with the 

opportunity to interact with U.S. students and professors. Introduced by Senator J. William 

Fulbright in 1945, the Fulbright program utilized excess war property to sponsor 

“international good through the exchange of students in the fields of education, culture, 

and science.”136 In essence the program promoted educational collaboration between the 

United States and other countries throughout the world. The U.S. also promoted the 

partnership of Guatemalan and U.S. institutions of higher education. For example, USAC 

established an affiliation with Michigan State University in 1972.137  

The United States attempted to facilitate the indoctrination of Guatemalan students 

and teachers to view U.S. government and philosophies positively through not only 

scholastic exchanges, but also educational materials. To dispel increasing nationalistic and 

anti-U.S. attitudes, Embassy officials in Guatemala emphasized favorable aspects of U.S. 

long term foreign. Through the distribution of pamphlets, the U.S. planned to clarify its 

position in regards to authoritarian dictatorships and the nation’s “record of non-
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intervention in the domestic affairs of other countries.138 Since the majority of the 

Guatemalan population was illiterate, officials introduced other modes of propaganda in 

the forms of films, exhibits, and libraries.139  

 In the late 1970s, Guatemalan officials suppressed access to educational materials 

and implemented curriculum restrictions. According to the AEU, “all science books were 

burned because they were considered books of political indoctrination.”
140

 The School of 

Economics underwent a series of curriculum reforms intended to “produce servile 

technicians.”141 To undergraduates, this represented the small surrenders of some USAC 

authorities to the government’s pressures to squash student agitation. San Carlista leaders 

claimed that repression intensified student stress and as a whole, decreased gains in 
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academic achievement. Although government officials restricted academic materials at the 

University level, they expanded access to educational resources citizens living in small 

cities outside the capital. 

 USAID and USIS sponsored libraries, reading rooms, and cultural centers.142 

According to USIS, the Information Reading Room at the Biblioteca Lincoln in 

Quetzaltenango was the most effective instrument of countering communists’ 

influences.143 The library provided a space to show motion pictures, host presentations, 

display exhibits that promoted favorable depictions of the United States. Despite initial 

community obstacles, lectures attracted crowds that exceeded the building’s capacity.144 

Based on the success of the Biblioteca Lincoln, the USIS official recommended an increase 
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in book presentations and if possible, low cost translations of institutional publications.145 

Despite the USAID and USIS’s efforts to provide educators and others access to 

educational materials favorable to U.S. curriculums, teaching techniques and ideological 

philosophies about government, their initiatives failed to demobilize teachers.   

 When informative efforts failed to neutralize educator agitation, the Minister of 

Education threatened their jobs. Repeatedly, Colonel Clementino Castillo warned “‘there 

are more than 18,000 cesante teachers, state officials who have been laid off, but still 

receive a position of their salaries, who would like to rejoin the national education system, 

which makes it clear that we could do without the service of those who confuse agitation 

with teaching.’”
146

 After the 1978 transportation strikes, in which the teachers’ union 

played an active part,  the Minister of Education attempted to prevent all educator 

collaboration.
147

 

 On November 6, 1978, law enforcement broke up a National and Central American 

Regional Teachers meeting. Police Chief Chupina used an anonymous tip about a 

subversive meeting to justify the entrance of security forces. Eventhough religious groups 

and cooperatives predominately utilized the Monte Horeb Center in Chimaltenango’s 
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under the authority of the National Committee of Reconstruction, he argued that the 

conference center was a “well-known suspicious place.”
148

 Armed with tear gas, authorities 

confiscated proposals to condemn the assassinations of students and teachers. According 

to one participant, Rodolfo Mena, the police “treated them like criminals.” Officers even 

photographed those in attendance. Despite government repressive tactics. When the 

teachers’ union protested, The Minister of Education said he would dismiss any teachers 

based on the recommendations of the officers.
149  

 After law enforcement disbanded the teachers’ meeting, Colonel Castillo 

implemented a teaching rotation program. By January 1979, only four of the more than 200 

supervisors remained in the same school district.
150

 The Guatemala Teacher’s Association 

condemned the action stating, “The minister of education’s encouragement of the 

persecution of teachers for their ideas is something like a new Inquisition.”
151

 The CEEM 

and the Teacher’s Association considered the government-instituted teaching rotations to 

be a scheme to interfere with professional organizing efforts for labor rights. Ultimately, 
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U.S. efforts to control communist subversion and student activism on both secondary 

school and university levels through the indoctrination of faculty to U.S. education 

philosophies failed.   
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DELAYED DEVELOPMENT OF PRIMARY AND SECONDARY SCHOOLS 

In 1944, the Revolutionary Junta expanded the accessibility of not only university, 

but also secondary school educations. By eliminating the $4.50 per month fee, the high 

school populations rose nearly 600% between 1944 and 1954.152 Although secondary 

institutions did not enjoy the autonomy of the USAC, pupils organized and exercised a 

degree of agency in matters relating to the hiring and firing of school officials and faculty. 

Shortly after Árbenz’s overthrown in 1954, a group of militarized students at La 

Escuela Normal and Instituto Rafael Aqueche formed FUEGO. The young activists forced 

the hand of authoritarian president, Miguel Ydígoras Fuentes who mandated the 

resignation of Minister of Education, Julia Quiñónez.153 Amidst a series of public student 

demonstrations, Ydígoras authorized a joint force of military and national police officers 

to invade a series of public schools, including La Escuela Normal and Instituto Rafael 

Aqueche. When students challenged the legitimacy of the raids, police shot at the crowd at 

Commerce High School killing two and injuring several more. Clashes between police and 

students did not halt FUEGO. Throughout the next two decades, the organization mobilized 

students to back faculty strikes and anti-government protests. 

Even though most USAID-sponsored educational initiatives attempted to address 

the leftist influences at institutes of higher education, administrators did not forget about 

primary and secondary schools. Yet, U.S. officials remained divided. Some argued that 
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educational improvements for all levels served as powerful tools to erode social unrest and 

prevent individuals from joining the political left. The author maintained, “If a person 

believes the educational opportunities available to his children will enable them to achieved 

a better life than his own, his is likely to be less dissatisfied with the lack of profess he 

himself is making.”154 Authorities with these beliefs, attempted to improve existing 

educational facilities and to build additional schools. Such officials reasoned that this was 

the less costly alternative to the improvement of the socioeconomic conditions of the 

majority of the Guatemalan people.155  

Other officials worried that to be successful in curbing communist influence, 

educational efforts needed to be part of a larger campaign to improve standards of living. 

In September 1962, John O. Bell reported to the Secretary of State that, “Although perhaps 

five percent of the Guatemalan population enjoy full economic and social advantages of 

the twentieth century and another roughly ten percent are living at a level similar to that of 

Western Europe’s poorer classes, the vast majority of Guatemalans are subject to a social 

and economic system which has improve only slight from the Spanish colonial times.”156 

Bell reasoned that financially-unstained efforts to improve educational standards would 
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only make individuals more aware of their status, which would increase communist 

subversion.157 

Since higher education reforms could provide a quicker return on investment, U.S. 

officials conducted minor reforms with the primary and secondary educational systems and 

delegated the project to The Alliance for Progress. Efforts to improve elementary schools 

included reducing the literacy rate. In 1962, nearly eighty percent of the population was 

illiterate.158 In rural areas, it is likely that literacy rates were higher. Since patriarchal 

customs prevented women from pursuing education opportunities, women like composed 

a higher percentage of the illiterate population.159 Since literacy and primary education 
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programs cost an estimated $2-3 million dollars per year and secondary education cost an 

estimated similar amount, the United States favored higher education programs, which it 

believed would cost about $10-$15 million over a three-year period.160 When U.S. efforts 

to use educational reforms failed to eliminate secondary student activism, Guatemalan 

bureaucrats instituted control mechanisms to restrain organizing.  

 In May 1979, a group of students at El Instituto de Dr. Werner Ovalle Lopez in 

Quetzaltenango organized a strike against the dismissal of Professor Aura Violeta Aldana. 

Six of the top student leaders experienced threats of violence and retaliation for their 

efforts. Assailants kidnapped one student for forty-five minutes. During this time, they took 

him to a secret location where he was read a list of names and asked to disclose the 

individuals’ opinions about the opposition.161 Kidnappers threatened that if the student did 

not cease his resistance to the dismissal, he would not live to regret it.162 The group resolved 

to suspend their activities temporarily and to resume again in the ensuing weeks.  

According to a group of students gathered in one of campus lounges, the leaders 

and the Minister of Education met last week and decided to suspend the student strike and 
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to recommence classes. “Personally, I do not hold anything against the comrades who 

abandoned us, morally or materially” said one of the leaders about the low turnout amongst 

the students.163 It was reported that they arranged to terminate the protest when other 

establishments did not arrive on time to avoid encouraging divisions among students at 

"Werner Ovalle Lopez." Despite the failure, students planned to reorganize to resolve the 

issue. Despite rising disappearances of both secondary students and educators in the 1980s, 

young scholars continued to resist government repression of civil liberties. 

To control future revolts in primary and secondary schools, the Minister of 

Education, Castillo, introduced the educational contracts known as “Compromise de 

estudio.” To resume school, the minister required students and parents to agreed not to 

participate in “non-education activities” during the period of their studies. Contracts 

dictated other student acumen. For example, students had to maintain clean and respectable 

appearances.164 If students refused to sign the contract en masse, he threatened to close all 

educational intuitions in January 1979. Unprotected by constitutionally mandated 

autonomy, secondary schools experienced rising state-sponsored repression. Guatemalan 

officials more effectively curbed adolescent activism through the implementation of 

restrictions on student social activities.  
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LAW-ENFORCEMENT TRAINING ABOUT INTERACTING WITH STUDENT PROTESTERS 

 Fearing that communists used violence between police and students to attract 

sympathizers, the United States expanded its educational reform initiatives to includes 

police and military units. In 1963, the Guatemalan police were divided into five groups: 

National Police, Judicial Police, Border Control, Military Police, and DIE. Based on the 

recommendations and evaluations of the U.S. Embassy in May 1963, USAID funded a 

series of training programs.165 

 Although the National Police was the largest sector mentioned in the report, the 

official did not consider the unit liable for the majority of student protestor killings. 

Composed of 3,000 officers and men, he argued that the group employed restraint with fire 

arms and relied upon tear gas for crowd control.166 The official lamented their low 

socioeconomic status and recommended augmented salaries. To strengthen local police 

efforts, USAID increased police training to about 720 officers per year.167 Despite having 

favorable impressions of National Police, Embassy officials remained critical of the 

Judicial Police and the DIE.168 
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According to U.S. Embassy administrators, the second and third sectors had 

reputations of violence and corruption. In 1962, the Judicial Police included approximately 

150 men. This was a special unit within the National Police yet it acted independently. 

According to the report, “This body is feared and despised by virtually everyone in 

Guatemala except those whom they serve. Another Embassy official noted that during the 

disturbance in March and April 1962, this force employed “indiscriminate and 

unnecessarily violent tactics.”169 According to the author, such actions could have 

contributed disorders by providing the opposition with martyrs.170 Similar to the Judicial 

Police, the DIE, a unit composed of forty men, had a reputation for corruption.  

Like the DIE and the Judicial Police, the Military Police were unafraid to use 

firearms when provoked. On April 12 1962, members of the military police killed three 

USAC law students during a guard change. Since the National Police and Guatemalan State 

called upon the Military Police for support in maintaining the public order, U.S. officials 

believed this force needed additional training in crowd control that did not rely upon the 

use of firearms. 

With USAID funding, police and military traveled to the Intern-American Police 

Academy in Panama for training. In 1963, USAID various members to learn riot control 

techniques. An additional five from the National Police attended a course in police 
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science.171 Although augmented police trainings provided officers with the tools to 

eliminate communist subversives, it resulted in an increase of agitation and violence 

between civilians and police forces. The Spanish Embassy Fire signified the security 

forces’ restriction of safe spaces where citizens’ could assert their particular political 

opinions about the government. In this event, the sovereignty of the Spanish Embassy, 

provided protesters with little protection from state-sponsored violence.  

On January 31, 1980, twenty-seven campesinos from the Quiché region arrived the 

Spanish Embassy with a small group of students to meet with the Spanish Ambassador to 

Guatemala, Maximo Cajal López. The group wanted to discuss military violence 

perpetuated against the indigenous living in the region, nearly 186-miles west of Guatemala 

City. Covering their faces, holding signs, and carrying some provisions, they expressed 

their intentions for the peaceful occupation of the Embassy.  

Ambassador Cajal responded to the unfolding situation by issuing the occupiers a 

compromise. If the protesters abandoned the building, then he, personally, would guarantee 

the speedy delivery of their condemnation of the slaughter of Chajulenses to the Spanish 

and allied governments. Although the occupiers did not acquiesce to his initial attempts to 

diffuse the situation, they complied with his latter request by permitting embassy staff, 

especially women, to flee the building.  
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As the group initiated negotiations with Ambassador Cajal, the PN surrounded the 

premises. With the authorization of the protesters, Cajal requested that the police not 

intervene since he believed that he could resolve the issue through peaceful means. First, 

he reached out to the Guatemala Minister of Foreign Affairs, Rafael Castillo Váldez who 

was on vacation. Able to reach the Vice Minister, he requested that the police withdraw 

when the conversation was cut-short.  

Before the authorities cut the phone lines, in a desperate effort, Cajal called the 

Minister of the Interior who, according to his administrative assistant, was unable to 

respond to the call since he was in a meeting. Although the Guatemalan Interior Minister, 

Álvarez Ruiz, was unavailable to speak with Cajal, he informed President Lucas García. 

To prevent the dissemination of the protesters’ message about military violence perpetrated 

against indigenous living in Quiche, Lucas García demanded their removal by all means 

necessary.
172

 Despite the continuous efforts of Cajal to inform security forces that the 

occupants had agreed to leave peacefully, the National Police infiltrated the Embassy 

grounds.  

With the authority of President Lucas García, armed security forces climbed 

balconies and broke window to gain access to the interior part of the building. Initially, 

security forces used tear gas. When this proved unsuccessful, General of the PN, German 

Chupina, ordered law enforcement to burn protestors out of Embassy with a flamethrower 
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and Molotov cocktails. Police forced fireman to wait nearly ten minutes before attempting 

to contain the flames. In addition to the thirty protesters, Spanish Consul Jaime Ruiz Árbol, 

and officials Luis Felipe Sanz and María Teresa Vázquez died along with former 

Guatemalan Vice President, Eduardo Céceras Lehnhoff, and former Guatemalan Minister 

of International Relations, Adolfo Molina Orantes.
173

 

Cajal and Gregorio Yujá, a Guatemalan farmer, were the only survivors of the 

incident.  On February 1st, while recovering at the Roosevelt Hospital, an unidentified 

gunman restrained Yujá. In the early morning hours, he was kidnapped. With signs of 

torture, his body was found on the University of San Carlos campus outside the office of 

Rector Osorio Paz the next day. 

In response to the incident, the Spanish government broke diplomatic ties to 

Guatemala on February 1, 1980, and accused the government of human rights abuses. 

According to Spanish Government, Guatemalan security forces violated international law 

by entering the Embassy without the consent of Ambassador Cajal and by failing to protect 

the Spanish officials and building. In an effort to restore relations with the Spanish 

government, Guatemalan authorities vowed to conduct ‘“a detailed and exhaustive 
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investigation”’
174

 In a press release after the incident, the Guatemalan government 

maintained that leftists posing as peasants started the fire when a protester dropped a 

gasoline bomb. Their forces entered the building in an effort to rescue the occupants.175 

Despite Guatemalan official’s denial of responsibility in the incident, police violence at the 

funeral process further incriminated the forced in eyes of the Guatemalan populace.  

To honor the lives of twenty-three of the Spanish embassy victims, nearly 3,000 

people encompassing six blocks attended a funeral procession. While marchers carried the 

coffins from the University of San Carlos to the city’s main cemetery a clash broke out 

with police.
176 Two university students, Gustavo Hernández, the President of the Medical 

Student Association (AEM) and trade unionist, Jesús España were killed in a clash with 

Comando Seis, while walking to the wake.
177 During the shoot-out, two San Carlistas, 

Liliana Negreros and Albertina Betty Ferrigno disappeared. 

Following the incident, the USAC University Council condemned the actions of 

the police at the Spanish Embassy. First, they indicted the international press for their lack 

of sensibility and aggressive reporting, which undermined their obligations to protect peace 
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and tranquility. Second, Council criticized the police for entering the embassy without the 

diplomatic consent of the Spanish representatives. Third, the they defended the campesinos 

who police falsely accused of subversion and blamed for the entire incident when in fact 

protestors sought solutions to the wave of repression in the northwestern Quiché region.
178

 

On January 20, 2016, nearly thirty years after the Spanish embassy fire, former 

chief of the National Police, Pedro Garcia Arredondo, was found guilty of murder, 

sentenced to 90 years in prison, and ordered to pay $1.1 million to the families of six 

victims in “moral damages.”
179 Although Garcia Arredondo pled not guilty, the Public 

Prosecutors Office charged him with giving the order to set the embassy building on fire, 

which resulted in the deaths of 37 people. According to court testimonies, the PN did not 

attempt to initiate negotiations with the students and farmers that occupied the embassy to 

protest police repression. In his testimony, former Spanish Ambassador to Guatemala, 

Maximo Cajal Lopez, established that consulate officials did not authorize the PN to 

infiltrate the embassy.
180

 The court verdict of three-judge tribunal declared after receiving 
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orders from President Fernando Romeo Lucas García to initiate the attack, then-officer 

García Arredondo tried to ensure no one survived the incident.181 

The Spanish Embassy fire demonstrated Guatemalan security forces curtailing of 

public spaces for political participation. Although not entirely impenetrable by police, the 

University of San Carlos campus transformed into a space of concentrated resistance. In 

response, law enforcement began to violate the autonomy of the University of San Carlos 

campus to control political opposition to the authoritarian civil war governments.  

Although security forces attacked students and faculty leaving the USAC campus, 

these forces attempted to infiltrate the precincts regularly after December 1978. In the first 

incident, a group of unidentified individuals raided the AEU headquarters. In the aftermath, 

the student organization reported that the invaders took the AEU’s letterhead stationary.
182

 

On August 12, 1983, four days after the coup that brought General Mejía Victories to 

power, the offices of the Engineering and Medical Student Associations were raided and 

damaged after an anonymous phone call demanding that the organizations stop 

participating in student activities.183 Dr. Eduardo Meyer Maldonado, Rector of USAC 

told La Razón “…it should be remembered that since 23 March 1982, university buildings 
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have also been targets of violence.”
184

 As the 1980s wore on, security forces penetrated the 

USAC precinct.  

  On-campus violence increased in June 1980 when two gunman entered the School 

of Engineering at The University of San Carlos to detain student leader, Héctor Valverth 

Morales. Valverth, the engineering-student representative on the Univeristy Council and 

former president of the Student Engineering Association (AIE) attempted to escape the 

men. Without identifying themselves as law enforcement officers or presenting an arrest 

warrant, the aggressors shot Valverth several times before other students managed to 

overpower the armed assailants. One of the attackers, later identified as military 

intelligence agent of the ‘General Aguilar Santa Maria Military Zone,’ Adán de Jesús 

Melgar Solares, died in the clash with students. After determining the second assailant as 

Special Service Agent to the Treasury Police, Baldomero Mendoza, students released 

him.
185  

Following the incident, the government denied any involvement. According to 

authorities, the men were members of the security forces. Yet within days of the incident, 

the police charged Valverth with the murder of agent Adán de Jesús Melgar Solares. The 

Army released a statement noting that the identification card found on the body had been 
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lost on the street and placed on this body falsely. Baldomero corroborated the story, by 

argument that he was not involved in the assault. Although he was a deputy of the Treasury 

Police, he was merely visiting the university during the incident. Unwilling to corroborate 

the Army’s alibi, Agent Melgar Solares’ widow confirmed publicly that her husband as the 

military agent involved.
186 

 Constitutionally-endowed autonomy provided the University of San Carlos 

economic, political, and spatial autonomy. As security forces eliminated other public 

places for organizing, the University campus transformed into a site of concentrated 

resistance. Despite the university autonomy, law enforcement increasingly penetrated the 

USAC precincts during the 1980s in an effort to terrorize San Carlistas. By eliminating 

student leaders, government authorities attempted to incapacitate and then eliminate all 

government opposition. Although systematic violence stymied the student movement, it 

did not halt it entirely. Some students continued to speak out against government repression 

and to advocate for human rights despite threats to their safety.   
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CONCLUSION 

 After the overthrow of democratically-elected President Árbenz, U.S. officials 

determined the threat of communist subversion within Guatemala to be minimal. Yet, The 

United States believed that sectors of the population remained vulnerable to communist 

agitation. To prevent the resurgence of the political left, The United States through USAID 

and USIS sponsored widespread educational reforms. To destabilize USAC’s monopoly 

on higher education, USAID funded the establishment of private colleges. Increased 

competition for funds, U.S. officials believed, would force administrators to discourage 

student activism during the 1970s. Through the implementation of exchange programs and 

other collaborative institutions, the United States attempted to combat Guatemalan 

nationalism among educators and university administrators.  

 Nationalists, often conflated with communists since they opposed the existing 

governments, demanded a reinstatement of democracy. To stymy these views and foster 

positive opinions of the United States, The U.S. Embassy supported international teacher 

trainings and scholarship programs. Lastly, to combat the creation of student martyrs, 

USAID underwrote various training initiatives for law enforcement officials to learn crowd 

control tactics. U.S. officials hoped that officers would rely less on firearms since 

communists used civilian deaths to appeal to the Guatemalan populace. 

 Embracing the revolutionary ideals of the 1945 Constitution, San Carlistas became 

their role as facilitators of domestic policy and mediators in national disputes during 

Arévalo and Árbenz administrations. As militarization of the Guatemalan state and U.S.-

funded educational initiatives limited the exercise of civil liberties and conflicted with their 
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cultural ideas about education, scholars and educations alike challenged the government 

directly. Although authorities intended terror campaigns to destroy the resistance, their 

efforts created powerful coalitions that bridged political and ideological divides and 

engulfed the campus. Initially constitutionally-established autonomy provided some space 

for protected resistance against violence and U.S. imperialism, but as repression 

intensified, covert security forces began to penetrate the campus.  
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Acronyms and Abbreviations 

AEU Association of University Students, University of San Carlos (Asociación 

de Estudiantes Universitarios)  

AED Student’s Rights Association (Asociación de Estudiantes “el Derecho”) 

AEI Alejandro Cotí Student Engineering Association (Asociación de 

Estudiantes de Ingenieria “Alejandro Cotí”) 

AEM  Medical Student Association (Asociación de Estudiantes de Medicina)  

ATRG Association of Telegraph and Radiotelegraph Operators of Guatemala 

(Asociación de Telegrafistas y Radiotelegrafistas de Guatemala) 

BID  Inter-American Development Bank (Banco Interamericano de Desarrollo) 

CIA Central Intelligence Agency 

CEEM Secondary School Coordinating Commitee (Coordinadora de Estudiantes 

de la Enseñanza Media) 

CEDAW United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against 

Women 

CEH Commission for Historical Clarification (La Comisión de Esclarecimiento 

Histórico) 

CERIGUA Center for Informative Reports about Guatemala (Centro de Reportes 

Informativos sobre Guatemala) 

CEUA Committee of Anticommunist University Students (Comité de Estudiantes 

Universitaria Anticomunistas) 
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CNUS The National Committee of Trade Union Unity (Comité Nacional de 

Unidad Sindical) 

EGP  Guerilla Army of the Poor (Ejército Guerrillero de los Pobres) 

ESA  Secret Anti-Communist Army (Ejército Secreto Anticomunista) 

FAR Rebel Armed Forces (Fuerzas Armadas Rebeldes) 

FENOT The National Federation of Transportation Workers (La Federación 

Nacional de Obreros del Transporte) 

FERG  Robin García Student Front (Frente Estudiantil Robin García) 

FUEGO United Front of Organized Guatemalan Students (Frente Unido Estudiantil 

Guatemalteco Organizado)  

GAM  Mutual Support Group (Grupo de Apoyo Mutuo) 

IGA  The Guatemalan-American Institute (Instituto Guatemalteco Americano) 

MLN  Movement of National Liberation (Movimiento de Liberación Nacional)  

NOA New Anti-Communist Organization (Nueva Organización Anti-

Comunista) 

PN  National Police (Policía Nacional) 

SPAS Union of Automobile Pilots (El Sindicato de Pilotos Automovilistas y 

Similares) 

UF United Front (Frente Unido) 

UFM  Francisco Marroquín University (Universidad Francisco Marroquín) 

UMG  Mariano Gálvez University (Universidad Mariano Gálvez) 

URL  The University of Rafael Landivar (Universidad Rafael Landivar) 
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USAC  The University of San Carlos (Universidad de San Carlos de Guatemala)  

USAID The United States Agency for International Development  

USIS The United States Information Services  

UVG  Del Valle University (Universidad del Valle de Guatemala) 
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