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Student political activism is highly complex and many fuceted. tt is very difficult
to explain and even more problematic o predict. It is not surprising that there
i no overarching theoretical explanation Tor i1, Yet understanding the conligy-
ritions ol student politics is importunt. Political leaders would do well not anly
to fisten to student protest movements bt also to understand their dynamics,
since regimes have been threatened or even toppled by such protests. The uca-
demic community also needs to understand student activism hecause students
hive been key actors in movements for university reform and have alsa disrupted
academic institilions. And the activists themselves should be fuily aware of the
history, politics, and potential of student protest movements since, as has olten
been said, those who do not know the past are doomed to repeat it This chapter
will posit some general perspectives on student politics, although it will stop
short of that elusive goal of developing a comprehensive theoretical framework,

It is difficult enough to understand the saga of student movements in x single
country. It is far more problematic to focus on the phenomenon in a worldwide
perspective. Yet this chapter will consider student movensents in « comparitive
context. This approach will permit us to focus with a much wider lens on student
activism and to gain i broader understanding of the key issues. Student protest
is a nationa! phenomenon, or even an institutional one, for the most part, but
there are nonctheless some useful cross-nationgl comparisons to be mide. Fur-
ther, the experience of one country may well he useful in understinding (he
situation in another,

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT

Student political activism did not start in the 19605, although much of the
rescarch and analysis on the subject dates from that turbulent decade, There are
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ceveril key examples of student pnl.itic:.nl involvement in lh‘c past that nrf:.nol
.only historically significant but also indicate bron(.lcr lrcrlu}s 11'1 student politics.

Students have had a long-standing romance with n:ltmnallmn,.:md some of
the carliest important student movements were related to n:tlmnalllmn. Studcnl.‘l;
were ian important force in the revolutionary movements of 1848 in Germany.
Although the 1848 strugples were not primarily i:ludcnt nm\lfcmcnts, s;lludcms,
professors, and mlcl]ecu.mls pln){cd & key role. rI.hC.lIC;I(lCIHIF community wis
particularly concerned \iwth pressing for d'cn]m:rutlc rights apainst absolute mon-
archies and in developing a broader nationalist focus for the movements, es-
pecially in the German states. Indeed the nationalist idectogy that developed out
of the 1848 movement provided a powerful force in the unification of Germany
later in the mineteenth century and strongly influenced the movement for Itatian
unification around the same time. Perhaps related to the student nationalist focus
in the nineteenth century, student organizations were again supportive of the
nationalist-hased Fascist and Nazi movements in the 19205 and 1930s in Italy
aned Germany. German student organizations were among the first groups to
support Hitler.?

Nationalism also was a key motivating force during the colonial period in
Africa and Asia, Virtually every nationalist and independence struggle had a
strong component of student participation. In some instances, the university
community was in the feadership in terms of articulating a vision of an inde-
pendent mation and culture, while in others students were key players in the
movenment. ' Frequently students who were educated abroad actively articulated
mationalist sentiments. The development of the concept of Indonesian nationhood
and of a natienal language for the country emerged from a group of student
intellectuals and became the basis for a successiul nationalist struggle.” Students
in countrics as diverse as India, Kenya, Vietnam, and Burma participated in
elforts to free their countries of colonial rule. China, although never under direct
colonial rufe, was pressed by foreign powers. [n 1911 and on several other
occasions, students there spearheaded nationalist and revolutionary movements
with the intention of modernizing China.” While it is true that students were not
the primary leaders of any of the anti-colenial nationalist movements, they were
N many cases very active and influentia! in them.®

Student activisim s generally oppositional in nature, but it was not always on
g .

the Left. In Germany and Ttaly, students supported rightist nationalist causes.,
In the “Third World, nationalism was often leftist in orientation, frequently in-
fluenced by Marxist ideas, and students frequently constituted the Teft wing of

more moderate nationalist movements, But students at times were cultural na-’

vonalists and were not necessarily leftist in their ortentation, In short, student
movements were often radical in orientation but not universally so.

. Students were alvo involved in academic matters. The most powerful and
|n‘ﬂucnli:|! univcrsily reform movement—the Latin American reform movement
of 1M R—wig led by students. The movement, which bepan in Argenting and

spre; . - . .
pread ””'U“zlhﬂul the continent, reflected (he crowth of the Latin Amcrican
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middle class and had lar-reaching consequences for the university, which was
transformed to include students in the process of governance, and for society as
well.” The tradition of the 1918 reform movement continued as a powerful force
for a half-century.

In the West, with the exception of the student role in the revolutionary struggles
of 1848, students were not a major force tn politics until the 1960s. There were
oceasional upsurges of student political involvement, but they were sporadic,
and although they had a considerable impact in the universities, they did not
significantly affect the political system. Students were active in some Furopean
countries during the Depression years of the [930s—an both Left and Right,
The rightist trends in Germany and laly have been noted, and some Frenclh
students were also involved with right-wing student movements. In most other
industriatized nations, students were generally on the political Left. In the United
States, which expericnced a major student political movement during the 19305,
student organizations were exclusively liberal or radical.” Students were much
more of a force in some Third World nations in the historicul as well as the
contemporary context. They were highly influential in nationalist movements
and were considered to be a legittimate part of the political equation.

Historically student political involvement was sporadic und generally not cru-
cial to political developments. And with a few notable exceptions, students were
not i deciding factor. In the West, student movements arose from time 1o time.
To have predicted specific upsurges would have been very difficult, and it s
difficult to discern historical patterns in a comparative framework, In the colo-
nized nations, students were a more constant lToree and had a greater impact.

THE IMPOSSIBILITY OI' A “PERMANENT REVOLUTION”
IN THE UNIVERSITY

One of the key charactenstics of student activist movements is their sporadic
nature. Student movements generally lust only a short time—a year or two s
rather long, although there are instances of more sustained activism. Just as it
is difficult to predict the rise of activist movements, it is as great @ challenge to
predict their demise. There are a variety of structural and perhaps psychological
reasons for this situstion. The rhythm of academic life is both a help and a
hindriance to activist movements. Student life in most academic systems permits
a good deal of free time, which cun be devoted 1o politics, In the traditionat
Furopean systems, examinations were infrequent, and the pace ol studies was
almost entirely determined by the student. This meant that student leaders could
devote themselves exclusively to politics and still maintain their student status.
In the more regulated American system, with its frequent examinations and the
course credit system, sustained activism is more difficelt.” It is perhaps not
surprising that many academic systems, particularly in the Third World, have
been shilting from the laissez-faire Luropean system to the more regolated Amer-
ican pattern. In the American system, the permanent-student syndrome, which



. ident in some Buropein and Third World nations, s very difficult; as :f
b e .! adership is more transitory. It is clear that the structural realities
result mu!:tnl(iﬁf‘:(ntzll \;pgc{lic academic xyleTﬁ can have a signilicant impact on
.ﬁiré‘_‘_r_lz‘ilflf‘c‘,'und,Inngcvity of student movements. N ' R
—a o eenerations are short, and this makes sustained campus political mic :
wTﬁihcc both leaders and followers change. Undergraduate gener-
‘l"‘bﬂ“d;li::i c-\)e‘ry three or four years. Further, even in the most Iai.?se.'/.-ﬂmjc
At -b-l m, pressure to pass examinations and complete degrees is intense
:lL‘Zl(lL'""? Sy;‘ntd (;I' the program, and students are less likely to be in}'fw‘lvcd in
1:\::::]! l|:1cuvcmcn!.\'."' The rapid turnover nl"p:lrlicip;mls ”lel-:s‘“]';'Irlf[.l‘u:“)l':)
:iust;lin a movement. Farther, campus gcn‘urm.m'ns n?:ly h:ivc. |’.|ll‘|?t_ Lll ‘l..[l.ﬂ t(;n
;nt:lli:ans and interest, and the tradition ol .ucllw.sm 1\ x()mcu:.nL.\.l.r..!.rj;ll(l)rsy..l "
"M other lamd, student movements may be impatient for r.csull.s PR_.L_“:L y }L[L:l 5 ;
the leadership readizes that the movcmg.‘q[ may he shlurl-!fvcd. O.n ‘l!'t?'lI]Chll:L..d‘lr:):,
to university reform or campus condttions, lh(;rc s often il speciy ‘c l:_t:'!l'L, 0
achieve results so that the current student gcncr:l{mn can benefit from thL» (.! .m.l_._tl‘.l
Saciological fuctors also militate apainst .\'ut;!;uncd student muvannm?l.s. n mos
cnmhi_vcrsily stirdents are from refatively nmucm. sccmrr.-: f” the p;:]p'u-.
'félti(;“’;' In_the industrialized nations, and to‘smnc c‘.\t.cnl in the Third WU;'. |:
“well, lhc:—issucs that stimulate student political activism are of broad pU l‘ll(.d
.,Im'gﬂj_gns. sometimes related to ideological m:ltlcz"s. .[_"I'C(]l.lCl.‘ll]y sn.u‘If:n’l].:.} |.lrl. n'nt
strugpling for their own direet benefit but rather for |(Ic:1]|.~;t|.c. L‘ilUSL.\; ! 1.|.\I.] n.M)!'
‘mean that they ure less deeply committed to the struggle lh‘un |I. lhc){ were fig mng:;‘
for an issuc that could directly alfect their lives, fl‘!}c .().HCI"I dealistic nature o
“student movements may be both a stimulus and a limiting factor for sustained
‘student activism. For a variety of reasons, student activist movements are gen-
crally not sustuined beyond an academic year or two and seldom leud to [,)cr-‘
‘manent arganizations or to political parties. [Further, although stfu[cn! Tnovcrjntf‘l}:j
l'ré[JucntIy try to [ink up with organizations, movements, of ]mhncu? p‘t.rlll_,h
“outside the universities, these links are not usually sweecessful or, even if made,
do not often last very long.

RESPONSES TO ACTIVISM

One of the reasons that student movements are nol sustained relates to the
outside response to activism, Student movements seldom I'uncli(‘)r.m in purc.ly
campus environment,'' They are often concerned with wider poh't:cul or sociil
E;_Tli':-ln(l cansciously try to influence developments beyond the university. Even
when the movement is campus locused, the impact frequently extends bcy('md

—I_ng‘l-l'ﬁiféi'};ily. Stuclent movements depend, to some extent at least, on the reaction
of the larger society to activism. On some occasions, pnriicul_nrly in th.c Third
Horld, campus activism relates directly to key pelitical issues in the sncwly-zmd

_leads to significant social unrest; sometimes it contributes to the downfall of the
I&wl(i This is unusual in the industrialized world. However, student movements
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depend on the reactions of the mass media, on key social groups outside (he
universities, and on other extra-campus factors, ' When students are reflecting
an important social concern, such as the issue of ¢jvil rights in the United Stes
in the early 1960s, they are likely to attract both the attention of the muss mediz
and the support of significant scgments of the population. American students
Iiclpcd to stimulate both the civil rights movement and the strugple against the
war in Vietnam in the 19605 precisely because they were articulating wider social
concerns, '’

Where stident activism is trirlitionally accepted as a fegitimate element of the
political system, it is more likely that activisin will have an impaet on the Lirger
society. In_many Third World nations, where students were an important part
of independence movements and have an established place in (e socicly's po-
litical mythology, activist movements are seen as i normal part of the politica!
system." In the industrialized nations, stuclents are not seen as fepitimate political
actors, and society and the established authorities react with less sympathy to
student activism generalty. The historical traditions of activism play a role in
how the larger society responds to Student movements,
 The refationship between the mass media and student activism is complex and
important. In the industrialized nations, the response of the mass media to
activism has been a key factor in determining the impact of student movements,
During the 19605, the media gave studdent paolitics quite a bit of attention in many
nitions, and student demonstrations, featured in the press and on television,
succeeded in demonstrating the message. At other times, the media have ignored
student polilies, relegating it 1o g phenomenon relevant only to the universitics,
In this sitwation, activists may not be able (o extend their influence beyond the
campus. It is frequently difficult to predict either the nature or the scope of media
attention. For example, student efforts to force universities (o give up their
investments in South Africa in the 19805 received considerable wtention from
the mass media, while campus protests against U.S. foreign policy in Central
America did not et as much coverage. There will be greater media attention if
the protests take place at the center of political power—as was the case in France
when students demonstrated against proposed educational reforms, Student ae-

tivist leaders often try to engender media attention since they recognize the
importance of media coverape.

Government respanse 1o student activism is also of great importance. Such
response can range from ignoring student protests entirely to violently repressing
demonstrations. in the West, the general predilection of governmental authoritics
ts (o ignore student protests and let university authorities handle them. Only
when demonstrations are substantial do they engender response. Western £0V-
ernments in general do not aceept student protests as legitimate political expres-
sion, and they try to ignore them. With some notable exceptions, governmental
authorities try to deal with student protests in the least volatile way possible,
although violence frequently oceurs, leading often to increased student militancy
and attracting sympathy .



Violent repression of student activism 15 more Fhuruclcrislic of the '[.‘l_ﬁrd_
World where student movements are scen as a direet [Itrc:n. to the po!_mcul
e R-gp,-cssiun can sometimes pt an cn.([ to dt.:mon.«:tr:lt.ons fmd stifle a
;{(:)-\_.'emt;i,, hut it also has the pntcn!ijal for tncreasing bt)'lh the size and the
};\iﬁmlncy of the activist movements. For c,\.(:lmplc, rcprcx;;lon of st'udcm flc";;._
*onstrations in Argentina and Ufuguuy cm‘unhufcd o the rlsc? of urb:m gn‘crr‘l la
movements which caused constderable disruption ;m.d un.rl.:.s[. Gnv‘Lrnn.\Lms ”E
Nigeria and in Burma, among mhcrx,.h:wc cl.o.t‘.cd. umvur.s‘_m.cs and sent students
home in FESpoNse to activism, Snmcsnmcs this brings .i!L-‘th.\t! movements m u‘n
end, but occasionally the students simply cxpnrl’ ‘:1cl|v1.~;m o the cmmlrystldt,‘
amd the result is even more widespread unrest. There are miny examples ol
violent repression of student movements, with leaders being jailed, tortured, and
sometimes killed. Repression frequently works in the short run but may well
sow the seeds of Later unrest, In the West, repression has xomf:!lmcs been ustrd
against student movements, but with mixed results, Efforts in I"'r.uncc and in
West Germamy to repress student movements in the 19605 resulted in [hf: deaths
of students at the hands of the police, and this increased the scope, size, and
militancy of the movement. * In the United States, rcprcssmfl took several forms

in the 1960s. FBI and other police authorities attempted, with some succcs.&f,.lo
infiltrate student movements in order to disrupt them from the inside. Auvthoritics
also acted against demonstrations, sometimes with violent results, as at Kent
State and Juckson State universities in 1970, The result of the killings nl“sludans
by police and troops during protests against American incursi(_ms into Cambodia
during the Victnam War was national student protest, which ciosed sevenl'al
hundred universities und colleges and had u significant national impact. While
there has been ne tabulation of the impact of repression of student movements,
it seems likely that it is just as likely to stimulate further protest as to end }hc
demonstrations. Nonetheless, severe and sustained repression generally can bring
_u specific student activist movement to an end, '

_University authoritics frequently have to respond to activist movements since
th;‘y are oflen aimed at campus issues and take place on campus, It is diflicult
\lzrll',l'ﬁé”ﬂ'izc about the responses of university authorities (o student dissent since
there is considerable variation over time and in different countries and institu-
tions. With only o few exceptions, they are seldom prepared to deal with student
protest. Academic decision-making processes do not move quickly, and activist
movements are not perceived as normal parts of university life. Frequently
different factions among the fuculty make response difficult. Academic disci-
pliniry procedures are oflen not geared to protest movements. In some instances,
academic authorities involved direetly with the campus situation prefer to move
slow y hut are pressed by government or other exIrt-campus powers 10 move
Quickly and decisively. Such prompt uction against protests frequently further
stimulates activism and sometimes escalated tactics to include building take-
overs and other illegal actions.

ln___muny instances, campus authorities sought to negotiate with student activists

and reached accommodation with them. These negotintions tended to reduce
campus violence and the destruction of property. In a few cases activism zimed
af university issues resulled in considerable change. This was notably the case
in West Germany, where student demands for reform yielded some results in
the 1960s."" More frequently, students were able to achicve little in terms of
tasting change in higher education procedures or policies. In the United States,
for example, despite massive protests during the 1960s, there was little lusting
significant change in American higher edueation.™ However, more limited
change has been possible as o result of student pressure on universities, In Indi,
protests have frequently resulted in the removal of university administritors or
the improvement of local conditions.™ In the 1980, the campaign o convinee
American universities to divest themselves of stocks in South Alrica-relined
corporations yielded signilicant success. Thus, institutional response to protest,
while difficult to predict, has sometimes obtained some of the changes demanded
by students, although full success has seldom been uchieved from the student
viewpoint.

The response to student activism in terms of the media, government, and the
un_i;érsily has been mixed. Governmental authorities in some countries fear
student politics and often react with repression. The mass media somelimes pay
careful attention to activist movements and the demands of the students, while
at other times student politics has not received muoch publicity. Media atiention
s greater at times of social turmoil in the sociely. Academic authoritics also
reqct in different ways depending on historical ciecemstance, external pressure,
and the governance processes of the university. While it is difficult to predict
the response of external constituencies to student movements, there is no question
thut external response is a key variable in student activism.

WHO ARE THE ACTIVISTS?

Just as it is important to analyze the historical circumstances and the external
reactions to student politics, it is necessary 1o Jook at the uctivist leadership.
This section is intended to provide a very broad portrait of activist leadership in
a comparative context. While there has been some sociological research con-
cerning activist student leadership in the United States, in several Western Fu-
ropean nations, and in India, the data are limited, and thus the general comments
made here are quile tentative in mature.* There are also some significant vari-
ations among different nations. Nonetheless, it is uselul to present & hroad portrail
of activist leadership.

Activist movements arc almost always minority phenomena., Leadership ciulres
constitute a tiny minority of the student population, It is also the case that with
few exceptions, the entire movement remains a minority of the total campus
population. Even in the most dramatic upheavals, such as at the University of
California ot Berkeley in 1964 or during the 1968 events in Paris, most students
did not participate in demonstrations. In major activist movements, the proportion
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udents invalved is quite significant but usually under half lh{: total. F'nr most
movements, including those that are quite .sucajesﬁu_l and recerve L‘()I]SI(]?F?I[)].C
attention from the mass media, only a minority of .lhc .sl.udcn[ [.)().puh.m(m is
dircctly involved. There are, in i sensce, 1hrc'c r!r?gs ol activisl plll:[lCl[]ﬂllOl’lZ the
leadership, a tiny minority and often significantly more radical than .m.usl
priicipants; active followers, who are well aware ol the issues and willing

of st

core

other pi . .
ta demonstrate; and a much larger proup ol students, who are sympathetic to

the broad goals of the movement but are rather vague about }hc spcci!icn' uxpt.:cls
and are only speradically, if at all, direetly involved. Outside these rings is
large group of uninvolved students, .\'dmc. ol whom miay oppose the poals of the
mavement and many of whom are apathetic. The dynamics of student movements
are not unlike those of other sociat movements, although the spcci.!ic aspects of
campus life—an age-graded population, a fairly close community, common
sacial class backgrounds, und other elements—make student movements some-
what unusual.

The core of student leadership tends to be politically aware and often wdeo-
logically oriented. Student leaders are more likely than their less active C()n.\p‘cers
m-bc members of political organizations prior to their involvement in activism,
Activist leadership is often politically involved during perieds of campus quiet,
and in many instances, student political leaders are part of an existing political
community. Activist leadership has several general characteristics:

Student activists tend to study in the socinl sciences and, to some extent, humanities.
Sociology and political science are common. There has also been a propensity for
stadents of mathemities to be involved in activist movements. Overall the political
attitudes andl values of soctal science students are more to the left than students in many
other arcas, cspecially applicd professional ficlds. There seems to be a kind of sell-
selection of activist students into the secial sciences. The social sciences also focus on
the study ol socicty and of soctul problems, and these questions may create a critical
perspective i some students. Soctal seience faculty members tend to have more radical
views than the rest of the academic profession in general, and these eritical views may
also influence students,™

Activist leaders tend to come from somewhat more allluent fumilies than the general
student population, University students overall come from wealthier families than the
norm in virtually every nation, and activists come from the top lamilies in terms of
income and status, This laclor is magnificd in the Third World, where income differ-
enlials are immense.

Leaders come from Tamilies that are very well educated and in which mothers as well
:m.l':lthcrs hitve o fairly high leve! of education. The families tend to be more urban in
entation and backpronnd, 1 key Factor in Third World nations. s short, the (amilies
ire more cosmopolitan than the norm.

1 has been argued by soime that the child-rearing and general attitudinal patterns of the
f:IITHfICS of activists are more liheral than the rencral population and that the confipgu-
ration (:l'child-rc;lriug. attitades, and backgrounds of the fumilies of activists contribules
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significantly to their involvement in politics. Most of the data for such research have
come from the United States; there is very linle corroboration from a comparative
perspective. ™

In the United States and Western Europe, using dain from the 1960s, some scholars
have argued that activist students tend 1o be among the best students.** The data on
this matter are, however, not very extensive.

Activist leaders often come from minoerity groups in the population. In Japan and Korea,
the small Christian population has contributed a disproportionate number of student
leadlers. In France, Protestants lave been involved in activism. In (he United Stues,
Jewish students have been sigrificamly engaped in activism,” It miy be that socially
conscious s Taiely allluent minoritics fend 10 some extent (o become involved in
sociith movements,

There are many variations in these patterns of activist leadership and partic-
ipation. This description holds mainly for activists of the Lefi—and since Lell
activism has predominated in most countries since the Second World War, this
pattern of leadership has received most attention. Tt may not hold true for the
tmportant fundamentalist Islamic student movements in the Muslim world and
may not prevail for campus-based student groups in Inetia, where the concern is
often with local issues rather than ideolagical questions. Available data are largely
from the industrialized nations and relate to the era of the 1960s, a decade of
abnormally high fevels of activism.

THE ACTIVIST IMPULSE

We know fairly little about the nature of activist leadership. We know even
less about why students turn 1o activism and what precipitues student demon-
strations and movements. Indeed analysts and officials alike are generally sur-
prised by outbreaks of activism in the universities, Further, there are significant
variations hy country and historical period. Nonetheless, it is useful 1o look at
some of the lactors that may contribute 1o the outbreak of student activist move-
ments.

A variety of psychological motivations have been discussed. Lewis Feuer hus
argued that **generational revolt™ plays a key motivating role in student activism
and that activist movements and students are acting out the “*struggle of the
children against the parents.”*** Most other scholars, however, find little validity
to the generational revolt theory. Others have argued that students have a pro-
pensity to “‘anti-regime attitudes because of the nature of the campus culture,
youthful idealism, and the like.™ Kenneth Keniston has argued that stueent
activists have a higher moral sense than their uninvolved compeers since they
have i commitment to act on their values.™ One of the few cross-national stedics
of student activists found a complex set of attitudes and values that contributes
to activism.™ While there is considerable disagreement concerning the psycho-
ogical motivations for student political activism, it seems clear thal psychological



gtions and orientations, as well as sociological lactors, must be part of the
lispos! p

ivist impulse. o : s _
atn’['\l’:c most important factor stimulating the sort of student activism that has

Jad a societal impact is a key political cxlfcnf or issue wilh’ a hmlnd‘.snci;ll‘ in?[l))ncl.
[he student movements lh:l-l have been significant m. the l.lr.ger soc u}ty h.WL. een
oonlated by socictal political events. In an L‘:ll’ht‘..l’ pcrmd,.nmmnnhsm was
poll poth in Europe in the nineteenth century and in the Third World during
zfcy;;c-l%ﬁ colonial era. Students participated in l:lrgc-.\‘c:.t‘lc social movements,
ometimes taking a key leadership role. h? the U:mfsd States, su‘idunts were
.mnccrm‘d about forcign policy issucs—ng;.unsl U.S..mvniv%‘mcnt in Eumpcun
conflicts and about the tlccpcni.ng cconomic (k:‘[arcssmn during the 1930s in a
pcriOd of intense political activism on (.‘:lf'l]!’?lls." o

In the contemporary period, broader political issues have been the main stim-

ulants for large-scale student activist mov.cmcgus. [ssues such as ‘nuclc:x.r w'::r.
eivil rights and civil liberties, and the war in Vietnam wc‘rlu’: the main nmlwu.ung
forces for American student protest during the 1960s.™ In Europe, societal
litics were also the main clement during the turbulent sixties. French s!udcn.ls
reacted against the authoritarianism of the de Gaulle regime, and SllLl.L!Cﬂls in
West Germany organized an extra-parliamentary opposition to the coalition gov-
ernment of the conservative Christian Democrats and the leftist Social Demo-
crats. ! In most of the other European nations where activism was a major force,
t was also extra-campus political issues that were the major motivating force.,

In the industrialized nations, educational and campus-based issues are some-
imes relevant to student activism, but such questions do not usually stimulate
nass movements. In the United States, a feeling in the 1960s that the American
‘mass university’’ was not meeting student needs was clear, but there is no
avidence that this discontent contributed significantly to massive student activism.
Educational reform was also a minor element of the agenda of the movement.
Similarly. in Western Europe, reform of higher education played a role in France,
West Germany, the Netherlands, and Sweden, but it was not the key motivating
force.

The underlying motivating factors contributing to student activism are com-
plex. No doubt, psychological proclivities play a role. So too do economic
realities. Students worry about jobs and about their role in society after gradu-
ion. It is evident that, at least in the industrialized nations, major student
Novements have been stimulated not by campus issues but rather by broader
“ocial and political concerns.

TEMPACT OF ACTIVISM

Despite he fact that student political activism is largely a minority phenom-
=] . .
Lnon‘.“‘“l 118 sporadic in nature, and that student leaders do not reflect the rank
nd fj X . ;
M file of the srudent population, the impact of student movements has been

immense. While the most dramatic effects of student activism concern the over-
throw of governments (limited largely to the Third World), there are many other
less volatile but nonetheless important results,

In July 1988, the prime minister of Burma stepped down after twenty-six
years in power, his resignation precipitated by two months of student demon-
strations. The agitation resulted in a number of deaths but did not stop.™ About
a year earlier, student protests in South Korea led to concessions by the gov-
ernment that resulted in elections and significant political change. Such student-
induced changes have been most evident in the Third World; however, students
in industrialized nations also have oceasionally directly influenced polities. In
1968, French students forced President de Gaulle to (lee the country Tor a French
military base in West Germany and brought the political system to the verge of
collapse." A few years carlier, student demonstrations against Prime Minister
Kishi in Japan forced his resignation. And in the United States, student dissent
against the war in Vietnam was a key factor in influencing Lyndon Johnson not
to run for a second term as president.™ More frequently, as in the case of the
extra-parliamentary opposition in West Germany in the 1960s, student activism
does not force political change but rather focuses attention on social or political
problems. Thus, the direct and indirect political impact of student movements
is considerable but at the same time infrequent.

Student activists frequently serve as a social and political barometer of their
societies. Through the issues that they focus on, they sometimes point to flash-
points of concern, sometimes before these issues reach a social boiling point.
This may be particularly true for authoritarian societies, where free political
expression is not permitted, and for Third World societies, where students are
among the best-organized and most articulate groups in the country. Campus-
based organizations are frequently given more latitude than would be the case
elsewhere in society, and students are often more interested in social issues in
any case. The concerns expressed by student organizations may well spill over
to the rest of society later.

Students have also had a considerable cultural impact. Student attitudes about
cultural norms are frequently more liberal than is the case for the broader society,
and the trends on campus may influence broader societal norms later. In the
United States, trends evident on campus later spread to the middle classes and,
to some extent, to the society at large. For example, concerns about civil rights
were expressed first in the universities in the early 1960s. The women's move-
ment first gained strength on campus and then spread.' Permissive attitudes

concerning abortion, marriage, and the use of drugs were first widespread among
university students and then spread to the broader society. Indeed, it can be
argued that one of the most important legacies of the activism of the 1960s in
the United States was not political but cultural and attitudinal. Similar trends
were evident in Western Europe. What are often seen as avant-garde “ampus
trends eventually spread beyond the universities. Frequently, but not in all cases,
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it activists are responsible for these trends and are most active in spreading
Slu‘du;:c‘l ond the gates of the campus, The cultural impaet of student activism
:L\L‘::ry ({iﬂicull 10 measure lml_nnnclhckjss impnrl;mtl. . N _—
Curiously, the cducational impact ol S[ll(ECl}! activism has lyPILa y been
modest. [n 2 few countries, such as West Germany, student urt'm.l[ulcd per-
spectives about univcr}‘ily reform and were able to enstre that their .uk‘m‘ were
implcmcnlcd partially in the ](.)()05. In Irance, :!Illm.ugh sl‘udc?[ft dld,rm; g;n‘)-
pose specific reforms, they agitated for g‘h;mgc in higher education, .mf l\Ly
were a key catalyst for such change. (.icncrzlliy.. however, student achivists
may compliain about the situation of higher cduculu.m, h.ul they h;wc. few con-
crcic ideas for chimge and have not seen the unlvcrm!y s a major hnl'tlc-
ground. Thus, their impact on the academy has htjcn llm!lcd. In the United
Siates, there was much eriticism of higher education during the 1960s, bt
only onc sct of changes was strongly influenced b).' the student movement: the
growth and institutionalization of women’s studhes and black slu.d;c§ pro-
grams. Student activism has frequently disropted the norn.ml ftln(:u.ons.n‘g of
universities and has sometimes subjected academic insl‘ilullons to ﬁlgmll':mt
external pressure. One of the legacies of the activism of the l‘)()().\‘.. in f.cvc.r:tl
Western countries has been societal discontent with higher cduc_ut.lon instite-
tions, in part enpendered by public reaction against student ncnwsm: In t}m
United States, this contribated to declines in state budgetary allocations f(or
public higher education in some areas. o .

Thus, stirdent activism has had many impacts. In a few instances, the un.pnct
has been dramatic and immediate; more often, activism has had a less d|.rccl
influence. Tt has contributed to the development of public opirion or has raised
public consciousness about politics, At times, students have prccipilnlcc-l actions
that they did not Favor, such as the seizure of power by the military in South
Karea or the repression of dissidents in Argentina. The ideas posited by student
activists concerning politics, culture, and education have often gained acceptance
in society Later. ‘The campus is frequently the source of avant-garde ideas thal
obtain & wider audience.

There is often o tendlency to judge student movements on the basis of the
direct impact that students have. But this is too simplistic; the impact of student
activism is often less direct and less immediately visible. Students might con-
tribute an idea that does not yield results until years later. For example, com-
plaints by a minority of active students against in loco parentis in the 1950s and
eurly 1960s led to the virtual abandonment of the practice a few years later. The
styles in culture, attitudes, and music evident on the American campus gradually
spread to the rest of the youth culture and heyond. And as students mature, they
frcglucn||y bring some of the values and orientations learned on campus to the
broader saciety. It is virtually impossible to quantily these less dramatic trends,

but they are nonetheless quite important in assessing the impact of student
activism,

TIHE INDUSTRIALIZED NATIONS AND THE THIRD
WORLD

While largely ignored in the literature, the dramatic dilferences between stu-
dent activism in the Third World and the industrialized nations are key analytic
variables, Third World students have overthrown governments and have fre-
guently had a direct political impact. This has not been the case in the indus-
trialized nations, where students only rarely have created political change.

Third World student activism is difficult to categorize. Student involvement in
nationalist movements was i key factor in many nations in the tndependence
struggles. In Latin America, in 1918 students stimulated & major reform in higher
education that has influenced the university to the present tme. Students hive
heen instrumental in overthrowing governments in many nations in the Third
World.™ Yet despite their ability to precipitate political upheaval, students have
never been nble to take power, and their efforts in this area have olten led to rov-
ernments that have been highly unsympathetic 1o their gouls. For example, al-
though student dissent in Korea and Thaitand caused the downlall af regimes, the
military, not groups favored by the students, assumed political power in the
1960s. 1n Argentina, student unrest led not to « leftist government but 1o right-
wing represston of students and others. In Uruguay, student-led activism was mel
with musstve military repression. In other cases, students, while unable 10 seize
power for themselves, were nonctheless suceessful in precipitating political
change that was generally in o direction they favored. In 1987, student demon-
strations in South Korea forced the government to call elections, and the result
was a significant move toward demaocracy. While student activists did not feel that
the change was large enough, most other Koreans saw it as highly significant. The
pattern of student unrest in India and a few other Third Werld countries has fo-
cused on the universities themselves in an effort not only to express OPPOSHION o
established policy but also to win improvement in difficult campus conditions and
poor job prospects for graduates.”” Indian student *‘indiscipline”” has frequently
resulted in campus disruption. On oceasion, Indian students have also demon-
strated against political officials and have sometimes forced them 1o resign. Thus,
the spectrum ol Third World student dissent is broad. {deologics range from the
most revolutionary Marxist theories to Islamie fundamentalism. Sophisticated
ideological rhetoric characterizes some student movements, while others have no
discernible perspective. Some movements aim at the overthrow of the govern-
ment, while others are concerned with poor conditions in the dormitories.

There are many reasons why Third World students have been successiel in
politics, especially when compared o activist movements in the industrialized
nations. Some of them follow:

» Third World nations often lack the established political institutions and struciures of
the industrialized mations, and it is thus easier for any organized groups, such as the
student movement, to have a direct impact on palitics.
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Sudents have, inmany cases, been involvedin inflcpcnd@cc nmvcmcnfs am(I. front the be-
g;nningul'thu state have been a recognized part of the politica I. system. T ‘h ll.\',.l 1.1 mmr.ast to
the West, where activism is seen by most people as un ilbcrl‘:’ll.lﬂn ;am} in ITIc‘gnnn'at.c miru-
sion o politics, Third World students are expected to participate direetly in politics, and
activism is seen asalegitimute part of the political system.

Third World university students constitute a kind of incipicnt .a:]ilc' and in many countries
believe that they are speciul. They are members ol a tiny minority wha have access to

Fm_\'l-SCC(md“ry cducation. Their prospects for later success in carccrs.nrc good, ™ The
advantages, real and imagined, accruing 1o those who have o university degree and a
historical sense of eliteness are a powerful combination,

The location of the major universitics of the Third World contributes to the possibility
of activism. Muny are situated in the capital cities, and a large propnr.'(inn of the student
pupulnlinn is within casy reach ol the centers of power. This fuct of geography inakes
demonstrations caster to organize and gives students o sense that they are at the center

of power and huve easy access to it

Relatively few Third World nations have elfectively functioning democratic systems.
As aresult of this and of the widespread problems oliltiteraey and poor communications,
students are often seen as spokespersons Tor a hroader population, They have, in a
sense, suthority beyond their smidl numbers, and those in power often ke stedent
Jdemonstrations and gricvances seriously for (his reason. In many cases, seemingly small
student agitations have been cffeetive in guickly mobilizing larger social movements
or have had a surprising impact on the auwthorities, oo sense, Thind World students
ael as o conscrence of their societics.

Because Third World students, on the average, come lrom higher sociocconomic groups
than their compeers in industrialized nations, they have an added impact. While there

are significant natienal differences and the situation is rapidly changing in terms ol

soctul ¢lass background as higher education expands, @ substantial portion of the student
population of many Third World nations comes [ron urban elite backgrouwnds, and they
have, through their families, direct access o powerful segments ol society.

These fuctors are a partial explanation for the relative effectiveness of student
activist movements in- the Third World in the past several decides. Although
students in the industrialized nations, particularly during the 19605, had an impact
on their socielies, their role pales into insignificance when compared to the Third
World students movements. Further, Third World students have continued to be
aforee, They did not disappear at the end of the decade of the 1960s.

CONCLUSION

S_"'d'?nl political aetivism is a multifaceted phenomenon. There are many
vanations hecause of historical circumstances, level of sociopolitical devetop-
ment, and political and educational systemy, Student movements are dilficult to
predict. Further effectjve movements depend on external circumstances for their
Suceess—on the media and on aceeptunce by powerful Torees of the influence
and legitimacy of the activist movement. Student movements by themselves are

never powerful enough o overturn a government. They depend on ideas and on
the perception of legitimacy that they manage to create,

Student movements go through cycles. Since the mid—1970s in most indus-
trialized nations, student movements have been neither active nor successiul. In
some Third World nations, activism has continued, although overal] the trend
has been toward quictude. In many ways, it is just as important to study student
politics when itis ut a low ebb as it is during a phase of militancy. Both phases
can provide insights into the nature of student politics and perhaps into broader
political realities,

Academic institutions are a key part of the activist equation. Universities,
through their policies and orientations, affect activist movements, They are in
turn, often dramatically affected by activism. Student movements may disrupt
acadenmic life or may bring the wrath of political autherities on the camps,
Activism may bring in its wake educational reforms of various kinds, Thus,
academic authorities must fully understand the nature and causes of student
politics.

Student activism may be sporadic, ill organized, and sometimes frustrating
for thase in authority who must deal with it. Student activists frequently ipgnore
the lessons and traditions of student movements and thus Fail to achieve as much
success as possible, Few look at student activism from a comparative peespective
and thus fail to obtain as comprehensive an overview as possible. But student
activism is of major importance—not only for higher edueation but, in many
countries, for politics and society at large,
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