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Editorial

Student Power

Theory, Critique and Practice

‘Minerva’s owl takes flight only at dusk’ 
—G.W.G. Hegel, Philosophy of  Right

H istorical wisdom, for Hegel, is condemned to the realm of  retrospective. It is only in the twi-
light hours that one can truly understand the developments, intricacies and contradictions of  the 
period just lived. Minerva’s owl – the apparition of  wisdom – allows, for a fleeting moment, the 
possibility of  understanding.  Yet this comes too late. The day ends; a new period starts. The same 
knowledge just acquired becomes superfluous. This problem vexes all those actively involved in 
political movements.
 The last time we devoted an issue to student politics was in late 2010, following weeks of  
mass mobilizations and militant resistance to tuition fee hikes. Reading Chihab El Khachab’s re-
view of  the OLR 3 (p. 29), it is evident that the chance to transform these analyses into a contem-
porary political practice has expired. This time around, we review a tumultuous period of  student 
rebellion in Britain and around the world from a very different position. The mobilisations of  
2010 remain no more than ghosts of  their former selves. The long march from Millbank to the 
water-logged NUS demonstration at Kennington Park in 2012 is our historical inheritance. Those 
who seek to re-awaken a cloned chimera of  2010 will suffer a similar fate to King Cnut. Believing 
the tide will turn at ones command—that one can summon a mass student movement by slogans 
and heroic posturing—is only a more refined form of  political self-flagellation. As Gramsci put 
succinctly: ‘if  you bang your head against a wall it is not the wall that will break but your head’. We 

cannot simply will a movement like 2010 into being. A renewed theory and praxis is needed; a po-
litical synthesis which possesses the humility and incisiveness to critique the past and the present, 
and one which facilitates a tireless preparation for future action.
 Yet, this does not relinquish our responsibility to engage in analysis and refresh the move-
ment’s memory. In 2010, Britain’s students were the first to break the austerity-consensus. They 
also offered a glimpse of  what a mass student radicalisation might look like. In the aftermath of  
the demonstration in November 2012, however, we need to return to basic questions over both 
the nature and state of  the British student movement, as well as how activists relate to the Na-
tional Union of  Students. Jamie Woodcock (p. 12) provides a compelling political and strategic 
argument for why activists still need the National Union.  Calls to break from it, he argues, fail to 
respond to the changing circumstances of  a smaller movement.
 Given the state of  the British movement, we felt the need for an international cross-pol-
lination of  ideas, experiences and strategy. Witnessing the international dimensions of  student 
struggle – from Chile to Quebec to Greece to Puerto Rico – can give confidence, as well as les-
sons for those in Britain. A tradition of  international solidarity is in the process of  a much-needed 
revival. The articles by Charles Carrier-Plante from Québéc (p. 18) and Aquiles Hervas Parra from 
Ecuador (p.37) are our little contribution towards this goal.  They show that students across the 
world are united by the same demands of  free, publicly funded education, geared towards indi-
vidual and collective development – and that such visions can point towards a much wider critique 
of  society.  
 We have also re-published two articles from the 1960’s; one by Ernst Mandel and the other 
by the Situationist International (pg. 45). Their aim is to draw continuities to the rich history of  
student power, as well as two conflicting views of  student agency in progressive struggles. 
 To circumvent Hegel’s paradox we must have an eye both on the past and the future. Un-
derstanding the nature of  Millbank can play a role in clarifying our priorities, as well as offering a 
common identity (see Myers, pg. 5). A symbolic history and consciousness of  collective struggle 
is not something to be negated lightly. The movement of  2010 remains living proof  that a life of  
apathy and political inertia are not pre-determined for students.  This issue of  the journal asks 
what we can learn from our collective past, as well as what the potentials of  a future movement 
might look like. 
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Myth, Memory, and Millbank
The British Student Movement in Perspective

Matt MyErs

The British student movement of  2010 should warrant little nostalgia. Two years on, fees have 
tripled; courses have been cut; support has been pulled; and the student movement lies at its low-
est ebb. A critical evaluation of  2010 remains vital to understanding why the movement failed in 
its demands, and where the precedent leaves students today. I will argue that student power in 
Britain needs its own theory, its own analyses—independent from, but interrelated to—the strug-
gles of  different social groups.  Any history of  a student movement must first analyse the unique 
social, political, and economic relationship students have with the society they are part. Students 
are not a class but an ephemeral social group, a transitional social stage. Their unique ability to 
create movements that are spontaneous, radical, yet episodic, can be explained by this position.  
Students have the time, space, and means to organise movements quickly. Unlike workers, they do 
not have to convince their whole workplace to take action. Radicals can organise with or without 
an apathetic (or even hostile) majority. The political inexperience of  many students, coupled with 
students’ unique ability to organise, can in large part explain the anti-authoritarian, spontaneous, 
anarchic, characteristics observed in modern student movements. Student’s ideas, tactics and strat-
egy usually develop in a dialectical process more intense than those of  workers, as half-formed, 
often contradictory moral propositions are challenged in the process of  struggle, usually by the 
state and localised administrations.
 The politics of  2010 shared similarities with—while remaining distinct from—the last mass 
student revolt in the UK: 1968. On a national level the 2010 movement was centred on a defence 
of  Higher and Further Education, articulated against fees and cuts to Educational Maintenance 
Allowance (EMA). In time demands were also expressed on a localised level in the form of  calls 
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for a staff  living wage and precautions against victimisation.1 The UCL occupation’s demand for 
reform to the university council, for instance, stands in continuity with similar calls for student 
autonomy in 1968, in universities like Oxford and Warwick. Coupled with material demands, 
much of  the movement articulated a common political and moral case, which was unified, at least 
originally, around a feeling of  ‘betrayal’. The tendency of  some parts of  the student movement (at 
least originally) to substitute a moral approach for social and political analysis can apply to Lau-
rie Penny,2 just as it can to Mario Savio and the Free Speech Movement at Berkeley in 1964. The 
Liberal-Democrats (and bête-noire leader Nick Clegg) became the material expression of  a wider 
betrayal of  parliamentary sovereignty and legitimacy, in which some protesters had put their faith.3 
The betrayal was also manifested and articulated in the breaking of  a social-contract by a political 
class which used the logic of  austerity, efficiency and value, to deny the Millbank generation the 
same funded education they themselves had enjoyed. 
 All social movements have their own myths, student movements more than most. For the 
student revolt of  2010, the myth was Millbank. Here roughly 2000 students were able to transform 
the protest from a peaceful march going from A to B (mirroring the style of  marches seen in the 
Stop the War movement), into a full-scale occupation of  the Conservative Party’s head-quarters. 
In the process they revolutionised the strategy, image, articulation and style of  the movement. The 
symbolism of  Millbank was critical in how students, seasoned activists, and international observ-
ers regarded the subsequent revolt. The destruction of  a ruling party’s head-quarters is not sup-
posed to happen in any society, let alone in a member country of  the G8. Millbank was a symbolic 
act of  destruction,4 a 21st century amalgam of  ‘propaganda of  the deed’ and Grand Theft Auto; 
Freudian psychosis and Hobbesian drama; a collective, spontaneous, ‘high’, which encouraged the 
politics of  emulation and fetishism. Just as at Grosvenor Square in 1968, ‘violence brought its own 
attraction’.5 The property destruction and targeted occupations of  later demonstrations,6 was in 
part influenced by the anarcho-militarist Black Block fantasies inherited from the anti-capitalist 
movement of  Seattle 1999, and in other part by a conscious continuation of  a popular British 
street politics, as enacted by the suffragettes7 and the Poll Tax riots.

1  The UCL occupation’s demands were ‘1. A statement from management condemning all cuts to higher  
 education with the vice-chancellor’s (Malcolm Grant) salary to be equivalent with that of  Oxbrigde, 2.  
 UCL cleaners to receive living wage, out-sourced staff  to be brought in-house, 3. A reformed University  
 council made up of  ¼ students, ¼ management, ¼ tutors and ¼ support staff ’. J. Biggs, ‘At the Occu- 
 pation’, London Review of  Books, 16th December 2010.
2 L. Penny, ‘You Say You Want a Revolution’ in D. Hancox, ed., Fight Back! A Reader on the Winter of  Protest,  
 Open Democracy 2011.
3 S. Burge ‘I was held at the student protest for five hours’ in D. Hancox, ed., Fight Back! A Reader on the  
 Winter of  Protest, Open Democracy 2011.
4 30th November BBC interview with a 19th Year-Old (unnamed-student protestor), “Smashing windows  
 was necessary in the beginning to get demonstrations on the front pages, but now the violence would be  
 counter-productive.”
5 J. Green, Days in the Life, London 1988.
6 The ideological property damage of  Millbank continued to a Police van (24th November) , the Treasury  
 and statues in Parliament square (9th December), yet spilled over in to objects a bus-stop (24th) and an  
 information booth (9th).
7 Bob Cow (General Secretary of  RMT) ‘Only when suffragettes broke windows did the world take no- 
 tice’ quoted at the UCL Occupation in J. Biggs, ‘At the Occupation’, London Review of  Books, 16th 
 December 2010.

 The Millbank that mythologised the ‘crowd’8 brought its own curse. By the morning of  
November 11th the movement possessed a momentum of  its own. The radicals had won strategic 
and ideological hegemony. The right of  the student movement was both alienated and impotent. 
The government was forced to respond to the terms set at Millbank. Millbank both invigorated 
the movement and embodied the contradictions that were to precipitate its artificial dissolution.9 
The snap vote called by the Coalition (on 3rd December) for 9th December should be framed 
within the context of  a mass student movement which engulfed Britain’s education system for 
just under a month. Potential of  further contagion to other social groups, falling poll ratings of  
both Coalition parties, and a political class with a historical penchant for successfully outmaneu-
vring street politics, set the stage for the Government’s response. The fact that Britain’s political 
classes did not wait to announce a vote on fees, as did Quebec’s Liberal government for two 
years, prevented the revitalising of  democratic student structures, and, critically, extinguished the 
momentum of  the movement, just as students entered the winter-break. The loss of  momentum 
should be framed as a structural issue for student movements, not just as an unfortunate irrita-
tion. When concessions won at Berkeley in December 1964 coincided with the winter break, the 
movement declined and fragmented, ultimately allowing Mario Savio to be expelled. The Italian 
student power of  1967-8 had declined by 1969; the 1968 LSE occupation ended after one week, 
when the occupation voted to moderate demands, while the German SDS10 declined after a split 
at the November 1968 conference.11  The 2010 movement was following well-trodden paths.

• • •

The demographic composition of  the movement—compromised by the balance of  forces be-
tween old and new protesters, and between school and university students—is important to un-
derstand. Unlike most of  the world, UK students have the price of  their education set on the 
year of  entering university rather than yearly enrolment, with this meaning 2010 demonstrated, 
in many ways, a collective defence of  education, rather than purely a defence of  individual inter-
est. Some university students involved in 2010 had previous experience in the Gaza occupations 
of  2009, the top-up fee protests in 2004, the Climate Camp, the G20 protests, and other anti-
capitalist initiatives. But these numbers were certainly not large.12 The horizontal, confrontational, 
spontaneous, theme was organic to the circumstances, and partly a response to the failures of  
extra-parliamentary, top-down, organisation-led campaigning going from the Campaign for Nu-
clear Disarmament in the 1960s13 to Stop the War in 2003. It is important to note that even with 

8 G. LeBon, The Crowd; Study of  the Popular Mind, 1896 Paris.
9 YouGov poll (whole populace) on 14th November show 35% supporting fees, 52% opposed, with 65%  
 having sympathy with demo. Yet in the same poll 69% said violence had damaged cause while 13% said  
 benefited it. Poll of  students on 30th November showed 78% oppose tuition fees, 54% believed  
 violence at protests had hurt the cause and 27% sympathised with direct action against Millbank. Figures  
 can be accessed at http://ukpollingreport.co.uk/blog/archives/2874 and http://ukpollingreport.co.uk/ 
 blog/archives/2894.
10 Sozialistische Deutsche Studentenbund.
11 C. Harman, The Fire Last Time: 1968 and After, Bookmarks 1988.
12 (On describing the UCL occupation) ‘None had taken part in student politics before, a few had been on  
 the 2003 Stop the War march as 11-13 year olds’ J. Biggs, ‘At the Occupation’, London Review of  Books,  
 16th December 2010.
13 M. Frey ‘The International Peace Movement’ in M. Klimke & J. Scharloth, 1968 in Europe—A History  
 of  Protest and Activism, 1956-1977, 2008 New York.

MyErs | The British Student Movement



8 Oxford Left Review              9 

a 50,000 people march in London on November 10th and a national 130,000 people walkout on 
November 24th, only 3-400 people attended the Education Activist Network (EAN) and National 
Campaign Against Fees & Cuts (NCAFC) conferences .
 The real distinction between 1968 and 2010 (though not the grant campaigns of  1972-4 
which did reach the Technical colleges), was the role of  school and Further-Education students, 
many of  which came from deprived backgrounds. Driven by a defence of  EMA and university 
fees, the role of  school students radically altered the class dynamic in student demonstrations, as 
well as in the culture and the grassroots leadership of  protests. The protester who claimed ‘we are 
from the slums of  London…EMA is the only thing keeping us in college, what’s stopping us do-
ing drug deals on the streets? Nothing’14 is just one example among many. The direct ‘links’ made 
between FE and university students were not, nevertheless, what created a symbiosis between 
the groups. The two spheres were largely separate, only to converge during protests and demon-
strations in which university students had offered the original organisational leadership (through 
organisations like EAN, NCAFC, and various occupations). The ‘divide and rule’ politics based 
on 1960s stereotypes of  privileged students, peddled even by sections of  the ‘left’15 was no longer 
credible in 2010. Students in higher education represented 45% of  their age-group, while the vast 
majority of  under-19s were in full-time education. Students are no longer the privileged minority 
of  old. 
 The role of  organisation in the movement mirrors the inheritance of  1968, as well as the 
innovations. After Millbank shifted the political dialogue outside its usual habitat, the National Un-
ion of  Students (NUS) shied away from calling any mobilisations except a bizarre glow-stick vigil 
on December 9th. This response was to be expected, given the similar behaviour exhibited after 
the LSE occupation and the Vietnam protests in 1968.16 NUS President Aaron Porter called the 
Millbank protest ‘despicable’ and ‘senseless’, conducted by ‘anarchists…who probably don’t care 
about fees. I suspect most weren’t students’.17 This account mirrors to a comical degree the state-
ment made by NUS president Geoff  Martin after the October 1968 Vietnam protest.18 The NUS, 
in contrast to knee-jerk popular student feeling at the time, did play a complex and contradictory 
role. The above-expected size of  the Millbank demonstration, which set off  the movement, was 
partly a product of  the time and resources it was allocated by the NUS. With little organisational 
oversight or agency enacted from above, informal networks, direct action committees and ‘strike 
teams’ combined with affinity groups (such as Oxford Education Campaign), as well as a dozen 

14 Newsnight 9th December 2010, Paul Mason, ‘The Dubstep Rebellion—The British Banlieue comes to Millbank’,  
 4:00 mins. The protestor is proved right by the statistics: EMA increased total attendance by 6.1% and  
 among 16-17 year-old men by 8.6%, http://www.nusconnect.org.uk/asset/news/6011/emareport2010. 
 pdf.
15 ‘Sorry students but you are low on the pecking order’, Poly Toynbee, The Guardian, 5th November   
 2010, http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2010/nov/05/students-low-pain-pecking-order.
16 “The NUS has all the passion of  an ashtray,” D. Widgery, ‘NUS—The student’s muffler’, in A. Cockburn  
 & R. Blackburn, eds., Student Power, 1969.
17 Springtime—The New Student Rebellions, eds. C. Solomon & Tania Palmieri, Verso 2011.
18 The two presidents have strikingly similar testimonies, the author expects this is more structural than  
 chance. ‘The trend to violence must be halted…The NUS defends the right to peaceful demonstrations.  
 Many groups planning violence are conning students and the general public into believing their main  
 concern is Vietnam. It is not, their purpose is confrontation with the police…These political hooligans,  
 many of  whom are not students, they admit they want a ‘weekend revolution’, G. DeGroot, The 60s   
 Unplugged—A Kaleidoscopic History of  a Disorderly Decade, MacMillan 2008.

occupations around the country, in order to offer democratic (if  nebulous) grassroots  leadership 
and organisation where the NUS would not. For all their democratic proselytising, however, oc-
cupations were invariably small affairs. UCL’s occupation consisted of  around 200 people, while 
Oxford University’s occupation of  the Radcliffe Camera compromised 50 students out of  a Uni-
versity population of  over 20,000. And as the movement abruptly disintegrated after the loss of  
the vote and the winter-break, these affinity groups (in the vast majority of  cases) ceased to exist. 
 The reason for defeat in 2010 is related to the failure of  the student movement to unite 
with social forces outside itself, notably the working class and trade-unions. Their isolation meant 
that students were unable to force a deeper social crisis for the government and their wider aus-
terity politics. This mirrored the same predicament at the LSE occupation of  1968, which faced a 
working class not yet ready to challenge the Government’s Income Policy. Nowadays, the aim to 
defend education would easier fit an alliance with workers fighting the wider Coalition program of  
cuts and privatisation, than some of  the anti-imperialist politics of  1968. Although Union Gen-
eral Secretaries Len McClusky (Unite), Bob Crow (Unite), and Mark Serwotka (PCS) praised the 
movement, claiming that students had ‘put trade unions on the spot’,19 workers did not move into 
action like they did during May 1968 in France. This can be explained by the different stages in 
which students and workers found themselves in the autumn of  2010. The trade-unions had only 
just started building against job losses, wage freezes and pension cuts, while the students were the 
first ones to challenge the austerity consensus,20 and so were isolated. 
 The student movement of  2010 should also be framed within a wider international con-
text. Students at Millbank chanted ‘Greece, France, now here too’, while the Book Block shield 
formation seen on December 9th was inspired by Italian students who were also demonstrating in 
November. In a transnational media age of  satellite channels and fluid networks of  social media 
it is easy to forget the ability of  reports, videos, and pictures to spread over the world at a rapid 
speed. There was international media coverage, from Egypt to Russia, from Pakistan to Palestine. 
The image of  Britain’s exceptionalism from social conflict was challenged in a concerted way. If  
British students could occupy and sack their ruling party’s headquarters why couldn’t Egyptians? 
There were solidarity demonstrations with British students in Greece (where there was 5 arrests 
and 3 injuries),21 Quebec,22 and Italy, as there were statements of  support from anti-fascist groups 
in Germany23 and from the Chairperson of  the European Student’s Union Karina Ufert24  in 
Brussels. 
 The occupations of  2010 didn’t repeat the call of  1968 for ‘red bases’. In the theory of  
‘red bases’, universities could become havens, independent from bourgeois society, out of  which 

19 L. McClusky, ‘Unions, get set for battle’, The Guardian, Monday 20th December.
20 ‘The scene is set for more yesterdays…we have been warned’, Chris Blackhurst, 11th November 2010,  
 Evening Standard, http://www.standard.co.uk/news/expect-more-rage-if-the-rich-and-poor-divide-gets- 
 bigger-6535068.html.
21 “Some 2,000 students marched through Athens downtown. As they tried to break a police cordon to  
 march to the British embassy in solidarity with British students, the situation got out of  control Police  
 fired teargas and arrested five protesters, three students were slightly injured.” See http://www.keeptalk- 
 inggreece.com/2010/12/02/students-and-police-clash-in-athens.
22 Montreal Gazette, 7th December 2010, Page 3.
23 http://antifajd.blogspot.co.uk/2010/12/declaration-of-solidarity-with-student.html.
24 http://www.esu-online.org/news/article/6001/ESU-Chair-shows-solidarity-with-demo-in-London.
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revolutionary action could be waged.25 The ethos of  the ‘red base’ did have continuities with the 
occupations and initiatives in the autumn of  2010 if  one observes the concerted effort to ‘reim-
agine’ education, reclaim space, and attempt out-reach programs. This reflected, in language and 
action, the occupations like Hornsey and Hull in 1968, although without the confident revolu-
tionary critique. The ‘Reimagining University Conference’ at Leeds, the ‘Camp for Education’ at 
the University of  West England, the ‘Free School’ at LSE, the ‘University for Strategic Optimism’ 
at Goldsmith’s, the ‘Bloomsbury Fight Back’ project, the Teach-Out and Teach-Ins at Oxford, 
SOAS, or UCL, and the ‘Arts Against the Cuts’ in Tate Britain (which delayed the Turner Prize) 
were all part of  these initiatives. Situationism (though not the Dutch ‘Provos’) became an ideologi-
cal accessory for a certain (small but vocal) section of  the protests.26 This revival should be framed 
as a form of  aesthetic ultra-leftism. 
 Unable to encroach on profits like workers, there seems a tendency for students in univer-
sities, often far in advance of  the rest of  society (1968 as 2010) in terms of  radicalism, to act as 
an aesthetic vanguard27 to ‘shock’ and ‘jam’ enough of  the ruling culture to ‘awaken’ other social 
forces. Technological utopianism and fetishism in 2010, resulting from the ephemeral success 
with ‘networks’ and horizontalist organising across Facebook and Twitter, was both reflected in 
and contrasted with the inheritance of  1968. On the one hand there was the Provo idea of  the 
‘homo ludens’ as the ‘new man’ living for pleasure in a computerised world, while on the other 
there were the 1968 handmade posters at the Sorbonne and the 1964 anti-computer protests in 
Berkeley—both  directed as a response to the ‘reduction of  artistic integrity’.28 The jump, there-
fore, from the blasphemous stunt in Notre-Dame by the Lettrists in 1950 to targeted student and 
UK Uncut flash-mobs is more a question of  what culture is ‘jammed’ than tactics or strategy. The 
role of  banners, placards, and memes, should be observed as expressive instruments, rather than 
throwaway language or turns-of  phrase. Homemade Harry Potter-inspired signs like ‘Dumble-
dore wouldn’t stand for this!’ and ‘This Sh*t wouldn’t happen at Hogwarts’, in conjunction with 
the infatuation for V for Vendetta masks,29 are signs of  a generation raised on Harry Potter and 
popular films, rather than Marx.30 The humour and satire exhibited is harmless, yet at the same 
time disguises the lack of  politics of  certain sections of  the movement. 

• • •

Any analysis of  the British student movement in 2010 should be both critical, without nostalgia 
for the past, and framed against the rich inheritance of  student power, past and present. The 
failures of  2010 were in part a product of  the movement’s radicalism and energy. The parliamen-

25 Revolutionary Socialist Student Federation Manifesto, New Left Review 1/53 Jan-Feb 1969 and ‘A Revolu- 
 tionary Student Movement’ Anthony Barnett, Ibid.
26 ‘(We need too) Re-politicise space and aesthetics by political action’, J. Moses ‘Postmodernism in the   
 Streets: the tactics of  protest are changing’ in D. Hancox, ed., Fight Back! A Reader on the Winter of  Protest,  
 2011 Open Democracy.
27 The Provos, as with some sections of  the Italian ‘student power’ movement, believed that the revolu- 
 tionary vanguard would not be compromised of  the working-classes but artists, students, and young   
 people.
28 Tariq Ali, Street Fighting Years—An Autobiography of  the Sixties, Verso 2005, pg 13.
29 J. Darling, ‘On [Protest] Signs and Signified’ in D. Hancox, ed., Fight Back! A Reader on the Winter of  Pro- 
 test, 2011 Open Democracy.
30 Even if  placards of  socialist student societies and education campaigns were also present.

tary manoeuvring of  the Coalition in December should be seen as a direct consequence of  the 
movement’s success as a popular challenge to the government and its austerity agenda, striking 
fear in the government that the contagion might spread to other social sectors. It was therefore 
in the strength of  the movement—in the style and strategy set out at Millbank—that its central 
contradiction lay. The movement defined by Millbank was unable to force a deeper social crisis 
or a constructive ideological challenge to neoliberal orthodoxy, since this type of  movement, at 
that specific historical juncture, was a product of—and in turn invited further—isolation. A truly 
mass, democratic, movement was needed, rooted in grassroots structures and initiatives, present 
in schools, campuses, departments, and colleges, around which all students, not just the students 
who attended demonstrations and walkouts, could be integrated and be bound by the collective 
struggle and democratic will of  their peers. Although encouraging a new youth street-politics to 
emerge, a movement defined by demonstrations and direct actions prevented itself  from leading a 
concerted attempt to carry out more concrete, radical action, such as was taken by nationally coor-
dinated student structures in Quebec, with their indefinite student strike. This is not to wish in ret-
rospect for a cloned movement which, for nationally and historically determined reasons, was not 
necessarily reproducible. What 2010 needed, however, was the kind of  struggle that could have 
superseded the contradictions and structural limitations students suffer from, in their inability to 
force truly general crises like workers. A prolonged, progressively built, and drawn out struggle 
waged in a nationally coordinated manner through democratic, grassroots, and accountable insti-
tutions, acting as the memory of  the movement, was needed in order to circumvent the tyranny 
of  spontaneity and grant the ability to ally in a concrete way with the struggles of  workers. • 

Matt Myers studies History at Wadham College and is Co-Editor in Chief  of  the Oxford Left Review.
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The National Union of  Students
and the Left
JaMiE WoodCoCk

Introduction

A new student movement erupted on the campuses and streets of  Britain in 2010. The scale of  
the occupations, walkouts, and demonstrations was far greater than anything in recent years. The 
flashpoints of  the movement, from the occupation of  Millbank to the near defeat of  the govern-
ment on the raising of  tuition fees, showed new heights of  militancy. The role of  the National 
Union of  Students (NUS) in this movement was the focus of  much discussion, and following 
the demonstration on 21 November 2012 there has been a renewed interest in its structures. This 
article seeks to understand the role of  the NUS and its relationship to the student movement, and 
will conclude with a discussion of  the  approach the left should adopt towards the NUS.

The Movement

The high point of  the relationship between the NUS and the movement was the demonstration 
on the 10 November 2010. Previously, the ‘NUS’s reluctance to challenge the Labour Party was 
a huge barrier to the movement’, and it is therefore ‘no coincidence that its biggest mobilisation 
for decades came only once Labour was in opposition’ (Swain, 2011: p98). The election of  a Con-
servative and Liberal Democrat coalition intent, despite pledges to the contrary, on tripling tuition 
fees and scrapping EMA laid the basis for a broad mobilisation. The NUS machinery moved into 
full gear, deploying all of  its political, organisational, and financial resources to deliver a huge 
turnout of  50,000 on 10 November 2010 (Malik and Ratcliffe, 2012). The events of  that day high-

light the importance of  the relationship between official and unofficial networks. NUS delivered 
numbers far exceeding the reach of  the existing activist networks, which worked both with and 
against NUS leadership.
 The events at Millbank ‘would not have happened without the official NUS mobilisation’, 
but neither would they have happened ‘if  activists had been content to simply follow the lead of  
NUS officials’ (Callinicos and Jones, 2011: p14).  This meant working with the leadership to max-
imise the mobilisation and against the leadership to occupy Millbank. Similarly, after the ‘dither-
ing’ (Kingsley, 2010) of  NUS president Aaron Porter, further action would not have been taken 
without the unofficial networks like Education Activist Network (EAN) and National Campaign 
Against Fees and Cuts (NCAFC). There were a series of  walkouts, the most successful of  which 
mobilised an estimated 130,000 students (Callinicos and Jones, 2011: p14), leading up to the dem-
onstration outside parliament on 9 December.
 The student movement was able to play an important role in the fight against austerity by 
moving first into action. Trade unions began to organise a fight-back, culminating in the mass 
strike on 30 November—arguably the largest strike action in Britain since the general strike in 
1926 (Jones, 2011), yet this time around students played a very different role. The NUS confer-
ence in 2011 had been shaped—at least to some degree—by the student movement preceding it. 
Now, whereas in 1926 the ‘university students were remembered chiefly as strike-breakers’ (Bark-
er, 2008: p47), in 2011 there was an outpouring of  solidarity from students on the picket lines.
 The movement further shaped the NUS conference in 2012: it provided opportunity to 
discuss motions about defending the right to protest and the role of  the police in society. The 
leadership was pressured into calling a demonstration on 21 November 2012; the NUS expected 
at least 10,000 students to join the demonstration. However, on the day only between 3,000 and 
4,000 people made it across London to the rallying point in Kennington Park. The day ended with 
the President, Liam Burns, being ‘pelted with eggs and fruit at the conclusion of  the march’ (Malik 
and Ratcliffe, 2012).
 It is important not to focus only on this particular outburst of  frustration and, instead, at-
tempt to understand why the leadership of  the NUS behaved in the way it did. The movement 
in 2012 was very different to that of  previous years. The trade union leadership had been able 
to hold back the pensions dispute, which took the momentum out of  the national fight against 
austerity. The levels of  industrial action—especially involving education unions—did not resume 
in the autumn term of  2012. This disorientation, coupled with a lack of  pressure from below, al-
lowed the NUS leadership to demobilise in the run up to 21 November. 

The NUS

The role of  the NUS can be understood further by examining the structures and contradictions 
that exist within it. The NUS is a confederation of  six hundred students’ unions; this covers 
95% of  all higher and further education unions in the UK, representing more than seven million 
students (NUS, 2012a). The NUS combines three competing interests: activism, lobbying, and 
service provision. The activism and lobbying components can be understood as two perspectives, 
summarised as ‘from-above’ and ‘from-below’, to borrow terminology from Hal Draper (1966), 
on how change can be achieved. Lobbying is an elitist approach that attempts to influence those in 
power to introduce change ‘from-above’. It stands in contrast to activism, which for this purpose 
is assumed to require mass participation to force change ‘from-below’. 
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 The third interest concerns the services provided by the NUS and the local unions. The 
number and scale of  services intensified with the establishment of  NUS Services Limited (or 
NUSSL) which is a separate corporate entity that purchases products collectively and provides 
various support and marketing packages. Students’ unions are large potential markets as they 
provide over 200 different premises across Britain that include shops, cafés, bars, and music ven-
ues, with a total turnover of  at least £120 million per year (NUS, 2012b). The service side of  the 
union involves a structure of  unelected managers and paid employees that runs in parallel to the 
elected student positions. Although technically unions are not profit-making enterprises, the logic 
of  running such services tends towards profit maximisation. This can encroach on the interests 
of  students, in particular relating to activism.
 An understanding of  the social role of  the bureaucracy can provide an insight into why the 
NUS leadership played a similar role to the trade union leadership. Tony Cliff  and Donny Gluck-
stein (1986: p27) explain that: 

The trade union bureaucracy is a distinct, basically conservative, social formation. Like the 
God Janus it presents two faces: it balances between the employers and the workers. It holds 
back and controls workers’ struggle, but it has a vital interest not to push the collaboration 
with employers and state to a point where it makes the unions completely impotent. For the 
official is not an independent arbitrator. If  the union fails entirely to articulate members’ 
grievances, this will lead eventually either to effective internal challenges to the leadership, or 
to membership apathy and organisational disintegration.

This analysis of  union bureaucracies clarifies why sell-outs occur, but also crucially how pressure 
can be brought to bear on the leadership by the rank and file members. It is important to note, 
however, that the student and trade union bureaucracies are not subject to identical pressures. Stu-
dent union officers represent a transitional group in society that do not play a role in production 
and therefore do not possess the economic power of  workers. 
 In addition, the role of  the Labour Party needs to be included in this understanding. Their 
wholly inadequate strategy—implemented by both the NUS leadership and significant sections 
of  the trade union bureaucracy—is to wait until the next general election to fight austerity at the 
ballot box. The NUS is actively engaged in a project to train activists in anticipation for the door-
knocking and electioneering in 2015. In the meantime the devastating effects of  privatisation will 
continue, not only in education, but also in the NHS and the rest of  the public sector.

Student Union Democracy

The NUS and the affiliated student unions have undergone a series of  changes, which have lim-
ited activism. The attempts to curtail the power of  student unions have been taking place for over 
thirty years; turning points were the 1994 Education Act and the 2006 Charities Act. These acts 
formalised the structures of  student unions and then forced them to become registered charities, 
which further shifted the balance away from activism towards service provision. The Charities 
Commission (2010) dictated that: ‘union funds cannot be used to promote or support campaigns 
on matters which may be of  general interest or concern but which do not affect members of  
the union as students.’ These rules can be used to pressure union officers over the legal risks and 
potential ramifications of  engaging in activism. Before 2010 an example of  this was the general 
managers’ refrain of  ‘you can’t do that: it’s ultra vires!’, i.e. something beyond legal authority. How-

ever, with the advent of  direct attacks on education this has become far less common, being much 
more closely associated with anti-war, anti-fascism, or Palestine solidarity campaigns.
 The problem of  restrictions is not limited to the new rules and laws. Nonetheless, Dan 
Swain (2011: p107) notes that ‘there has so far been no legal action taken against unions on the 
basis of  these changes’; it does, however, represent a ‘breathtaking restriction on the political inde-
pendence’ of  student unions. The move to charity status was accompanied by widespread changes 
to the constitutions and internal democracy of  student unions. The leadership of  the NUS did 
not fight the attacks on democracy that were being imposed; instead, it saw it as an opportunity to 
restructure the union in the consumer services direction. The NUS and many individual student 
unions underwent lengthy governance reviews. The core of  these changes involved reducing the 
size of  national conference and the introduction of  trustee boards. These boards, now present 
at both a local and national level, established an unaccountable structure above the elected offic-
ers to oversee their decisions and hold the power to veto. These transformations—although not 
implemented evenly in every Students’ Union—have to be seen as ‘intimately linked to a political 
agenda to erode solidarity between students and workers in struggle’ (Swain, 2011: p106).

The Intervention of  the Left

The objective circumstances that the left operates in now are characterised by the lack of  an or-
ganised fight in higher education, a trade union leadership holding back the struggle, and a stu-
dent movement at a low point compared to 2010. However, the situation is far from static. The 
implementation of  austerity in education will lead to local flashpoints in the coming months, as 
the contradictions of  the new fees and funding regime come to the fore. This has the potential 
to force a polarisation between the leadership and those actually resisting austerity. There are two 
important factors to consider in this situation: the majority of  students still put faith in the na-
tional union, while the government is determined to continue with austerity. These can combine 
to ‘present revolutionaries with tremendous opportunities to intervene successfully’ (Callinicos 
and Turner, 1977: p13).
 A successful intervention by the left in the student movement and the NUS requires an 
‘understanding of  the gap between its own ideas and the concerns of  the mass of  students’ (Har-
man, 1970: p1). This can only be achieved by attempting to relate to increasingly broad layers of  
students. As Chris Harman (1970: p1) has pointed out, student movements tend to put forward 
‘transitional’ demands regarding elements of  student control, the opening of  financial books, or 
divestment campaigns. When raising such demands, students come into conflict with the authori-
ties, with their own contradictory ideas, and with the inability of  the NUS leadership to fight for 
or deliver these demands. This creates a condition in the movement that ‘forces many students 
into a debate that can only be of  advantage to revolutionary ideas.’
 Despite this, the state of  the student movement in 2012 has been the source of  much frus-
tration on the left. There has been a tendency to try and replicate the events of  2010: to chase 
the possibility of  another Millbank moment. This is not allowed for in the current state of  the 
movement and lacks an understanding of  how to build outwards in a way that will involve increas-
ingly larger numbers of  people. It is wrong to regard the student movement as a revolutionary 
movement in itself. Although there can be spectacular moments in the development of  a militant 
student movement, ‘in the long run these come to an impasse […] for students do not have real 
power to transform society’ (Harman, 1970: p1).

WoodCoCk | NUS
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Conclusion

It is important to understand that the internal contradictions in the NUS have brought it to this 
point. The tensions between activism, lobbying, and service provision limit the union’s ability to 
form a coherent strategy capable of  inspiring or achieving serious resistance. The role of  the La-
bour Party also shapes the kind of  resistance that the leadership is willing to organise, requiring 
passivity until 2015, followed by a vote for the Labour Party in the general election. Here the NUS 
again appears to have, in the words of  David Widgery (1969: p119) ‘all the passion of  an ashtray.’
 Building an alternative to the NUS at this moment, however, is not a solution to the prob-
lems facing the student movement: there are no shortcuts to building a successful mass move-
ment that can fight and win, and Widgery’s (1969: p137) argument still rings true: ‘a real student 
movement will grow out of  real struggle, not vice versa.’ To break from the NUS at a low point 
of  struggle would take a minority of  radical students away from the majority and isolate them, 
at precisely the moment when relating to them is important. Rather, the left must find ways to 
strengthen the activism component within the NUS to push forward its internal contradictions. 
The NUS still has the potential to mobilise large numbers of  students and it is not immune to 
pressure from below, which can open up huge opportunities for the left.
 Equally, the scale of  the attacks on education must inform the kind of  strategy that the 
left pursues in the student movement and the NUS. This is only one element of  a much broader 
agenda, which can only be fought successfully as part of  a wider struggle. There is an objective 
necessity to fight alongside other groups and it is of  critical importance to forge links with the 
organised working class. It is the working class—not groups of  militant students, not an alterna-
tive student union structure, or elite groups acting on their behalf—that have the potential to 
defeat austerity and radically transform society. This does not mean that student struggle should 
be subordinated to supporting workers’ struggle; the interplay between the two can add dynamism 
to both. Instead, the left must continue to intervene inside the NUS, putting forward alternative 
strategies and contesting the leadership. The building of  independent networks that work inside 
and outside of  the NUS is of  real importance, as is the deepening and broadening of  their reach. 
The crucial pivot of  success, however, remains the combination of  two things: on one hand, mak-
ing links outside the student movement, and on the other hand building a revolutionary current 
within it—neither of  which are solved by imposing abstract organisational forms. •

JaMie Woodcock is a PhD student at Goldsmiths and member of  the NUS national executive committee.

BiBliograPhy
Barker, C. (2008) ‘Some Reflections on Student Movements of  the 1960s and early 1970s’, Revista Crítica de Ciências  
 Sociais, 81: 43-91.
Birchall, I. (2008) ‘Seizing the time: Tony Cliff  and 1968’, International Socialism, 118: 95-112.
Callinicos, A. and Turner, S. (1975) ‘The Student Movement Today’, International Socialism (1st series), 75: 9-15.
Callinicos, A. and Jones, J. (2011) ‘The student revolt and the crisis’, International Socialism, 129: 3-21.
Charity Commission. (2010) Students’ Unions: A Guide, www.charity-commission.gov.uk/    
 About_us/OGs/g048c003.aspx
Cliff, T. and Gluckstein, D. (1986) Marxism and Trade Union Struggle, London: Bookmarks.
Draper, H. (1966) ‘The Two Souls of  Socialism’, New Politics, 5, 1: 57-84.

Harman, C. (1970) ‘Students’, International Socialism (1st series), 43.
Jones, O. (2011) ‘Striking workers must unite across Europe’, The Guardian (25 Nov).
Kingsley, P. (2010) ‘Student Protests: NUS President Apologises for “Spineless Dithering”’, The Guardian (28 Nov).
Malik, S. and Ratcliffe, R. (2012) ‘Student march ends in eggs, fruit and anger’, The Guardian (21 Nov).
NUS. (2012a) About NUS, http://www.nus.org.uk/en/about-nus.
NUS. (2012b) Trade Marketing, http://www.nus.org.uk/cy/contact-us/commercial-services/trade-marketing.
Swain, D. (2011) ‘The student movement today’, International Socialism, 130: 95-112.
Widgery, D. (1969) ‘NUS—the Students’ Muffler’, in A. Cockburn and R. Blackburn (eds.), Student Power: Problems, 
 Diagnosis, Action. Harmondsworth: Penguin.

WoodCoCk | NUS



Oxford Left Review              19 

An Insight into the Repression of  the 
Québécois Student Movement
CharlEs CarriEr-PlantE

In 2012, Québec went through the most important student strike in its history. Leaving aside the 
referendum campaigns of  1980 and 1995, no comparable political mobilization had occurred in 
the province since the 1970s. This decade was marked by the mass arrests of  the 1970 October 
Crisis,1 as well as the imprisonment of  union leaders after they had enjoined their members to 
defy a special law forcing a return to work on public sector employees in April 1972. As we will 
see, the student strike of  the 2012 “spring” was subject to a repression equal in scale to that de-
ployed against those historical contestation movements.
 Last November, the ex-spokesperson of  the CLASSE,2 the most militant student organi-
zation involved in the conflict, was convicted of  contempt of  court for statements made in May 
2012 on RDI, a public sector news channel. Questioned about certain injunctions prohibiting the 
blocking of  access to classrooms, Gabriel Nadeau-Dubois asserted that it was unfortunate for a 
minority of  students to resort to the justice system in order to circumvent mandates adopted in 
general assemblies. Relaying positions adopted by the CLASSE in its assembly, Nadeau-Dubois 
declared that it was “legitimate” to take any necessary means in order for strike votes to be re-

1 In October 1970, the Front de Libération du Québec (FLQ, Québec Liberation Front), a radical left-  
 wing group fighting for the independence of  Québec, kidnapped the British diplomat James Cross as  
 well as the Minister of  Labor, Pierre Laporte. These kidnappings led to the suspension of  civil liberties,  
 after Prime Minister Pierre-Eliott Trudeau enforced the War Measures Act. The Canadian army was dis 
 patched in the province, and several hundreds of  separatist and syndicalist militants were arrested and  
 detained without mandate.
2 Coalition Large pour une Solidarité Syndicale Étudiante (which translates, roughly, as Broad Coalition  
 for Trade Union-Student Solidarity).

spected—including, if  necessary, to establish picket lines.3

 In nearly half  a century, never has a spokesperson been prosecuted and condemned as a 
consequence of  statements uttered in the public sphere. The ruling handed down by Judge Denis 
Jacques will, if  upheld, constitute a dangerous precedent for social movements in Québec and in 
Canada, putting the “dignity of  the court” over and above the right to free speech. The verdict 
immediately raises the question of  the independence of  the judicial system. Indeed, student or-
ganizations did not fail to underline the close links between Judge Jacques and the Québec Liberal 
Party, in power during the conflict.  However, these allegations of  partisanship are less concern-
ing than the content of  the judgment itself, which bears all the marks of  juridical positivism, a 
dominant paradigm (alas!) in our law faculties. For the proponents of  positive law, legality finds 
its foundation in the ordering of  law itself, which is thereby elevated as a transcendent and un-
questionable principle. Proclaiming himself  defender of  “the primacy of  law over the arbitrary” 
and of  “social order over chaos,” Judge Jacques’s verdict rests chiefly on the remark of  former 
American President John F. Kennedy: “Our Nation is founded on the principle that observance 
of  the law is the eternal safeguard of  liberty, and defiance of  the law is the surest road to tyranny.” 
Concluding that the accused “advocates anarchy and encourages civil disobedience” in his state-
ments, the judge declared Gabriel Nadeau-Dubois guilty of  contempt of  court, and condemned 
him to 120 hours of  community service. The case is, of  course, in appeal.
 The Morasse v. Nadeau-Dubois case is but one of  the numerous illustrations of  the pre-
dominant role played by judicial institutions throughout the student conflict. Had it not been 
for the multiple injunctions obtained both by collegial/university institutions and by students 
eager to attend their classes, the spokesperson of  the CLASSE could never have been accused 
of  contempt of  court. These steps constitute a major precedent. Indeed, even if  it has never 
been guaranteed by any law, the Québécois students’ right to protest had always been subject to 
implicit recognition, both on the part of  civil society and within governmental institutions. Yet 
last spring’s conflict was marked by this new form of  mobilization of  judicial authorities, both by 
private individuals and by educational establishments, either to assert an individual right to benefit 
from services for which one had paid, or to prohibit any hindrance on free traffic in and out of  
educational establishments. These injunctions had the effect of  criminalizing picketing, which 
has been, for half  a century, the means of  choice for student organizations to force governments 
into negotiation. In several educational institutions, the enforcement of  court orders gave rise to 
what the mainstream media referred to as “confrontations” between students and police forces.4  
The term is ill chosen. One cannot speak of  confrontation when one party delivers the blows and 

3 This excerpt of  Gabriel Nadeau-Dubois’ statement appears in the judgment returned on 
 November 1st: “What is clear is that those decisions, those attempts to force the return to classes never  
 work, because the students who have been on strike for 13 weeks are solidary with each other, they   
 respect, in general, they respect the democratic will which was expressed through the strike vote and 
 I think it is absolutely legitimate for students to use the necessary means to ensure respect for the 
 democratic choice which was made to go on strike. It is totally regrettable that there really is a minority  
 of  students who use the courts to circumvent the collective decision which was taken. So we think it’s  
 totally legitimate that people should take necessary means to ensure respect for the strike vote and if   
 it takes picket lines, we think that’s a totally legitimate means of  doing so.” See the full judgment in
 Morasse v. Nadeau-Dubois: http://www.ledevoir.com/documents/pdf/jugement_dubois.pdf.
4 For example at the Université du Québec en Outaouais (April 19th), in the colleges of  Rosemont (May  
 14th), Lionel-Groulx (May 15th) and Saint-Jérôme (May 17th), and in the Université de Montréal
 (August 27th-28th).
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the other receives them. The term “repression” suits the situation better, though it often remains 
absent from the vocabulary employed by journalists. 
 Yet all the injunctions seeking to prohibit the blocking of  access to educational institutions 
did not give rise to “confrontations.” Given the determination of  large numbers of  students to 
defy court orders, several colleges and universities took the decision to close down, thereby avoid-
ing police intervention.5 The injunctions were therefore without effect in these institutions. Gener-
ally speaking, police interventions did not fare any better in trying to ensure that classes would be 
held. Institutions generally preferred to suspend their activities following these repressive events, 
which are evidently harmful to the processes of  teaching and learning.6 Overall, we can say that 
the recourse to injunctions in educational institutions was ineffective in breaking strike mandates. 
We can also add that they had the effect of  tainting the relationship between college/university 
administrations and student associations, in addition to provoking several interventions which 
were as violent as they were unnecessary.  
 While they placed great pressure on student associations locally, the injunctions were also 
part of  a much larger process of  delegitimation and criminalization of  the movement. The word 
“strike” was thus subject to a constant semantic struggle throughout the seven months of  the 
conflict. Supporters of  tuition fee increases, chief  among which was the government, preferred 
the term “boycott,” thereby reducing a collective movement to a number of  individual acts.7 
Given the absence of  any law recognizing the right to strike for student associations, we are forced 
to recognize that the courts proved them right. Like the word “strike,” the concept of  “violence” 
was subject to a full-fledged semantic war. Both for the government and for right-wing media, 
it was the students who had a monopoly on “violence.” The Minister of  Culture even equated 
wearing the red square, the renowned symbol of  the movement, with a message of  “violence and 
intimidation.” Visibly dangerous, the “red squares”—as it had become customary to call student 
militants such as ourselves—were sometimes subject to targeted inspections. For instance, when 
the Formula 1 Grand Prix was held in Montreal, people who looked like student militants endured 
systematic frisking in the underground metro network. Several people wearing the symbol next to 
the Gilles Villeneuve circuit, including two journalists from the daily newspaper Le Devoir, were 
detained for several hours without any charges, and without even being declared under arrest.
 From February 16th to September 3rd 2012, we saw a total of  3,418 arrests related to the 
student conflict.8 This was the largest wave of  arrests in the history of  Canada. In some demon-
strations, police forces used enclosure manoeuvres in order to proceed to mass arrests. As of  May 

5 Particularly in the colleges of  Valleyfield and Édouard-Monpetit, and in the Université du Québec à   
 Montréal.
6 Thus the colleges of  Rosemont, Lionel-Groulx and Saint-Jérôme did not put an end to their strike until  
 mid-August. It needs to be said, however, that having taken a repressive line until the end, the Université  
 de Montréal remains a notable exception on this count.
7 In Canada, a strike always applies to a bargaining unit in its entirety. Strikes are, therefore, always a
 collective act, affecting an organization as a whole. The structures of  student unionization are carbon- 
 copied from this North-American union model, first institutionalized in the United States following the  
 ratification of  the Wagner Act, in 1935. In Canada, it was adopted following the introduction of  the   
 Rand formula in 1946.
8 The complete appraisal of  these arrests figures on the website of  the Collectif  opposé à la brutalité 
 policière (Collective opposed to police brutality), supervised by Francis Dupuis-Déri, Professor of    
 Political Science in the Université du Québec à Montréal. http://cobp.resist.ca/documentation/gr-ve- 
 tudiante-2012-3418-arrestations-du-16-f-vrier-au-3-septembre-2012-bilan-d-finiti.

20th, 318 people had thus been temporarily detained by the Montreal Police Service (SPVM) and 
cooped up in buses for many hours, waiting to receive a $634 fine. On May 23rd, 518 demonstra-
tors in Montreal and 176 in Québec City endured the same fate. In the five days following the 
adoption of  the controversial Bill 78 (i.e., from May 18th to the 23rd), 1,281 arrests were made in 
the whole province, which is more than the third of  total arrests made during the conflict. Many 
of  the arrested were ordinary citizens taking part in the “casserole” demonstrations in support of  
students.9

 One cannot ignore the fact that these mass arrests occurred only days after the adoption of  
a particularly controversial special law in the National Assembly of  Québec, on May 18th. Looking 
to curb social contestation, Law 78 not only prohibited any form of  disturbance of  educational 
activities; it also set strict limitations to the right to protest, as well as severe fines for individuals 
and organizations contravening these provisions.10 The adoption of  the special law constituted 
a turning point in the social conflict; partly because it adjourned the academic terms of  striking 
students until August (when Québec would have been in the middle of  an electoral campaign) 
and also because it elicited a wave of  popular indignation, which gave the movement a new lease 
of  life. The “casserole” demonstrations began in reaction to the special law, and they offered an 
opportunity for a substantial number of  ordinary citizens to demonstrate their opposition to the 
authoritarian manner in which the Charest government had managed the student conflict. The 
end of  May, one of  the high points of  the strike, was thus simultaneously marked by a hardening 
of  the government’s position and an enlargement of  the protesters’ base.
 Questioned on the subject of  these mass arrests, the Minister of  Public Security Robert 
Dutil maintained that the requirements of  Law 78 were reasonable and that obedience to the 
law was a duty in a democracy, insisting that those individuals who refused to comply with the 
law were anti-capitalists and thugs. Developing a Hobbesian argument, he defended all police 
interventions, arguing that certain individuals were evil by nature and that, without an effective 
repressive machine, society would quickly descend into chaos.11 Law 78 and mass arrests, as well 
as the adoption by the city of  Montreal of  a new regulation prohibiting the wearing of  masks dur-
ing demonstrations, were subject to sharp criticism from civil society organizations such as trade 
unions, the Ligue des droits et libertés (League of  Rights and Freedoms), Amnesty International, 
and even two independent experts sent by the United Nations.12 The Minister of  International 
Relations, reacting to the latter’s criticisms, invited the United Nations to concern itself  with more 
urgent social crises, citing the cases of  Mali and Syria. 
 The orchestration of  mass arrests for the sake of  political repression is unfortunately not 
an exceptional practice in Canada. The actions of  police forces during the student conflict are 
reminiscent of  the political repression during the G20 summit in Toronto, on the 27th and 28th 

9 The “casserole” refers to the noisy pots and pans used in demonstrations. The use of  pots and pans in  
 the Québécois student conflict was inspired by an earlier citizen movement against Pinochet’s dictator 
 ship in Chile.
10 An individual contravening certain sections of  Law 78 would expose him/herself  to fines ranging from  
 $1,000 to $5,000. These fines totalled $7000 to $35,000 for the organizers and spokespersons of  stu  
 dent associations, and $25,000 to $125,000 for student associations themselves. If  those convicted re- 
 offend, all amounts are doubled.
11 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mj9RLIDrE88.
12 http://www.radio-canada.ca/nouvelles/Politique/2012/05/31/001-loi-78-reglement-montreal-manifes 
 tations-inquietude-experts-nations-unies.shtml.
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of  June 2010. As Francis Dupuis-Déri reminds us, ‘The police repression during the G20 sum-
mit in Toronto resulted in about 1,200 arrests. In 96% of  cases, people were declared innocent or 
prosecutions were abandoned (there were therefore over 1,000 arrests for nothing).’13 Concerned 
with the arbitrary character of  police actions, as well as the appearance of  political repression, 
dozens of  lecturers and university professors are now demanding an independent public investi-
gation with a mandate to shed light on the actions of  police persons during the student conflict.14 
Such an investigation could offer an opportunity to question the apparent impunity enjoyed by the 
police, which is rarely if  ever called into question, even after obvious acts of  violence.
 In Montreal, the wave of  repression after the adoption of  Law 78 was followed by a re-
markable transformation in the police’s attitudes and strategies. In the last week of  May and the 
first few days in June, large numbers of  citizens participated in “casserole” demonstrations with-
out being dissuaded by mass arrests. As it was inefficient in tactical terms and, one hopes, unten-
able in principle, the systematic repression of  peaceful demonstrations was abandoned in favor 
of  a more lenient attitude. Previously, the slightest act of  vandalism could become a pretext for 
the violent dispersal of  demonstrations at times numbering several thousands of  people. But the 
SPVM raised its threshold of  tolerance slightly, banking less on massive violence and more on tar-
geted arrests. We could not believe our ears when we heard the chief  of  police inviting the crowd 
to demonstrate calmly, “if  you please.” Nevertheless, the muscular repression of  a demonstration 
on September 22nd left us in doubt about this change of  attitude, which seems to be only the 
exception confirming the rule.
 On multiple occasions, minor clashes escalated the tensions between police and protesters, 
leading to the dispersal of  demonstrations by riot police who were already dispatched on the field. 
Those few cases where attempts at dispersal were met with active resistance from demonstrators 
are therefore called “riots.” Since they felt subject to excessive—if  not outright arbitrary—repres-
sion, several demonstrators felt that it was legitimate to use means which would allow them to 
continue occupying public space, such as erecting barricades, lighting fires, unbolting hydrants, 
or throwing rocks at riot police. These riots were also opportunities for some proponents of  
direct action to attack symbols of  power: police vehicles, financial institutions, Canadian armed 
forces, or the office of  Prime Minister Charest. If  the majority of  demonstrations did not give 
rise to clashes between students and police forces, arbitrary arrests, as well as some serious injuries 
(punctured eyes, broken teeth, fractured limbs and skulls), fanned the flames of  discord.15 The few 

13 Francis Dupuis-Déri, « Mouvement étudiant et répression policière—Pour une commission d’enquête  
 publique » (Student movement and police repression—For a public investigation committee), Le Devoir,  
 September 19th 2012, [online] < http://www.ledevoir.com/societe/justice/359443/pour-une-commis 
 sion-d-enquete-publique > (page consulted on January 18th 2013).
14 Ibid.
15 We will only give one example. On the morning of  March 7th, a group of  several hundred students   
 blocked access to the building housing the offices of  the Conférence des recteurs et des principaux   
 du Québec (CRÉPUQ, Québec’s council of  university and college heads) in downtown Montreal. Every 
 thing remained calm until the police arrived. Then riot police violently dispersed the tightly-packed   
 crowd. In addition to batons and cayenne pepper, the SPVM used stun grenades, better known as flash  
 bang. When thrown vertically, these weapons produce powerful detonations, spreading panic among   
 demonstrators. When thrown in the crowd, they can cause serious injuries. That day, Francis Grenier, 
 22 years old, was seriously injured to the eye. Having begun legal proceedings, he claims $350,000 in  
 damage from the SPVM. In the days following the events, several protesters wore eye-patches in solidar 
 ity with this first martyr of  the Maple Spring. The following slogan became popular: “Les policiers c’est  
 dangereux, ça crève les yeux.” (The police are dangerous, it’s blindingly obvious.)

riots punctuating the conflict were indeed a direct consequence of  the strong animosity prevailing 
between police forces and protesters.
 Some say that the provincial election of  September 4th 2012 put an end to the student 
conflict which had begun on February 13th. But such an observation should not make us forget 
that the echoes of  the Maple Spring are still being felt on judicial and legislative levels. Despite 
representing itself  as universal, liberal law is in no way neutral. It easily abandons itself  to the arbi-
trary as soon as men and women rise and fight against policies enacted by neoliberal governments. 
“The Emperor has no clothes!” Defenders of  social justice and political liberties are treated as ex-
tremists. The instigators of  supposed economic disturbances are prosecuted under anti-terrorist 
laws.16 The federal government adopts a new law envisaging minimal prison sentences for anyone 
who covers his/her face while participating in a gathering deemed illegal by police forces. “The 
Emperor has no clothes!” Universities and colleges, places of  thought and discussion, have been 
invaded by the police, while administrations that are constantly screaming about underfunding 
always find money to increase camera surveillance and hire new security guards. “The Emperor 
has no clothes!” A former liberal militant, now a judge, reminds us that freedom of  speech and 
thought remains a fragile achievement, in times when police persons using excessive force are 
congratulated on their good work, and protected by a partisan deontological system run by other 
police persons. 
 Last spring’s events were rich in lessons for whoever is interested in contemporary social 
movements, and especially in the violence that the State is willing to employ in order to enforce 
its austerity policies. Far from being restricted to the Québécois context, the last student strike 
is symptomatic of  a general growth in social conflict across Western nations. Just like the Greek 
crisis, the Occupy movement, the Spanish Indignados or the London riots, it raises the question 
of  repression. What means are governments willing to mobilize in order to preserve order and to 
strangle contestation? While they are all specific to their contexts, these different movements are 
equally imprinted with a global character, and call for solidarity with their respective struggles in 
order to achieve common emancipation. •

charles carrier-Plante is an M.A. candidate in Sociology at the Université du Québec à Montréal 
(UQÀM). He took part in the 2012 student strike as an active militant.

This article was translated from French by Chihab El Khachab.

16 On the morning of  May 10th 2012, during rush hour, smoke devices were simultaneously activated in  
 different metro stations in Montreal. Four suspects apprehended in this case now stand accused under  
 anti-terrorist laws adopted in the wake of  September 11th, 2001.
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Understanding the Emergence and Growth of  
‘Free Universities’ in the UK Today
JoEl lazarus

Introduction: Seeking Kindred Spirits

My name is Joel Lazarus. I spent five years working on financial trading floors after leaving 
Leeds University in 1998. In 2003, I left to get a postgraduate education that took me first to 
SOAS and then to Oxford. I completed my PhD in October 2011 and currently eke out a meagre 
living by teaching at several universities. Like so many others, I have grown increasingly disillu-
sioned with the corporate, commodified direction higher education has taken. Being at Oxford in 
particular, I felt very strongly that I did not want to use the education that I have been so privleged 
to receive to perpetuate an elitist system.
 A few years back, I began to look around for alternative ideas and initiatives—and kindred 
spirits. Dr Gurnam Singh’s series of  podcasts on critical pedagogy1 introduced me not only to the 
ideas of  Paolo Freire and other inspirational innovators of  democratic education, but also to the 
ideas, experiences, and personalities of  individuals pioneering the theory and practice of  critical 
pedagogy in the UK today. By ‘critical pedagogy’, I refer to an ‘educational movement, guided 
by passion and principle, to help students develop consciousness of  freedom, recognize authori-
tarian tendencies, and connect knowledge to power and the ability to take constructive action’.2  
Through these podcasts, I became acquainted from afar with Gurnam Singh, Steve Cowden, 
Joyce Canaan, Mike Neary, Sarah Amsler, and others—the kindred spirits I sought. I subsequently 
found out that several of  these individuals had come together in Lincoln, in an ambitious attempt 
to create a radically new model of  higher education: an alternative, ‘free’ university in the heart of  

1 http://podcasting.services.coventry.ac.uk/podcasting/podcast.php?cat=CriticalPedagogy.
2 H Giroux, ‘Lessons from Paolo Freire’, Chronicle of  Higher Education, October 27th, 2010.

the city. I got in touch with them, received a warm response, and dragged my family cross country 
to Lincoln, one Autumn weekend in 2011, in order to join one of  their organising workshops.
 The experience of  that day made a lasting impression on me. Perhaps this was my very first 
experience of  being in a truly, radically democratic political space. That does not mean that there 
was no disagreement, or that power relations had somehow dissolved away. But within that space 
I seemed to get a sense—a feeling—of  the existence, perhaps just the possible existence, of  an 
alternative social reality: richer, freer, fairer. Everything, even the most fundamental issues, seemed 
up for democratic consideration, for critique, for reconfiguration: What admissions criteria should 
we have? Should we have any criteria at all? What about evaluation? Is it even necessary? What 
legitimate forms can the production of  knowledge take and can we include them all? Can we or 
should we issue diplomas or degrees? What do we even call ourselves and our students?
 I left that workshop feeling excited and energised. The Social Science Centre—the product 
of  the inspiration and perspiration of  many in Lincoln—opened its doors to its first nine students 
at the beginning of  this current academic year (October 2012). The journey to get to this point 
has been difficult, the learning curve steep. But even to achieve what they have thus far is remark-
able. They have created a co-operatively owned, democratic higher education institution where 
‘student-scholars’ (as they are called at the SSC) pay what they can afford for a very different edu-
cational experience: one in which they themselves are at the heart of  shaping their own learning 
and evaluation; one in which teacher- and student-scholars are co-producers of  knowledge. At the 
end of  their studies, student-scholars receive the ‘equivalent of ’ a Bachelor’s, Master’s, or doctoral 
degree.

Creating the Free University Network

In late 2011, I began to realise that similar free universities were being or had been established 
in towns and cities throughout the UK. There was the Really Open University in Leeds, the Free 
University of  Liverpool, and, of  course, London Free University, which evolved out of  the St 
Paul’s Occupation’s Tent City University. More recently, I have become acquainted with the emer-
gence of  Birmingham Radical Education (bRE(a)d), Free University Brighton, and Cardiff  Peo-
ple’s University,  among others.
 It seemed to me that these disparate yet kindred free university groups needed to come 
together to share experiences and ideas, and potentially to build a network. I put the call out and 
received a pleasantly surprising response. Ultimately, over 40 people came together in a church hall 
in Birmingham for an initial meeting in March 2012 and the Free University Network was born.

The FUN Conference

Following this initial success, Sarah Amsler (from Lincoln University and the SSC) and I brought 
40 people from all over the UK to Oxford on the 1st-2nd December 2012. The vast majority of  
participants were involved in alternative, radical education initiatives of  various kinds. Using a 
participatory methodology adopted from the Urban Land Committees in Venezuela, we explored 
ways to sustain and grow these initiatives in a climate of  minimal material resources and the 
stressful, precarious employment in which most of  us find themselves. The conference exceeded 
my expectations. There was a strong general desire and determination to build a real and lasting 
network, in both the virtual and physical worlds, in which all individuals and groups involved in 
popular, democratic education projects could learn from and support each other. There seems to 
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be an agreement that this will be called the ‘Free Education Network’, with the Free University 
Network linked into this broader movement.
 Why now?
 Based on my experiences thus far, I propose to offer a few thoughts on this embryonic 
movement: why this is happening now in the UK and beyond, what the free university is and 
can be, and what all this means for the future of  higher education. This explosion of  free uni-
versities and alternative educational initiatives seems to be a global phenomenon. I am aware of  
similar developments in the USA, Canada, Spain, and Chile, but suspect that they can be found 
in many other countries as well. This is unsurprising, perhaps, since the current push towards the 
commodification of  education, and the struggle against it, is global in scale and nature. Next is 
an observation that it is the overworked, and precarious circumstances in which academics find 
themselves today that seem to be a crucial driving force behind the creation of  free universities.3 I 
suspect that many individuals working on and in free universities wish they were not needed. Most 
individuals who contribute to free universities are still, of  course, working within a mainstream 
university. They are individuals who are committed to radical social transformation and who see 
education as pivotal to any project of  progressive social transformation. Were the university the 
kind of  place they would wish it to be or, perhaps more realistically, were they more hopeful 
about the possibility of  transforming the university from within, I suspect that these individuals 
would channel all of  their energies and talents into internal struggles to transform the university 
into more critical, democratic educational institutions. Of  course, many individuals involved in 
free universities are also active in such campaigns.4 However, it seems as if, for many, a crossroads 
has been reached at which the need to participate in the creation of  new, alternative educational 
spaces—away from the personal stresses, moral compromises, and political injustices imposed on 
university life—has become urgent and irrepressible.

What is a ‘Free University’?

So, what is a ‘free university’? I propose to identify three ways in which free universities are ‘free’. 
First, of  course, it is free in terms of  offering a monetarily free or, at least, debt-free higher edu-
cation. At the SSC, for example, student-scholars pay what they can. There is no pressure to pay 
anything, but a donation of  an hour’s wages each month of  those student-scholars in employment 
is recommended. Access to a debt-free higher education is surely a highly attractive alternative for 
ordinary people unable to even contemplate accruing a debt of  £40,000 or more for their Bach-
elor’s degree. Of  course, this debt-free model provokes two obvious responses: 1) how sustain-
able can such a model really be?; how sustainable can the commitment of  academics be when they 
are already overworked in their ‘day jobs’ (if  they are lucky enough to have them), or if  they are 
increasingly receiving very low pay for their teaching?; and 2) why would anyone choose to study 
at a free university for several years without getting the qualification at the end, and the access to 
potentially higher wages and greater career opportunities it can confer?
 After discussing this question in very concrete ways at the FUN conference, I can say that 
it remains a huge obstacle. However, there are ways and means to overcome it, which were crea-
tively explored by individual groups: the FUN will hopefully serve to bring those involved in free 

3 See ‘Survey reveals hidden high stress levels and long-hours culture at universities’ at http://www.ucu. 
 org.uk/index.cfm?articleid=6344.
4 See Campaign for a Public University at http://publicuniversity.org.uk.

university initiatives to share strategies and offer mutual support. The second question highlights 
a real tension in the free university movement, that between the rejection of  the economic instru-
mentalisation of  higher education and the necessary recognition of  the material pressures that 
all students face. I can only offer a personal answer. Although my primary commitment is to the 
socially transformative function of  education, I do not reject the motive of  students to obtain a 
degree in order to improve their material conditions. I laud the SSC’s position whereby they will 
award the equivalent of  a Bachelors/Masters/PhD. We shall see if  employers will recognise the 
value of  this qualification.
 At the same time, it must also be emphasised that the education experienced in free univer-
sities can be potentially, I believe, qualitatively superior to the educational experience of  the vast 
majority of  fee-paying, debt-incurring consumer-students enrolled in mainstream universities. On 
a personal level, I believe that an education aimed at developing the ‘sociological imagination’ is an 
immensely empowering one, enabling the individual student-scholar to make far better decisions 
in his/her own life.5 The question thus becomes one of  ultimate ends: What are the ultimate ends 
of  the individual pursuing a debt-incurring mainstream university degree? Material gain? Wealth? 
Power? In today’s crisis-ridden economy, the attainment of  these things by obtaining a Bachelor’s 
degree is far from guaranteed. Is this pursuit the pursuit of  material gain, wealth, power for its 
own sake? Or are all these things pursued as means to achieving happiness?
 It could be argued that the free university critical education is not the optimal path to ma-
terial gain, but nor is it the path to debt and the emotional and psychological stresses and pres-
sures that debt so often brings. Furthermore, if  critical thinking helps one form one’s own path 
to emotional and sociological intelligence, then it might be far safer to argue that a free university 
education is a more reliable path to some kind of  eudaimonia. Ultimately, we need to have these 
kinds of  conversations with each other, with our students, with ourselves, in order to seek out a 
position that both recognises and responds to the very real material pressures of  our current so-
ciety, but unwaveringly advocates and embodies a radically alternative way of  being and doing.
 A second way in which the free university is free is in this very model of  thought and action. 
Universities and the vast majority of  academics within them function as conduits and producers 
of  knowledges that justify and legitimate an unjust social order. I have experienced this in my own 
life both as student and as an academic. Critical scholars can and do create spaces for freer think-
ing within the university, but the politics of  appointments, publishing, and funding systematically 
marginalises those seeking to think and research beyond the narrow realms of  policy-oriented re-
search. Free universities might not be capable of  directly challenging the university in its capacity 
as system-maintenance knowledge industry, but they do create new spaces to think freely and to 
challenge received wisdoms and orthodox views.
 Finally, I like to think of  free universities as a direct two fingers up to the ConDem coali-
tion government. The government is aggressively encouraging (read ‘forcing’) schools to become 
‘academies’, thereby ‘liberating’ them from local education authorities—that is, oversight and reg-
ulation by organisations mandated by democratically elected councils. This is accompanied by 
the welcoming of  the formation of  ‘free schools’ run by parents themselves. At the same time, 
in higher education, ‘freedom’ is central to the government’s discourse surrounding its reforms. 
The government even wants to free up the use of  the title ‘university’ itself, making it easier for 
‘alternative providers’ (read ‘private firms’) to use and profit from the name. In reality, the freedom 

5 C Wright Mills, The Sociological Imagination, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1970.
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of  which the government speaks is in fact a higher education sector ‘free’ from state support; a 
higher education sector in which private firms and financiers are ‘free’ to exploit profit-making 
opportunities; a higher education sector ‘free’ of  teaching and research that have no market value; 
and, ultimately, a higher education sector ‘free’ of  critical thought and practice. In contrast, the 
freedom that many free universities promote is antithetical to that of  the government. This antith-
esis reflects the fundamental struggle in capitalist societies: freedom of  people versus the freedom 
of  capital. In sum, free universities are a small but significant part of  the fight for the right of  all 
people in the UK to access free, democratic education.

Free Universities and the Crisis

The neo-liberal mode of  capital accumulation is facing a deep economic and political crisis. An 
existential ecological crisis also looms large. Deep resentment, cynicism, and hopelessness seem 
entrenched in large parts of  our society. Indeed, perhaps the greatest crisis of  all is our current 
crisis of  imagination. We seem unable to envisage alternative structures for our society, our econ-
omy, our politics, our planet. And, as we speak, our schools and universities—central institutions 
through which our boundless imaginations could and should flow—are being sold out and sold 
off. The primary importance, then, of  the free university movement is in its rejection of  the status 
quo, of  the fatal economism of  our society today; it has the desire and ability not just to imagine 
alternative realities, but to dare to create them right here, right now.
 How the free university movement in the UK and beyond will develop is very hard to say. 
The obstacles and challenges it faces are considerable. Yet it is beyond doubt that the future of  
our society, of  our species, is bound up with the future of  our education, and the free university 
movement has a lot to say and do in this area. Chomsky, writing in the early 1990s, raised hope 
when he wrote that ‘the popular movements have had significant success in education and raising 
consciousness, and in imposing constraints on state violence, thus enlarging the scope for free-
dom and justice. It is that factor, whatever its weight, that will be the primary concern for people 
who regard themselves as moral agents’.6

 It is in this crucial sense of  the transformative power of  education that the emergence of  
free universities is an important development, and I encourage all readers to get involved in this 
or other popular education initiatives. •

Joel lazarus teaches international relations, international political economy, and international development at 
Oxford, Reading, and SOAS and co-founded both the Free University Network and a popular education project 
called ‘PPE (People’s Political Economy)’ in Oxford.

6 N Chomsky, Deterring Democracy, London: Vintage, 1992, p. 173.

Some Thoughts on the
Oxford Left Review Issue 3

ChihaB El khaChaB

When I started reviewing the third issue of  the Oxford Left Review (OLR), which was published 
following the Tories’ 2010 cuts in culture and education, I only had a faint idea about what 
circumstances led to the cuts, what devastating effects they could have, and what role student 
activism played in resisting them. When the protests started, I was only an undergraduate, studying 
on another continent, with little experience in student activism and little knowledge of  the UK, 
at least outside what I saw on BBC News in North America. My fading memories of  the 2010 
protests blur with countless other events—World Trade Organisation protests, anti-war protests 
in 2003, Quebec student protests in 2011—which were reported in mainstream media according 
to the selfsame narrative: a ‘crisis’ occurs; suspicious protesters react using VIOLENT means; 
we need to end the VIOLENCE before we can tackle the ‘crisis’, which is probably just a glitch 
in an otherwise perfectly functional system; a momentary challenge to our blissful democracy; a 
misunderstanding—really, just a misunderstanding.
 We will come back to the theme of  VIOLENCE in a moment, since it was much discussed in 
OLR 3. For now, I just want to say that given my lack of  personal involvement in the 2010 protests 
and my relative unfamiliarity with the UK student movement, the following review inevitably relies 
on textual and audiovisual evidence—the essays in OLR 3 of  course, but also bits and pieces from 
news reports, images, videos, or personal accounts. This entails obvious disadvantages, not the 
least of  which is my inability to speak intelligently about strategic choices made in the UK student 
movement: their successes, their failures, their overall merits. However, I can and will speak about 

lAzArus | Free Universities



30 Oxford Left Review              31 

other theoretical concerns raised in OLR 3. This, I think, is what my situation allows me to write 
about: ‘theory’, which is neither vague language play nor an idealised vision of  human conduct, 
but a reflection on concerns which have similar practical effects across a range of  comparable 
cases – or, in line with the theme of  this issue, comparable student movements. This review 
addresses two main concerns: the role of  education in contemporary societies and the role of  
violence in student protests. Wait, did I say violence? I meant VIOLENCE. Never forget about 
that. 
 Most readers will be familiar with the context within which OLR 3 was published. The 
Tories announce massive cuts in universities, public television, public arts funds, legal aid funds, 
and so on. Students and other affected groups react to the announced cuts with demonstrations, 
marches, and occupations—the most prominent being the Millbank occupation. In this context, 
without focusing too much on particular events, OLR 3 begins with a simple interrogation: why 
should students continue protesting against cuts? As several articles in the issue show, students 
should not—and mostly do not—protest out of  strict self-interest in avoiding more tuition fees, 
or out of  blind love for welfare state institutions.  They protest because recent funding cuts signify 
a deeper divergence about what we think our education should ideally be—and because these cuts 
will take us further from, not closer to, this ideal.
 What ideal, then? Certain themes recur in OLR 3: education should be ‘free’, ‘accessible’ and 
‘popular’. A Tory may think that these terms ‘don’t mean anything’ and offer ‘no clear alternative’ 
to the cuts. This would be grossly unfair, yet it is not entirely inaccurate. Depending on what 
historical, political, or even interpretive angle one takes, one can read different resonances into 
such terms as ‘access’ and ‘popularity’. The occupiers of  the Oxford Radcliffe Camera (pp. 6-7), for 
instance, sketch a vision of  education, where to increase ‘freedom’, ‘access’ or ‘popularity’ would 
mean to attack, indistinctly, the economy of  knowledge under capitalism, the epistemic authority 
attributed to academic knowledge, the very walls guarding our universities and our tyrannical 
system of  accreditation. Reminiscent of  the quasi-anarchic, quasi-utopian ethos of  1968, they 
call for an attack on ‘everything we don’t like’ about universities. In contrast, Tom Cutterham (pp. 
8-10) and Peter Hill (pp. 20-23) imagine a rather different education, working towards universal 
access by lowering financial barriers to education, while bringing in more interaction between 
students, professors, and the world – i.e. a better articulation between curricular and extra-curricular 
activities, a greater popularization of  academic knowledge, a more encouraging environment for 
critical thinking, and so on. 
 The difference is sizeable. On one end, we have an education ideal with the goal of  
destroying any form of  authority—economic, political, epistemic—in favour of  a constant flux of  
politicised discussion. On the other end, we have an ideal seeking to reform existing institutions in 
order to better coordinate academic and non-academic spheres. While diverging on several points 
(primarily, in my opinion, the value of  academic knowledge), these ideals share a total distaste for 
the Tories’ views on education. I do not mean to suggest that all Tories have an identical view 
on education, which is certainly untrue in historical terms. However, in a surprisingly consistent 
way across industrialised nations, today’s conservative forces share a common view about what 
education involves: since students are destined to work in competitive labour markets, our national 
education system needs to ‘harmonise’ training offers with market demands. Universities, here, 
become akin to factories, where value-added student-commodities are produced. Education, in 
similar measure, morphs into an autonomous sector of  our free market economy, inserted into a 
supply chain of  labour, subject to consumer market dynamics. 

 A Tory reader would perhaps protest such a simplistic characterisation. He might say that 
it is unrealistic and closer to a neoliberal version of  conservatism than to good old-fashioned 
conservative values. The difference is worth noting, of  course, yet there remains something eerily 
retrograde in dreaming about reinstating a ‘good old-fashioned’ education system, in its most 
stubbornly nationalist form (see Michael Gallagher’s article, pp. 43-44). Our Tory reader may 
finally say that our description objectivises individual student-subjects. We would then remark, in 
our defence, that the subjective language of  ‘leadership’, ‘career-advancement’, ‘lifelong training’, 
and ‘research impact’ leads directly, in fine, to the conservative version of  education sketched 
above: students as self-marketing commodities inserted into a universal labour market; academics 
as workers designed to create value-added research products. If  the Left protested and continues 
to protest against cuts, it is because it rejects this model of  education, regardless of  internal 
divergences about what the alternative might be. This point is plainly illustrated in OLR 3, and 
it raises further questions about how we can propose different models of  education, or perhaps 
generate consensus about available alternatives.
 We will come to these points later. VIOLENCE has waited long enough. We need to make 
a few general remarks here. To begin with, one must always resist any discussion of  ‘VIOLENCE’ 
in general. Under this general label, it is used as a self-explanatory defusing tool for genuine 
political debate. After all, why would we still be talking and debating when we need to reckon 
with VIOLENCE? Notice that the mere emphasis on the term ‘VIOLENCE’, which we have so 
far achieved via letter-capitalising, is at best distracting from more pressing issues, and at worst 
discourages further reading.  Since it always occurs under given conditions, violence is likely to 
be unevenly distributed when it is exercised by one group against another. We always need to 
understand, therefore, what structural power relations exist between groups affecting – or affected 
by – violence; it rarely, if  ever, affects everyone in society equally.
 In OLR 3, discussions of  violence were centred around the Millbank occupation. To briefly 
recall the events, a bunch of  students trashed the campaign headquarters of  the Conservative 
Party, and were later removed by the police. Several articles in OLR 3 (see Rowan Tomlinson 
& Jennifer Oliver, pp. 28-31; and Alexander Hacillo & Matthew Barber, pp. 32-34) denounced 
the unfairly tilted balance of  mainstream coverage, which emphasized violent confrontation or 
destruction over peaceful protest. This not only misrepresented the student movement vis-à-vis 
public opinion; it also directed attention away from its core demands. The problem is not that 
the majority of  the movement was ‘peaceful’ and that ‘a few bad apples’ ruined its peacefulness. 
The problem is that the movement’s demands became illegitimate – or even non-existent – in the 
public eye as soon as the movement was associated with any form of  violence whatsoever. This 
situation raises two interlinked questions in OLR 3. Firstly, is violence an effective strategy in the 
UK student movement? Secondly, is it ethically acceptable? 
 I cannot give more insight into the first question than was given in OLR 3 itself. It seems 
that violence is effective in attracting media attention, but that the kind of  attention it attracts 
is undesirable in the long run (Tomlinson, p. 30). It seems that civil disobedience under certain 
forms (e.g. destruction of  property) has been an effective strategy in the past, but we are not 
sure how well they would work now, even if  we fully commit to them (Hacillo & Barber, p. 
33). Obviously, if  people consider ‘violence’ an effective strategy, it is assumed that ‘violence’ is 
ethically acceptable in some sense, or under certain circumstances. This is where it is important 
to understand what we mean by ‘violence’, since we are too prompt to condemn it when we use 
the term too broadly. Articles in OLR 3 make an important distinction between violence against 
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people and violence against property. While the former is understood to be entirely unacceptable 
(Anthony Barnett, p. 14), the latter attracts more nuanced sentiments, with sometimes squarely 
favourable reactions (Rowan Tomlinson, p. 29).
 I do not intend to judge, here, what kind of  violence is ethically commendable under what 
circumstances. I simply mean to emphasise that it is crucial to situate ‘violence’ within the specific 
circumstances in which it occurs, and it is even more crucial to understand what power dynamics 
sustain it. If  we take the Millbank occupation, we cannot simply focus on occupiers as ‘violent 
anarchists’ (for they were not), while dismissing violence against protesters. The most repulsive 
thing about Millbank was not the occupation itself, nor the impunity with which police forces 
rooted out protesters, but the general acceptance that police actions were not really that violent 
because they were somehow necessary. In fact, protest violence reported in mainstream media 
was invariably amplified at the expense of  any serious reporting about police violence.  That is 
not just biased reporting, it is in itself  a violent act insofar as it enforces and legitimates police 
violence against citizens exercising a right to protest. This point was not sufficiently raised in 
OLR 3, but I think it is quite important. As Anthony Barnett argues (p. 14), one of  the greatest 
victories from the 1960s was securing our inalienable right to protest. If  we were to abdicate this 
right in the face of  police violence —that is, if  we disallow ‘violent’ protest tactics because of  
some ethical argument or simply due to the possibility of  police sanctions—we are simultaneously 
giving license for increasingly extreme police repression while sacrificing our hold on various 
means to pressure an otherwise blind, deaf  and insensitive government.
 I want to conclude with a brief  note about the role of  ‘theory’ in student movements. 
The introductory editorial to OLR 3 (p. 4) talked about the importance of  ‘creative praxis’ in 
the student movement. This referred to an active invention of  practical alternatives to current 
education systems, movement tactics, economic forms, etc., instead of  direct, knee-jerk reactions 
to the government’s proposals. The idea is an old one: social movements, including student 
movements, must not be caught in the moment, so to speak, since continual proximate reactions 
to the dominants’ actions will, in the end, advantage the dominants. Instead, it is suggested, we 
should think about long-term alternatives and further their implementation in practice. This, I 
think, is a worthy effort. Yet efforts of  imagination must not supersede continual resistance to 
government actions. Even when a movement does not have a clear idea about its ultimate goals, 
it remains vital for it to resist its proximate targets—reactionary policies; unfair media coverage; 
police intimidation.
 What Oxford Left Review Issue 3 accomplishes, and what I hope to have accomplished in 
part, is to catalyse our theoretical understanding of  what we need to target, and to galvanise 
resistance thereby. The next step, as intimated above, consists in convincing wider audiences to 
join in resistance and, eventually, to implement fairer models of  education in practice. •

chihab el khachab is reading for a D.Phil. in Anthropology at Wolfson College.

Holland Park School and the
Academy Question

nathan akEhurst

This year, London’s Holland Park School once again reprises its role as an educational vanguard; 
a symbol for, as Melissa Benn puts it, ‘the battle for Britain’s education’. In this battle, competing 
visions of  the shape of  pedagogy and academia in the secondary school system are played out in 
the institutions which define learning for future generations.
 When I opposed the motion that ‘this house believes in grammar schools’ last November at 
the Exeter University Debating Society, one point of  clash between our side and those defending 
the motion was the claim that there had been a ‘golden age’ of  grammar schools. This is a falla-
cious golden age, one built on a misunderstanding of  the realities for working-class children fac-
ing the eleven-plus exam, and on a misplaced belief  in the triumphs of  meritocracy (an idea that 
can only ever be a sham when people start from such different backgrounds). Grammar schools 
never improved access, and today they continue to wreak aggregate destructive effects upon the 
integrity of  education at large. Grammar schools retrench inequality as opposed to ameliorating 
it, and this is a point that does not need more rehearsing. Still, Holland Park, on its foundation 
in 1959, represented the hope for a real golden age: a victory for an education that was inclusive, 
forward-thinking and well-funded.
 Of  course the heady days of  this ground-breaking egalitarian vision can by no means be 
completely romanticised. Holland Park’s location in Kensington and Chelsea—socially divided 
boroughs with a concentration of  extremely wealthy parents likely to favour private schools—
damaged the chances of  success of  the comprehensive experiment. In spite of  all this, the 1970s 
and ’80s saw the famous and notable educated alongside working-class children from the sur-
rounding area. It was a visionary school, as former teacher Michele Hanson wrote in the Guardian 
several years ago. 
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 The narrative goes that Holland Park declined in the 1990s. Stories abound of  teachers 
having to roam the school in packs due to fear of  unruly and violent children. When the new 
administration arrived at the turn of  the millennium, the teachers’ unions were blamed for this 
state of  affairs. This was followed by what one former teacher describes as a ‘witch-hunt’ of  
union members. There was a counter-revolution, and one which certainly pulled up grades and 
standards—but increasingly at the expense of  real education, a strategy which prized hothousing, 
measured success by quantitative data, and emphasised the presentation of  a sterilised and pol-
ished image.
 I went to Holland Park myself  and a few experiences from my time at the school might 
here be of  note: only a few, as my intention here is not to be autobiographical. Nor is it to engage 
in an attack on the school’s administration or any individuals, but to point out that their policies 
are reflective of  the New Labour and Conservative schooling agenda.
 In the first assembly of  sixth form, we were presented with the example of  the meticulous 
organisation of  a former student who had gone on to study at Cambridge, and shown his planner. 
It had, on investigation, been faked by the leadership. Statistics were never forged, but cleverly 
interpreted (e.g. we were given the success rate at GCSEs, which was undoubtedly something to 
be proud of, but without an English and Maths pass included in the figures, which is standard na-
tional practice). When a government minister visited a lesson, select students were given rehearsed 
answers to questions to be asked during the ‘lesson’, and a year or so later a fellow student was 
pulled away from her class to pretend to work in the study centre when an inspection occurred. 
There was an obvious cadre of  ‘favourites’ of  the leadership. We were all awash with sticky notes, 
postcards, expensive furniture, and style over substance; in academic terms, quantity was prized 
over quality. GCSE work started as early as Year 9, B.Tech. GCSE equivalents in Year 8, and when 
the SAT exams were removed nationally, we kept them.
 As far as political challenges went, there was no quarter for them at Holland Park. As sixth 
form council leader, I was in a sort of  playground version of  a Kafka scenario, where no decision 
I took on behalf  of  the electorate would have any consequence. When Holland Park announced 
its decision to convert to an Academy in 2010, we launched an anti-Academy campaign. We were 
opposed to the Academy status for the usual set of  reasons: endangering access and equality of  
opportunity, insecure funding, private sector involvement, and a lack of  democracy which was 
already apparent well before Academisation. But our demands were merely consultative ones: a 
ballot in which students, parents and staff  were eligible to vote on the decision. The legal prece-
dent is there: the grammar school ballots in areas such as Ripon earlier in the decade, for instance. 
School and council took an iron line. Our leaflets were destroyed, conversations with staff  were 
construed as ‘intimidation’ (the real intimidation was the hauling in of  petition signatories in ones 
and twos for a half-hour dressing down), and supporters were banned from entering the consulta-
tion meeting.
 The illusion of  liberalism continued, though. Our assemblies encouraged us to think for 
ourselves, to stand up for what we believed in; the arts and creativity were prized. However, staff  
members I have spoken to were immensely critical of  the bureaucracy, one feeling as if  she spent 
more time filling in forms than teaching. These contradictions were not limited to Holland Park, 
but were defining features of  the New Education as a whole. The government couches its educa-
tion reforms in the rhetoric of  the Big Society. We are told that it is giving us freedom of  choice, 
liberating schools from the yoke of  central government, and handing us the reins to create a co-

operative, empowered secondary education system for the twenty-first century. It was this vision 
of  intellectual freedom that formed the pivot of  rhetoric when I attended the opening of  Toby 
Young and Boris Johnson’s love-child, the West London Free School. The reality is very different. 
 Michael Gove wants the hardest examinations in the world, and is preparing to implement 
this in tandem with a blueprint for education that takes us back to the 1950s. We are already Eu-
rope’s most examined country, and nowhere was this more true than at Holland Park. Academies 
legislation gives schools the ability to hire the unqualified and dismantle national pay negotiations 
for teachers, as well as to remove the legal obligation for teachers, parents and in some contexts 
students to have a say in the affairs of  the school through the Governing Body. The reins of  edu-
cation are being handed not to us but to the market, and firms like ULT, ARK and Edison (who 
famously sold off  their schools’ computers, art equipment and books to pay for a stock market 
crisis in the US in 2001) are waiting to take over our schools.
 What of  Holland Park? Fifty years later, it is a vanguard once more, of  a very different 
variety. It has undergone an £80million rebuild and now resembles the headquarters of  a leading 
city rather than a school. The Daily Mail is desperate to portray it as the last gasp of  Labour big 
spending: a ridiculous thesis, since the financing for the new school came from private sources 
such as individual donors and the sale of  school land in a controversial deal.  It is no longer a 
school but a production line, where children are not encouraged to explore their various interests 
and learn how to experiment, make mistakes and participate in their own education, but to swal-
low ‘facts’, meet targets and pass exams. The new building, in its Neo-Brutalist expanse of  glass, 
is just an expensive architectural metaphor for a loss of  soul. How can students learn when they 
are too worried about sitting correctly in their expensive chairs, keeping the classroom spotless, 
and moving through the corridors in four-four time with a member of  the uniform police ready 
to note the slightest irregularity in the length of  their ties?
 The online comments on the Mail article are telling. One ex-sixth former says, “The head 
teacher is very conservative in his management, marked by the shift to the right by becoming an 
Academy. I can only see this place going downhill, not in grades but in the aiding the development 
of  a child into an adult…as a sixth form student we gained no freedom of  self  management…”. 
A Holland Park parent says, “Note the focus on appearance…If  you have children in any way 
creative, in any way free thinking, in any way different from the norm send them elsewhere. If  you 
are a parent who wishes to be consulted, involved, respected then ditto. But at least they have nice 
chairs.” Another ex-student talks about the “prison-like atmosphere” of  what has become “more 
similar to a military camp than a place of  learning and education.”
 Holland Park has helped get me to Oxford (though I dare say my own unorthodox way 
of  doing so did not sit well with the powers-that-be). But as one current student remarked to me 
earlier, “I feel like I’m being used a chess piece to move the school forward. Our results may be 
improving, but as a student I do not appreciate the school’s intention to manipulate us into their 
way of  thinking—exams, results, exams. Education should be enjoyable.”
 The common theme is obvious: children are not enjoying their education, and whether 
by accident or design, the school, like the education system itself, is not putting its students first. 
It is a far cry from the school which Tony Benn sent his children to so many years ago—the 
school clings to the ghosts of  its past in word whilst rejecting them in deed. If  this is a ‘battle for 
education’, it is a stealth war. This is not the old open defence of  elitism, but concession to the 
comprehensive model alongside its simultaneous subtle destruction beneath a culture of  marketi-
zation and statistics-obsession. The Conservatives I debated grammar schools with the other day 
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seemed determined to view schools as preparation for the future labour market rather than hubs 
of  enrichment and development. So while Gove and my old school look forward to the future, we 
should be doing the same: taking up the call for free, fair education.
 It was Tony Blair who coined the phrase ‘the greatest act of  academic vandalism’, refer-
ring to the sidelining of  grammar schools. He was wrong, but the phrase can be reappropriated 
to describe what is happening to our comprehensives. Let’s tackle the real issues facing education: 
underfunding, economic inequality that prevents children from even finding accessible learning, 
narrow pedagogic styles. The worst of  all, though, is a government that knows the price of  eve-
rything and the value of  nothing, and is bent not only on privatising, cutting and demeaning the 
staff  and students at our schools, but on twisting their very essence into reflections of  its own 
characterless image. •

nathan akehurst is a History and Politics undergraduate at Lincoln College, a member of  the Socialist 
Worker Student Society, and the former chair of  the ‘No Academy at Holland Park’ campaign.

The Global Youth Movement
Faced with History

aquilEs hErvas Parra

Gazing out of  my bedroom window this morning, I discovered something shocking and strik-
ing: the world is turned upside down. Every detail, every aspect of  social and individual life, is 
characterized by lack of  meaning and especially by lack of  harmony. If  we strengthen our effort 
and fine-tune our ears, we hear millions of  voices shouting out loud about the affliction of  living, 
or more accurately, of  surviving. If, instead of  walking the well-worn paths of  everyday routine, 
we try harder than usual to focus our eyes and look at the reality around us, we discover that 
this normality in which others live is fraught with problems, squeezed tight by a crisis which we 
could not—or perhaps did not —want to see before. If  we do this, if  we put ourselves forward to 
directly feel something beyond our simplified ‘I’, we inevitably discover that the world is upside 
down. And if  we do not make an effort to equilibrate it, the world will remain in this state.
 Conflict between the interests of  individuals is inherent in the history of  our nation-states 
and the world: interests mostly oriented towards insubstantial satisfactions such as money, power 
and property, or other matters which have caused most if  not all of  human suffering. Those ex-
clusive interests were embraced and spread to the point of  becoming a cultural expression of  the 
people: the ‘people’ in this sense referring to the immediate conflict provoked by these interests. 
These objectives and their implementation constantly meet and cross with others’ interests, or 
worse, require the lives of  those others to be instrumentalized in order to materialise. The utilisa-
tion and exploitation by some (the few) of  others (the many) manifests itself  in this way and many 
other forms. 
 Much of  modern philosophy and modernity sought to justify the individualism of  human 
beings based on the domination of  the mind and its demands. This phase was the result of  a 
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struggle for freedom from divine dogmas and the independence of  human beings in their epoch. 
But we must be aware that this stage of  liberation was part of  a greater struggle: the search for 
true liberation. With modernity and its institutions we learnt that human reason and its formal 
liberty allowed us self-determination and apparently enabled us to take control of  our actions as 
individuals. Today we have to understand that the challenge is still present, and that liberation can-
not be reduced to a formal question. Rather, it has to open the way towards essential liberation, 
real liberation, liberation which opens the possibility for a new stage of  society.
 The constant breakdown of  social institutions—including the repeated dilemmas of  the 
state—reveals the necessity for sectors and people to reflect deeply on the viability of  the current 
social model. In appearance, the dimension of  the human being and the dimension of  individu-
als grouped in society exist in a safe haven of  calm water. But simply taking an internal review 
of  one’s consciousness (dimension of  being) and accessing the information in the media (social 
dimension) is enough to reveal the existence of  a deep human crisis: the crisis of  modernity.
 The project of  modern man—or, better, the project of  the modern human being—is not 
new. It is the fruit of  historical accumulation in both time and space on a global scale. It is the 
result of  technology, mass media and market economies controlling the rhythm of  societies and 
overwhelming nearly every corner of  the world. But we, the youth, know: the system cannot sus-
tain itself  forever, and its hourglass has only a few grains left to run. 
 The course we were on, which claimed to bring both modernity and happiness, has crashed. 
It shines and is reflected as perfect in the sterile image of  satisfactions, in the artificial light of  
commercial centres in the mega-cities with their mega-constructions, or in the false perception of  
self-realisation through material accumulation. But as soon as we take a moment to distance our-
selves from this consumerist and predatory frenzy, we will understand that it is false; that whatever 
amount of  momentary pleasures we acquire they will not make us happy; that there is a certain 
void in our existence waiting to be filled. Modernity does not address the issue. Family, children, 
siblings, love, moments of  peace—among other elements of  the sincerity of  being—may be able 
to absolve part of  the blame or allow us to forget about this vacuum, leading us to instants of  
harmony that give momentary sense to life. Yet we know that the feeling of  emptiness and all its 
repercussions remain to be overcome.
 The challenge we face is to reflect on and implement a radical process of  transformation 
towards a new social model which can give new meaning to existence. In general terms, we are 
talking about the struggle for the supremacy of  life  over any other manifestation of  material 
values. In specific and pragmatic terms, we are talking about the urgent need to shake the existing 
structures and introduce a whole set of  offensive and comprehensive changes to the system.
 The time has come to think of  and to feel a philosophy more committed to the heart and 
less committed to reason, linked to life and a collective dimension as its sole direction; a philoso-
phy which captures knowledge and wisdom and connects science with everyday life; a way of  
higher and more transcendent thinking of  the human being. The methods and guidelines of  social 
sciences and research should disassociate themselves from a denotative reading of  reality. The 
positivist and rationalist vision should be replaced by one that defends life and all its manifesta-
tions, offering less logic than symbolic reflection.
 The dominant schools of  economics, including those that believe in ‘sustainable growth’, 
must be replaced with systems of  economics which allow for a quality of  life, a style of  living 
which demands less energy and consumerism. Similarly, we must challenge political theory and its 

insufficient, prostituted concepts of  ‘democracy’. I am not arguing for dictatorial or other repres-
sive systems, but rather referring to the consolidation of  local power away from the nation, new 
forms of  political organization and innovative forms of  a social pact.
 The aim of  this article is not to bury this question in one of  the many existentialist debates, 
or, even worse, in insufficient post-modern positions; nor is it to scatter on the winds a utopia 
with good intentions yet little pragmatism. The primary purpose of  this essay is to transmit to 
those reading it the conviction held by the author, that the modern way of  life and its ideals have 
come to an end. We are in no way close to individual or social happiness, and moreover, if  the 
essential mode of  wellbeing slides from our grasp, dealing with the forms and mechanisms learnt 
from modernity will require a transformation to another stage of  human history in which the re-
lationships between these forms and mechanisms are fundamentally altered.
 Secondly we must realize that no revolution can be made without the presence of  a revo-
lutionary actor, and with the same certainty with which we announced the end of  modernity, we 
proclaim that this actor is ourselves as the Global Youth Movement.  ‘Youth’ because we are full 
of  energy and more replete with ideals than any other social group; we are the agents of  a genera-
tional transformation, the group closest to the educational systems—the fundamental institutions 
for this project—and we are notoriously numerous too. ‘Global’ because the revolution should 
arise with an international focus free from notions of  borders and frontiers, yet conscious of  all 
the places in the world where injustice and oppression are reproduced. And ‘Movement’ because 
its dynamics must start operating today, at this very moment, both with the mobilization of  the 
personal conscience (changing your own world) and with acts of  social transformation (changing 
the world itself).
 It is the youth who will seize and take up the revolutionary process towards a new society, 
with the decline of  modernity or any earlier social model, and the advent of  a new day, of  true lib-
eration, of  social happiness, in which culture is stirred and revived: until that wonderful morning 
where I can wake up, look out of  my bedroom window and observe a world which is not turned 
upside down. •

aquiles hervas Parra is the spokesman of  the Confederación de Estudiantes Universitarios y Politécnicos 
del Ecuador and founder of  the Movimiento Juvenil Contracorriente. He is currently studying law, anthropology 
and economics.

The article was translated from Spanish by Vera Wriedt.
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‘Et in Arcadia Ego’
Remembering Terror Through
Hoepker’s 9/11 Photography
MErlin sEllEr

	  
Figure 1. Thomas Hoepker, Untitled, 2001 (Photograph, Magnum)

Snapshot history. It has become the way we mark historical time. From political activism to 
sensationalist journalism, the immediacy of  the photographic record underpins much of  our his-
torical awareness. It is perhaps no wonder that history sometimes becomes undone, with its shaky 
claim to spontaneity and mechanical responsiveness. Taken shortly after the second plane hit on 
9/11, the snapshot above went intriguingly unnoticed for months. Like a holiday snap, it shows 
sunbathing New Yorkers, appearing oblivious to the history unfolding behind them. And that, in 
part, is what makes it so scary.
 At a time when history was increasingly being documented instantly, the American state 

sought to quickly compile a photographic record. Thomas Hoepker became one of  the effective 
‘official photographers’ of  9/11 and its aftermath. A lot of  his documentary photography made 
it into the archives that would frame the event for years to come. This photograph, however, was 
elided from the original formation of  the historical imaginary which consisted of  photographic 
archives constructed at the time by photo-journalists. It resurfaced a few years ago and has since 
been used recurrently as a backdrop for anxieties about nationalism and historical memory. The 
simple questions it raises—why? how?—open a window into the West’s temporal imaginary and 
the crises of  power in the visual sphere.
 Right-wing critics, playing their parts in the cultish US anniversary culture, first seized on 
the photograph around 9/10/20061: What was repeated, here, was a fear of  the photograph’s 
‘statement on contemporary American morality and culture.’ America had become short-sighted, 
inattentive, pleasure-seeking and uncaring. The photograph seems to display a ‘forgetting’ of  the 
event even before it is over.  The fear it evokes, according to the New York Times article which ad-
dressed it then, is not of  destruction, not of  a wound or a trauma, but of  a disturbing invincibility: 
‘The culture, for better and worse, survived intact. It took only four days for television networks 
to restore commercials to grim news programming.’2 At a time when the right wing was seeking to 
maintain resolve regarding Iraq and to force an absurd retributionist ethic upon its own country, 
it attacked an image that seemed to betray apathy instead of  the fear it wished to cultivate. And 
within this lies the right wing’s fear: that the population had become somehow inured to history.
 Complementary to this trend was the Bush administration’s departure from the previous 
neoconservative ideology of  the ‘end of  history’. While both Bush and Reagan had declared ‘war’ 
on ‘terror’, sustaining a good/evil conflict narrative, we can see here part of  what WJT Mitchell 
describes in Cloning Terror. The War on Terror was, he outlines, an attempt to make the postmod-
ern real; to make a war of  images concrete; to react to iconoclasm with war; to flee the malaise of  
complacent, naturalised neoconservative post-history and reach an even more reactionary world 
of  fantasy.3 The ‘War on Terror’ would bring a meta-narrative back to the table, but it would only 
do so by proposing a cyclical narrative (as Mitchell has it, a narrative of  cloning): by attacking the 
‘Terror’ they in effect perpetuated, they would spawn an endless war. As Adam Curtis elegantly 
summarises in The Power of  Nightmares, far right republicanism became the very mirror of  the ter-
ror it fought. The clone of  its own enemy, locked with it in a cyclical fantasy war that endures to 
this day.
 Part of  the problem, across the American political spectrum (the initial reviewer of  Hoep-
ker’s image was far from Bush’s ally), was the feeling that real unfathomable harm had been done 
to the country, and that the unity engendered by grief  could be used to concrete ends. Frank Rich 
therefore was not worrying about proportionality of  response, but about a truth being forgot-
ten; that the war on terror obscured a true grievance, which required a true national sacrifice to 
make good. While the administration might have feared that the photography had unravelled the 
atmosphere of  anxiety necessary for a fantasy clone war, almost everyone feared that this pho-
tograph belied an unravelling of  national unity itself. The critics wanted to keep the trauma of  
9/11 alive—the problem was that this photograph witnessed history’s swallowing up of  affective 
memory almost at the moment of  the event itself. As Rich had to conclude: ‘The companion 

1 http://select.nytimes.com/2006/09/10/opinion/10rich.html?_r=0.
2 Ibid.
3 W. J. T. Mitchell, Cloning Terror: The War of  Images, 9/11 to the Present, (University of  Chicago    
 Press, 2010) p. 162.



42 Oxford Left Review              43 

American trait to resilience is forgetfulness.’4

 This image seems to internalise death in the culture, making an absence present—much like 
Poussin’s Et in Arcadia Ego. As Poussin’s peasants discuss an ambiguous epitaph, the sentiment of  
the title is that even in paradise, death is present, even if  forgotten. The unacknowledged disaster, 
disrupting an urban idyll, seems to visually act like this monument to death. There is a sense here 
of  the marked but inarticulable, a crack in the window that starts to disturb the view. In a timeless 
arcadia, death appears as if  both present and absent: a ruined but insistent fragment.

 
Figure 2. Nicolas Poussin, Et in Arcadia Ego, 1637 (oil on canvas, Musée du Louvre)

Crises of  forgetfulness, and of  mobilising affective disaster, are crucial to unpacking Hoepker’s 
image. In a postmodern war, amid anxiety over the reproducibility of  fact and fear, ‘history’ it-
self  becomes an object of  unease. While many, to this day, are invested in keeping the memory 
of  the holocaust alive—and, indeed, separate from critical historical reflection so that it can still 
be experienced emotionally as a trauma—Hoepker’s image seems to precede the affective event 
itself. History here seems to precede memory. The deadening and normalising effect of  text and 
recording overwrites disaster, seamlessly joining 9/10 and 9/12. The sunbathing crowd of  smiling 
youths—like any bucolic arrangement of  shepherds between cypress trees—has already forgot-
ten the event. There is no awareness of  death in this arcadia: the smoke is practically a separate 
picture, like a backdrop in a photographer’s studio. It is not a tragedy receding in time, but one 
whose snapshot-documented emotional response never happened. 
 Were it part of  the archive documenting 9/11, such a picture would challenge, even un-
ravel, the honesty and truth of  all other images. Indeed, it could begin to unravel not just national 
unity, but the imaginary of  history. There is a fear, quite separate from the conservative fear-
mongering, that history fades too fast, and that any project to resuscitate it is doomed before it 
can begin. The most immediate impression of  the moment appears vacant, as if  death has been 
internalised. Poussin’s peasants struggling to understand death in paradise are missing the point: 

4 Frank Rich, ‘What Happened to the America of  9/12?’, The New York Times, 10/09/2006.

death is already there, arcadia is a lie. Its timelessness is not a blessing, but a frozen moment in 
which we find death.
 The subjects of  Hoepker’s photograph have since come out in defence of  themselves, as 
if  the image were an attack on their own characters. The image was read by all audiences (citizens, 
critics, photographers and politicians) entirely as an objective account of  events, to be judged on 
the basis of  its subjects, and all the more problematic for the ambiguous fuzziness it had imme-
diately seemed to represent. The Guardian repeated this view,5 again reading the image simply as 
a testament to the seemingly natural property of  human memory to ‘fade fast’, thereby mirroring 
Tony Blair’s appraisal: “It is amazing how quickly shock is absorbed and the natural rhythm of  the 
human spirit reasserts itself ”. However, the subjects tell a different story. In their words, they were 
at the centre of  a far-reaching debate on the ramifications of  the disaster unfolding behind them. 
They were emotionally affected by it from the moment it happened until the present day. Part of  
what is missing in the discourse surrounding the photograph, then, is what the photograph itself  
seems to miss: the sense of  its wider nature as a cultural artefact, as opposed to a transparent re-
cord.
 The establishment’s immediate fear about the photograph was actually a fear that it might 
expose the fantasy of  the ‘War on Terror’ for what it is: a ‘Clone War’ that pretends to move his-
tory forward, while actually suspending  policy and culture in a horrific dead end, cycling through 
the same over-simplified narrative of  ‘good versus evil’, again and again. Almost the poetic nem-
esis of  the ‘end of  history’, the neoliberals find themselves trapped in a nightmare of  unending 
war, where the reactionary generation before it thought itself  sleeping in a period of  eternal pros-
perity. While the government brought this nightmare into being, it did not want its population to 
be shocked awake. It felt the need to redirect attention from the photograph as cultural object to 
a moral indictment of  its pictured subjects. However, as effective as I think this image is in un-
ravelling this historical programme, it also prompts further readings, which render it even more 
problematic for our perception of  the relation between history and memory, and the difficulty of  
recording affective encounters, in a more meaningful way than Poussin’s shepherds in Arcadia.
 Hoepker himself  came out in defence of  the image at the start of  the debate in the press, 
and he quickly reiterated the nationalist line when talking about its exclusion from publication in 
Magnum Photo’s archival book: ‘The picture, I felt, was ambiguous and confusing: publishing it 
might distort the reality as we had felt it on that historic day’. Here again, a fear of  unravelling 
national unity is present, and it undoes the right wing narrative about the utility of  the event in rei-
fying the postmodern crisis of  imaging. Hoepker goes on to ask all the right questions, however,
 

Was this the callousness of  a generation, which had seen too much CNN and too many 
horror movies? Or was it just the devious lie of  a snapshot, which ignored the seconds 
before and after I had clicked the shutter? Maybe this group had just gone through agony 
and catharsis or a long-concerned discussion? Was everyone supposed to run around with a 
worried look on that day or the weeks after 9/11? How would I have looked on that day to 
a distanced observer?6

How, he asks, can we capture history? How can the affective moment of  trauma be preserved, 

5 http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2011/sep/02/911-photo-thomas-hoepker-meaning.
6 http://www.slate.com/articles/arts/culturebox/2006/09/i_took_that_911_photo.html.
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and what happens to it when it is recorded in historical narrative? In a sense, a photograph fails 
to capture a living conversation; it fails to actually gather the community around this disaster and 
record the actual dialogue it is engaged in before the camera. The photograph misses its very 
subject. Instead, whatever atmosphere exists in the rigid, almost classical, composition consists 
entirely of  smoke leaking out on the horizon. While this punctum seems oddly displaced from 
the bucolic figures considering it, its unsettling voluminousness disturbs us in a productive way. 
By bringing us back to a moment of  crisis in the national historical imaginary it keeps the wound 
open on a critical, reflective level. Again and again we ask what we have forgotten: again and again 
we prompt ourselves to introspect. We resist totalising archival knowledge, as well as the American 
state’s attempt to make images concrete. It resists historical certainty itself, at the same moment 
as it resists the American Right’s project to convert an affective disaster into a historical narrative.
 As if  mobilising a deranged simulacrum, it undermines the viewer’s access to even the most 
unmissable, unforgettable, iconoclastic attack. Like an avenging postmodern ghost, it denies that 
history is accessible to affect before we narrativise it, and that affect is lost in the process. At its 
most bleak it takes the melancholic to its extreme in the realm of  history: even that which seems 
present is ultimately irreclaimably absent. Moreover, it was never there. All of  history is here ar-
ticulated as a retrospective inscription rendered intangible by its ambivalence, its banality. History 
hasn’t ended, but in some ways it was visible as always already dead. This is not a photograph that 
questions the morality of  a generation or a group, as so many critics have thought: it questions 
a discourse. The wound, the image, the history, are all left heaped together in a picture that is 
cramped yet dangerously thin—a pallid and wan imaginary, like a dead skin.
 Perhaps the most tragic legacy of  the photograph, the last ironic ripple of  its ambiguity, 
is the frequency with which discussion of  it returns to the press, only to leave it unresolved and 
dismissed, as if  repeating the imagined bucolic shepherds’ forgetfulness, in an admission that in 
our arcadia, the image, the moment of  trauma, is dead on arrival. •

Merlin seller is researching the philosophy of  photography for a PhD in Art History. He is currently working 
in the Pitt Rivers Museum and as a researcher for the arts therapy group evaluator CDAN.
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The Chartist Movement
A Lesson in Resistance?

olivia arigho stilEs

“Peaceably if  we can, forcibly if  we must!”

George Orwell observed of  Charles Dickens that ‘the very people he attacked [in his works] 
have swallowed him so completely that he has become a national institution himself.’ In much the 
same way, the depiction of  the quaintly attired Chartists in Danny Boyle’s visually resplendent, 
£27 million, 2012 Olympic Opening Ceremony in London was perhaps the clearest indicator of  
the Chartists’ acceptance into the British Establishment. Boyle offered us a saccharine portrayal 
of  Britain’s radical past, in a ceremony presided over by the very same institutions which they 
turbulently challenged. In two hundred years, it is hard to imagine the IRA occupying the same 
position, yet the parallels are not too dissimilar. To reclaim Chartism as part of  the political main-
stream in this way is to diminish the potency of  Chartism as a revolutionary force, which aimed 
to turn its world upside down. Chartism was a radical, dynamic and fiercely subversive movement. 
To relegate it to a benign sphere of  historical tweedom is erroneous and misguided, and all the 
more so when the Chartists can offer vital lessons in resistance against a contemporary political 
assault on the working classes.
 Based on the Six Points of  Charter drawn up in 1838 by the London Working Men’s As-
sociation, the Chartists aimed to secure universal suffrage for men (but not women) over twenty 
one; a secret ballot; payment for MPs and the removal of  their property qualifications; constituen-
cies of  equal size and annual elections for parliament. Chartism peaked between 1838 and 1848, 
but it had its roots in an earlier failure to provide parliamentary representation for the working 
classes with the 1832 Great Reform Act. Millions of  people signed the three Chartist petitions of  
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1839 to 1848, although none of  the documents actually survive. While building upon the intel-
lectual roots of  pre-existing radical political ideas, embodied by such individuals as Thomas Paine, 
Henry ‘Orator’ Hunt and Major Cartwright et al., Chartist leaders still broke poignantly with this 
intellectual framework in appealing to ‘workers’ as opposed to ‘citizens’. Chartism was thus the 
first class-conscious, independent working class movement to emerge from the early years of  the 
Industrial Revolution. 
 This emergence occurred within a context of  increased social and political polarisation. 
The 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act had led to the implementation of  workhouses and a harsher 
system of  poor relief. Widely perceived as a brutal assault on the basic freedoms of  the poor, the 
Act underlined the irreconcilable rift, the ultimate conflict of  interest between Parliament and the 
working people. Chartism spoke on behalf  of  a diverse and sprawling working class population, 
united by a broad ideology seeking remedy to their social and economic problems by trying to 
participate in parliamentary politics. While Chartism had explicitly political aims, then, these aims 
were largely based on economic concerns specific to the working classes; and parliamentary inclu-
sion was perceived as the best means of  remedying to the misery and degradation of  industrial 
working conditions. The Chartists did achieve a modicum of  success here. Feargus O’Connor, 
who co-published the Chartist Northern Star newspaper, was elected as a Chartist MP in Not-
tingham in 1847.  
 The Northern Star was perhaps the most important means by which the Chartist movement 
acquired a national focus, fostering the integration of  disparate pockets of  local radical agitation 
into a national Chartist movement. The Star embodied this national perspective, and it gave local 
and regional radicalism a national coverage. The success generated by the Chartists in their assault 
on the parliamentary ruling classes was almost unprecedented, as manifested in 1842, ‘the year in 
which more energy was hurled against the authorities than in any other of  the nineteenth century. 
More people were arrested and sentenced for offences concerned with speaking, agitating, rioting 
and demonstrating than in any other year, and more people were out in the streets during August 
1842 than at any other time... It was the nearest thing to a general strike that the century saw.’1

 The Chartists were intensely proud of  their working class status. At its core, Chartism can 
be said to have represented the political expression of  working class culture. This culture was 
syncretic: it suffused all aspects of  Chartist ideology. Dorothy Thompson observes, ‘in the towns 
and villages of  Britain thousands of  anonymous men and women organised the Chartist move-
ment, using traditional forms of  processions, carnivals, theatrical performances, camp meetings, 
sermons and services to put the message across of  the six points. Flags, banners, caps of  liberty, 
scarves, sashes and rosettes appeared on public occasions. Slogans from the Bible, from literature 
and from earlier radical movements decorated the banners and placards they carried. Hymns and 
songs were written and sung, poems were declaimed. Every aspect of  the religious and cultural 
life of  the communities was brought into service to press home the Chartist message.’2 It might be 
added that the Chartist message did not simply reflect the outward religious and cultural practices 
of  these communities; rather, it intertwined most fundamentally with the working class life that it 
sought to safeguard. 
 This idea extended from meeting houses to family firesides. In his speech to Glasgow 
Chartists in 1839, Mr. Macfarlane declared that ‘Toryism just means ignorant children in rags, a 

1  Dorothy Thompson, The Chartists, pp102.
2 Ibid, pp. 118–19.

drunken husband, and an unhappy wife. Chartism is to have a happy home, and smiling, intel-
ligent, and happy families.’3 The concept of  domesticity was hence central to the rhetoric of  early 
Chartists, and expressed itself  through vivid, evocative imagery, rousing songs, music, and pro-
cessions. Anna Clark argues that Chartist domesticity ‘aimed both to heal the sexual antagonism 
within working-class culture and to defend working-class morality in the larger political context.’ 
With working class family life threatened by the brutality and iniquity of  factory working condi-
tions, domesticity became a tool by which Chartists could dignify working class family culture, 
in addition to constructing a role for women within the movement. If  Chartists affirmed sexual 
distinctions, it owed to political expedience in the face of  middle class opposition. The Chartists 
may have eventually sacrificed a militantly political role for women, but women’s identity and sta-
tus within working class culture was far from meaningless.

• • •

“The war of  classes, sir, is now no longer a mere war of  politics, but a war between capital 
and labour.”4

As Chartist leader George Julian Harney declared, the change in Chartist ideology and tactics 
from 1848 to 1850 was symbolised by the change in the Chartist flag colour. When Ernest Jones 
was imprisoned for openly advocating a physical force approach, the flag became green after it 
had been red. At this point, Chartism had undoubtedly diminished, both in terms of  member-
ship and ideological motivation. Harney and Jones were instrumental in forging a new identity for 
Chartism, and in steering it towards a more cogently socialist path. In November 1850 Harney 
published the first English translation of  the Communist Manifesto in the new socialist-leaning 
weekly, The Red Republican. In admittedly not the most fitting of  translations (but one of  the 
most entertaining), it opens: “A frightful hobgoblin stalks throughout Europe....”5 This formed 
part of  a drive to assimilate Chartism into an Internationalist movement, aiming to reinforce the 
Chartists’ common cause with European socialists. Jones was indeed the first person, at least in 
England, to accept Marx’s theory of  the dictatorship of  the proletariat as a working basis for or-
ganisation.6

 If  Chartism was occasionally fraught with internal ideological contradictions and inconsist-
encies, it is only to be expected from a movement which spoke on behalf  of  a national working 
class culture, and expressed the concerns and outlook of  a less than homogenous proletariat. It 
would be a mistake, however, to conclude that Chartism ended in total failure. All except one of  
the six points of  the Charter is now law—the one exception being the call for annual parliaments. 
Chartism also helped create a long-term political culture in which later left-wing ideas flourished. 
It formed a vital component in the transition between old traditions of  political radicalism and 
the development of  recognisably socialist theory. And indeed, in its dying years, Chartism actively 
subscribed to a premature socialist doctrine. As a lesson in resistance, Chartism has much to offer. 
The dynamism and fierce vitality it embodied at a time when the working classes endured brutal 

3 Scottish Patriot (December 14, 1839) in Anna Clark, ‘The Rhetoric of  Chartist Domesticity: Gender,  
 Language, and Class in the 1830s and 1840s,’ Journal of  British Studies, Vol. 31, No. 1 (Jan., 1992), pp.62.
4 Peter Cadogan, Harney and Engels, International Review of  Social History, Volume 10, Issue 01, April 1965,  
 pp 72.
5 Ibid., pp73.
6 Ibid., p79.
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On the Povery of  Student Life
Considered in its Economic, Political, Psychological,

Sexual, and Especially Intellectual Aspects,
with a Modest Proposal for Doing Away With It (1966)

thE situationist intErnational and thE

studEnts of thE univErsity of strasBourg

After a long period of  slumber and permanent counterrevolution, the last few years have seen 
the first gestures of  a new period of  contestation, most visibly among young people.1 But the 
society of  the spectacle, in its representation of  itself  and its enemies, imposes its own ideologi-
cal categories on the world and its history. It reassuringly presents everything that happens as if  
it were part of  the natural order of  things, and reduces truly new developments that herald its 
supersession to the level of  superficial consumer novelties. In reality the revolt of  young people 
against the way of  life imposed on them is simply a harbinger, a preliminary expression of  a far 
more widespread subversion that will embrace all those who are feeling the increasing impossibil-
ity of  living in this society, a prelude to the next revolutionary era. With their usual methods of  
inverting reality, the dominant ideology and its daily mouthpieces reduce this real historical move-
ment to a socio-natural category: the Idea of  Youth.
 Any new youth revolt is presented as merely the eternal revolt of  youth that recurs with 
each generation, only to fade away “when young people become engaged in the serious business 
of  production and are given real, concrete aims.” The “youth revolt” has been subjected to a 
veritable journalistic inflation (people are presented with the spectacle of  a revolt to distract them 
from the possibility of  participating in one). It is presented as an aberrant but necessary social 
safety valve that has its part to play in the smooth functioning of  the system. This revolt against 

1 From chapter 2 (“It is not enough for theory to seek its realization in practice; practice must seek its   
 theory”).

industrial privations and political exclusion defines the Chartists as a revolutionary workers’ force 
in British history. Set in the post-imperial hangover of  the Olympic Opening Ceremony, the Char-
tists have never seemed more out of  place. •

olivia arigho stiles studies History at Somerville College and is part of  the Organising Committee for the 
Oxford Radical Forum.
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the society reassures the society because it supposedly remains partial, pigeonholed in the apart-
heid of  “adolescent problems” (analogous to “racial issues” or “women’s concerns”), and is soon 
outgrown. In reality, if  there is a “youth problem” in modern society, it simply consists in the fact 
that young people feel the profound crisis of  this society most acutely—and try to express it. The 
young generation is a product par excellence of  modern society, whether it chooses integration 
into it or the most radical rejection of  it. What is surprising is not that youth is in revolt, but that 
“adults” are so resigned. But the reason for this is historical, not biological: the previous genera-
tion lived through all the defeats and swallowed all the lies of  the long, shameful disintegration of  
the revolutionary movement.
 In itself, “Youth” is a publicity myth and as part of  the new “social dynamism” it is the 
potential ally of  the capitalist mode of  production. The illusory primacy of  youth began with the 
economic recovery after the second world war. Capital was able to strike a new bargain with la-
bor: in return for the mass production of  a new class of  manipulable consumers, the worker was 
offered a role which gave him full membership of  the spectacular society. This at least was the 
ideal social model, though as usual it bore little relation to socio-economic reality (which lagged 
behind the consumer ideology). The revolt of  youth was the first burst of  anger at the persistent 
realities of  the new world—the boredom of  everyday existence, the dead life which is still the es-
sential product of  modern capitalism, in spite of  all its modernizations. A small section of  youth 
is able to refuse that society and its products. The most rebellious among them are expressing a 
pure, nihilistic rejection of  this society without any awareness of  the possibility of  superseding it. 
But such a perspective is being sought and developed everywhere in the world. It must attain the 
coherence of  theoretical critique and the practical organization of  this coherence.

• • •

The conscious domination of  history by the people who make it—this is the entire revolutionary 
project.2 Modern history, like all past history, is the product of  social praxis, the (unconscious) 
result of  human activities. In the era of  totalitarian domination, capitalism has produced its own 
new religion: the spectacle. The spectacle is the terrestrial realization of  ideology. Never has the 
world been so inverted. “And like the ‘critique of  religion’ in Marx’s day, the critique of  the spec-
tacle is today the essential precondition of  any critique” (Internationale Situationniste 9).
 Humanity is historically confronted with the problem of  revolution. The increasingly gran-
diose material and technological means are equalled only by the increasingly profound dissatisfac-
tion of  everyone. The bourgeoisie and its Eastern heir, the bureaucracy, are incapable putting this 
overdevelopment (which will be the basis of  the poetry of  the future) to any good use precisely 
because they both must strive to maintain an old order. The most they can use it for is to reinforce 
their police control. They can do nothing but accumulate capital, and therefore proletarians—a 
proletarian being someone who has no power over his life and who knows it. It is the new prole-
tariat’s historical fortune to be the only consequent heir to the valueless riches of  the bourgeois 
world—riches that it must transform and supersede in such a way as to foster the development of  
fully realized human beings pursuing the total appropriation of  nature and of  their own nature. 
This realization of  human nature can only mean the unlimited multiplication and full satisfaction 
of  the real desires which the spectacle represses into the darkest corners of  the revolutionary 
unconscious, and which it can realize only fantastically in the dreamlike delirium of  its publicity. 

2 From chapter 3 (“To create at last a situation that goes beyond the point of  no return”).

The true fulfilment of  genuine desires—which means the abolition of  all the pseudo-needs and 
pseudo-desires that the system manufactures daily in order to perpetuate its own power—cannot 
take place without the suppression and positive supersession of  the commodity spectacle.  
 Modern history can be liberated, and its innumerable achievements can be freely put to use, 
only by the forces that it represses: the workers without power over the conditions, the meaning 
and the products of  their own activities. In the nineteenth century the proletariat was already the 
heir of  philosophy; now it has become the heir of  modern art and of  the first conscious critique 
of  everyday life. It cannot suppress itself  without at the same time realizing art and philosophy. 
To transform the world and to change life are one and the same thing for the proletariat, the in-
separable passwords to its suppression as a class, the dissolution of  the present reign of  necessity, 
and the finally possible accession to the reign of  freedom. The radical critique and free recon-
struction of  all the values and patterns of  behaviour imposed by alienated reality are its maximum 
program. Free creativity in the construction of  all moments and events of  life is the only poetry 
it can acknowledge, the poetry made by all, the beginning of  the revolutionary festival. Proletarian 
revolutions will be festivals or nothing, for festivity is the very keynote of  the life they announce. 
Play is the ultimate principle of  this festival, and the only rules it can recognize are to live without 
dead time and to enjoy without restraints.

• • •

The student is unaware that history is altering even his little “ivory tower” world.3 The famous 
“crisis of  the university”, that detail of  a more general crisis of  modern capitalism, remains the 
object of  a deaf-mute dialogue among various specialists. It simply expresses the difficulties of  
this particular sector of  production in its belated adjustment to the general transformation of  the 
productive apparatus. The remnants of  the old liberal bourgeois university ideology are becom-
ing banalized as its social basis is disappearing. During the era of  free-trade capitalism, when the 
liberal state left the university a certain marginal freedom, the latter could imagine itself  as an 
independent power. But even then it was intimately bound to the needs of  that type of  society, 
providing the privileged minority with an adequate general education before they took up their 
positions within the ruling class. The pathetic bitterness of  so many nostalgic professors stems 
from the fact that they have lost their former role as guard-dogs serving the future masters and 
have been reassigned to the considerably less noble function of  sheep-dogs in charge of  herding 
white-collar flocks to their respective factories and offices in accordance with the needs of  the 
planned economy. These professors hold up their archaisms as an alternative to the technocratiza-
tion of  the university and imperturbably continue to purvey scraps of  “general” culture to audi-
ences of  future specialists who will not know how to make any use of  them. […] 
 But all these struggles take place over the head of  the student, somewhere in the heavenly 
realm of  his masters. His own life is totally out of  his control—life itself  is totally beyond him. 
Because of  his acute economic poverty the student is condemned to a paltry form of  survival. 
But, always self-satisfied, he parades his very ordinary indigence as if  it were an original “lifestyle,” 
making a virtue of  his shabbiness and pretending to be a bohemian. “Bohemianism” is far from 
an original solution in any case, but the notion that one could live a really bohemian life without 
a complete and definitive break with the university milieu is ludicrous. But the student bohemian 
(and every student likes to pretend that he is a bohemian at heart) clings to his imitative and de-

3 From chapter 1 (“To make shame more shameful still by making it public”).
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graded version of  what is, in the best of  cases, only a mediocre individual solution. [...]  
 In France, more than anywhere else, the student is content to be politicized. But his po-
litical participation is mediated by the same spectacle. Thus he seizes upon all the pitiful tattered 
remnants of  a Left that was annihilated more than forty years ago by “socialist” reformism and 
Stalinist counterrevolution. The rulers are well aware of  this defeat of  the workers movement, and 
so are the workers themselves, though more confusedly. But the student remains oblivious of  it, 
and continues to participate blithely in the most laughable demonstrations that never draw any-
body but students. This utter political ignorance makes the universities a happy hunting ground 
for the manipulators of  the declining bureaucratic organizations.
 […] In all fairness, we should mention that there are some tolerably intelligent students. 
These latter easily get around the miserable regulations designed to control the more mediocre 
students. They are able to do so precisely because they have understood the system; and they 
understand it because they despise it and know themselves to be its enemies. They are in the 
educational system in order to get the best it has to offer: namely, grants. Taking advantage of  
the contradiction that, for the moment at least, obliges the system to maintain a small, relatively 
independent sector of  academic “research,” they are going to calmly carry the germs of  sedition 
to the highest level. Their open contempt for the system goes hand in hand with the lucidity that 
enables them to outdo the system’s own lackeys, especially intellectually. They are already among 
the theorists of  the coming revolutionary movement, and take pride in beginning to be feared as 
such. They make no secret of  the fact that what they extract so easily from the “academic system” 
is used for its destruction. For the student cannot revolt against anything without revolting against 
his studies, though the necessity of  this revolt is felt less naturally by him than by the worker, who 
spontaneously revolts against his condition as worker. But the student is a product of  modern 
society just like Godard and Coca-Cola. His extreme alienation can be contested only through a 
contestation of  the entire society. This critique can in no way be carried out on the student terrain: 
the student who defines himself  as such identifies himself  with a pseudo-value that prevents him 
from becoming aware of  his real dispossession, and he thus remains at the height of  false con-
sciousness. But everywhere where modern society is beginning to be contested, young people are 
taking part in that contestation; and this revolt represents the most direct and thorough critique 
of  student behaviour. • 

The article is composed of  abstracts from a translation of  the original pamphlet, which can be accessed at www.cddc.
vt.edu/sionline/si/poverty. It was printed in 1966, by members of  the Univerity of  Strasbourg’s Student Union, 
using university funds and distributed at the opening ceremony of  the new academic year.
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The Revolutionary Student Movement
Theory and Practice (1968)

ErnEst MandEl

The student movement starts everywhere as a revolt against the immediate conditions students 
experience in their own academic institutions, in the universities and high schools. This aspect is 
obvious in the West where we live, though the situation is completely different in the underdevel-
oped countries. There, many other forces and circumstances impel the university or non-universi-
ty youth to rise up. But over the past two decades the type of  youth who goes to the university in 
the West has not, by and large, found in their homes, in the conditions of  their families, or in the 
local communities pressing reasons for social revolts.
 A few days ago, when I was in Toronto, one of  the leading Canadian educators gave a 
public lecture on the causes of  student revolt. These reasons, he said, “are essentially material. 
Not that their living conditions are unsatisfactory; not that they are badly treated like nineteenth 
century workers. But socially, we have created a sort of  proletariat in the universities who have no 
right to participate in the determination of  the curriculum, no right to at least co-determine their 
own life during the four, five or six years which they spend at the university.”
 While I cannot accept this non-Marxist definition of  the proletariat, I do think that this 
bourgeois educator has partially revealed one of  the roots of  the generalized student revolt. The 
structure of  the bourgeois universities is only a reflection of  the general hierarchical structure of  
bourgeois society; both become unacceptable to students, even with their present elementary level 
of  social consciousness. It would take us too far afield to probe into the deeper psychological and 
moral roots of  that phenomenon. But in certain Western European countries, and probably also 
the United States, bourgeois society as it has operated during the last generation over the past 25 
years has provoked very widespread decomposition of  the classic bourgeois family. As youngsters, 
the dissenting students have been educated first of  all through practical experience to question all 
authority, beginning with the authority of  their parents.
 They find themselves confronted in the first place with the authority of  their professors 
and university institutions which, at least in the field of  social sciences, are obviously out of  touch 
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with reality. The teachings they do get do not allow any objective scientific analysis of  what goes 
on in the world or in the different Western countries. This challenge to academic authority as an 
institution very quickly becomes a challenge to the contents of  education.
 In addition, in Europe very likely more than in the United States, we have very inadequate 
material conditions in the universities. They are overcrowded. Thousands of  students are obliged 
to listen to professors through sound systems. They cannot talk with their professors or have any 
contact, normal exchange of  opinion, or dialogue. Housing and food conditions are also bad. 
Certain supplementary factors extend the forces of  student revolt. However, I must insist that 
the mainspring of  the revolt would persist even if  these material conditions were corrected. The 
authoritarian structure of  the university and the inadequate substance of  the education received, 
at least in the field of  social science, causes more discontent than these material conditions.
 What is the goal of  university reform as proposed by liberal reformists in the western 
world? It is in reality an attempt to streamline the organization of  the university to fit the needs 
of  neo-capitalist economy and neo-capitalist society. These gentlemen say: of  course it is very bad 
to have an academic proletariat; it is very bad to have many people who leave universities and are 
not able to find jobs. This makes for social tension and social explosion.
 How to solve this problem? We will do so by reorganizing the universities and distribut-
ing the number of  places accessible according to the requirements of  neo-capitalist economy. 
In a country which needs 100,000 engineers we will be assured of  100,000 engineers rather than 
50,000 sociologists or 20,000 philosophers who cannot find gainful employment. This will do 
away with the main causes of  student revolt.
 Here is an attempt to subordinate the functions of  a university, even more than in the past, 
to the immediate needs of  neo-capitalist economy and society. It will generate a still higher degree 
of  student alienation. If  these reforms are enacted, the students will not secure a university struc-
ture and education which corresponds to their wishes. They will not even be allowed to choose 
the career, the field of  learning, the disciplines they want and which correspond to their talents 
and needs of  self-realization of  their personalities. They will be forced to accept those jobs, dis-
ciplines and fields of  learning which correspond to the interest of  the rulers of  capitalist society, 
not to their own needs as human beings. Thus a higher level of  alienation will be imposed through 
reform of  the universities.
 I do not say we should be indifferent to any kind of  reforms of  the university. It is neces-
sary to find some transitional slogans for university problems just as Marxists have tried to find 
transitional slogans for other social movements in whatever sector these come to life.
For example, I do not see why the slogan of  “student power” could not be raised within the 
framework of  the university. This would not do for the whole society since this would mean that 
a small minority allocates to itself  the right to rule the overwhelming majority of  society. But 
within the university the slogan of  “student power,” or any slogan along the same lines of  self-
management by the mass of  students, has a certain validity.
 Even there I would be a bit cautious because there are many problems which make a uni-
versity different from a factory or from a productive community. It is not true to say that students 
are already workers. The majority of  students are future workers or partial workers. They may be 
compared with the apprentices in a factory since they are the same from the viewpoint of  intel-
lectual labour as apprentices are from the viewpoint of  manual labour. They have their social role 
and their special transitional place in society. We must therefore be cautious how we formulate 
such a transitional slogan.

 However, it is not necessary to pursue this argument further at this moment. Let us accept 
for the time being the idea of  “student power” or “student control” as an acceptable transitional 
slogan within the framework of  the bourgeois university. But it is absolutely clear that even the 
realization of  such a slogan, which in itself  is impossible for any length of  time, would not change 
the roots of  alienation of  students because these do not lie in the university itself  but in society 
as a whole. And you cannot change a small sector of  bourgeois society, in this case the bourgeois 
university, and think that social problems can be solved within that small segment so long as the 
problem of  changing society as a whole has not been solved.
 As long as capitalism exists, there will be alienated labour, alienated manual labour and in-
evitably also alienated intellectual labour, and thereby alienated students, whatever changes direct 
action is able to achieve within the framework of  the university.
 Here again, this is not a theoretical observation which is plucked from the sky. This is the 
lesson of  practical experience. The European student movement, at least its revolutionary wing, 
has gone through such an experience in practically all Western European countries. In broad out-
line, the student movement started with inner university issues and then spilled over the limits of  
the university rather quickly. It went on to raise a series of  general social and political problems 
which were not directly related with what was going on inside the university. 
 Through the detour of  an analysis of  colonialism and imperialism the more conscious 
and organized forces in the European student movement were brought back to the point where 
Marxism starts, that is, to the analysis of  capitalist society and the international capitalist system in 
which we live. If  we do not understand this system, we cannot understand the reasons for colo-
nial wars or the colonial liberation movements. Nor can we understand why we should solidarize 
ourselves with these forces on a world scale.
 In the case of  Germany, this process took less than six months to unfold. The student 
movement started by questioning only the authoritarian structure of  the university, went on to 
question imperialism and the misery in the Third World, and then by solidarizing with its libera-
tion movements was brought to the necessity of  re-analyzing neo-capitalism on a world scale and 
in the country itself  where the German students were active. They had to come back to the start-
ing point of  the Marxist analysis of  the society in which we live to understand the deeper objective 
reasons for social misery and for social revolt.

• • •

The prevailing division between theory and action, which is already very bad in itself, is given a 
new dimension in the socialist movement when it is said: in one category there are the activists, 
the simple people who do the dirty jobs. In another category is the elite which has to think. If  this 
elite gets involved in picket lines, it won’t have the time to think or write books, and in that case a 
precious element of  the emancipation struggle will be lost.
 I must say that any notion of  reintroducing within the movement the basic division of  
labour between manual labour and intellectual labour, between the infantry which does the dirty 
work and the elite which does the thinking is profoundly un-socialist. It goes against one of  the 
main aims of  the socialist movement, which is precisely to achieve the withering away of  the di-
vision or distinction between manual and intellectual labour, not only within organizations but, 
much more important, on the scale of  society as a whole. The revolutionary socialists of  fifty or a 
hundred years ago could not grasp that so clearly as we do today when there are the objective pos-
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sibilities of  achieving that goal. We have already entered an objective process of  technology and 
education which is working towards that end. So we must start by eliminating to the extent pos-
sible any idea of  such a division of  labour in the movement itself. We must maintain as a general 
rule that there are no good theoreticians if  they are not capable of  participating in action, and that 
there are no good activists if  they are not capable of  assimilating, strengthening and developing 
theory.
 The European student movement has tried to achieve this to a certain extent and with 
some success in Germany, France, and Italy. There has emerged a type of  student leader who is 
an agitator, who can even, if  need be, build a barricade and fight on it, but who at the same time is 
able to write a theoretical article and even a book and to discuss with the leading sociologists, po-
litical scientists and economists of  his country and beat them in the field of  their own disciplines. 
This has made us confident not only about the future of  the student movement but also about the 
time when these students will no longer be students but will have to undertake different functions 
in society.

• • •

The status of  the student, unlike that of  the worker, is by its very nature of  short duration. He 
remains in the university, four, five, six years, and nobody can predict what will happen to him af-
terwards when he leaves the university. Here I want at once to answer one of  the more demagogic 
arguments which has been used by some leaders of  the European Communist Parties against the 
rebellious students. They have said scornfully: “Who are these students? Today they revolt, tomor-
row they will be our bosses who will exploit us, so let us not take their actions very seriously.”
 This is a foolish argument because it does not take into consideration the revolutionary 
transformation of  the role of  university graduates in present society. Had they referred to the 
statistics, they could have learned that only a tiny minority of  today’s student graduates become 
bosses or direct agents of  bosses as top managers. That may have been the case when there were 
no more than 10,000, 15,000, 20,000 student graduates a year. But when there are a million, four 
million, five million students, it is not possible for the majority of  these to become capitalists or 
managerial executives because there are not that many capitalists or managerial jobs available.
 The kernel of  truth in this demagogic argument is that a departure from the academic 
environment can have detrimental consequences on the level of  social consciousness and politi-
cal activity of  the graduated student. So long as he remains in the university, this atmosphere no 
longer surrounds him and he is more susceptible to the pressures of  capitalist ideology and inter-
ests. There is great danger that he will reintegrate himself  within his new social milieu, whatever it 
may be. There will ensue a process of  backsliding to reformist and left liberal intellectual positions 
which no longer involve revolutionary activity.
 It is instructive to study the history of  the German SDS, the oldest of  the current revolu-
tionary student movements in Europe, in this light. Since it was expelled from the German Social 
Democracy nine years ago, a whole generation of  SDS militants have left the university. After 
several years, in the absence of  a revolutionary organization, the overwhelming majority of  these 
militants, whatever their individual wish to be convinced and active socialists, are no longer politi-
cally active from a revolutionary point of  view. Thus, to preserve the continuity in time of  revolu-
tionary activity, you need an organization which is broader than a purely student organization, an 
organization in which students and non-students can work together.
 

 There is an even more important reason why there is need for a party organization. Because 
without it, no permanent unity of  action with the industrial working class in the broadest sense of  
the word can be achieved. As a Marxist, I remain convinced that without the action of  the working 
class it is not possible to overthrow capitalist society and construct a socialist society. 
Here again, in a remarkable way, we see how the experiences of  the student movements, first in 
Germany, then in France and Italy, have arrived in practice at that theoretical conclusion. The 
same sort of  discussions that are going on in the United States today about the relevance or ir-
relevance of  the industrial working class for revolutionary action were being held a year, or even 
six months ago, in countries like Germany or Italy.
 This question was settled in practice not only by the May-June 1968 revolutionary events 
in France but also by the common action of  the students of  Turin with the Fiat workers in Italy. 
It has also been clarified by the conscious attempts of  the German SDS to involve parts of  the 
working class in its agitation outside the university against the Springer publishing combine and 
its campaign to prevent the emergency laws restricting civil liberties from being enacted.
 Such experiences have taught the student movement in Western Europe that it is absolutely 
indispensable to find a bridge to the working class. This question has different aspects on differ-
ent levels. It has a programmatic aspect which I cannot go into now. It poses the question of  how 
students can approach the industrial working class, not as teachers, because then the workers will 
send them packing, but within a common field of  interest and social endeavour.
 It poses above all else the problem of  party organization. Otherwise a series of  self-defeat-
ing experiments to build collaboration on a low level of  immediate action between a small number 
of  students and a small number of  workers will, after three to eight months, dribble away and 
come to nothing. Even if  you start all over again, when the balance sheet is made after a year or 
two or three, there will be very little left.
 The function of  a permanent revolutionary organization is to facilitate a reciprocal integra-
tion of  student and working class struggle in a continuous way. There is not simply a continuum 
in time but also, so to speak, a continuum in space in the form of  a continuity between different 
social groups. The desperate search for something completely new is only an episodic aspect of  
the initial phase of  student radicalism. When the movement becomes broader and mobilizes large 
masses then, paradoxically, the opposite will appear, as French sociologists have underlined with 
great surprise in regard to the May events. Then the students will strive to rediscover their histori-
cal tradition and their historical roots.
 This quest will ultimately bring the student rebels back to a few but very basic historical 
concepts of  socialism and Marxism. We have seen how the French, German, Italian, and now 
the British student movements have reverted to the ideas of  socialist revolution and of  workers 
democracy. 1968 renews ties with the old socialist and Marxist tradition of  internationalism when 
you say that the student revolt is worldwide and the student movement is international. •

Transcribed by Joe Auciello for the Marxists’ Internet Archive.
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