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Foreword
Th e Th ird World in 1968

Arif Dirlik

About 10 years ago, I received an invitation to contribute an essay to a volume 
on 1968. In the course of a conference on which the volume was based, the 
editors had realized that nothing on the Th ird World had been included, which 
seemed like a serious absence. My essay was intended make up for this absence.

When I sent in my essay, it was with the title above, “Th e Th ird World in 
1968.” Somewhere during the editorial process, someone in his/her wisdom, as-
suming, I suppose, that the “in 1968” part was redundant in a volume entitled 
1968, took that part out of the title, leaving just “Th e Th ird World,” which more 
or less made a mockery of the introductory paragraph where I had written:

Th e ambiguity built into the title of this chapter is intentional. A Th ird 
World perspective on 1968 requires a double vision. First, it demands 
recognition that as idea and reality the Th ird World was conspicuously 
present in the events of 1968, not only in the many diff erent areas en-
compassed by the term “Th ird World” but also and more importantly 
in the First (and Second) Worlds; it is reasonable to suggest that the 
emergence of the Th ird World as a challenge to the First but also as a 
substitute for the Second World of Soviet and Eastern European Com-
munism was a crucial aspect of 1968. Second, it enjoins us to recognize 
the many contexts that shaped the participation of people in the Th ird 
World in the events of 1968. Th is raises the question of whether or not 
1968 can serve as a marker in Th ird World histories in the same sense 
that it has come to mark a watershed in First and Second World histo-
ries and, for that very reason, of the dialectic between the general and 
the particular in the construction of 1968 as a historical marker.1

I cite this paragraph not to get back at the editors of that volume for the 
discrepancy their editorial work created between the title and the substance of 
my essay, but because the issues raised in that paragraph serve as an appropriate 
introduction to the present volume.

My essay in the earlier volume was the sole representative of the Th ird 
World, and made an eff ort to cover a number of countries (Th e People’s Re-
public of China, India, Turkey, Egypt, Ethiopia, and Mexico) to illustrate the   
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tri-continental spatial scope of 1968, on the one hand, and the diversity of the 
movements spawned in the globalization of the protest activity of that year. Th e 
present volume undertakes a similar task, but at a much larger scale, in greater 
detail for a wider number of societies, and richer and more varied subject matter. 
It is a welcome addition to the scant literature on an important subject: the con-
tradictions in Th ird World societies that 1968 brought to the surface, and the 
longer-term consequences for radical politics of the particular course the events 
of 1968 took in diff erent societies, that also varied in duration and temporality 
in diff erent contexts. Th e volume is of obvious historical signifi cance, which is 
not unrelated to its political signifi cance as a reminder of the importance of both 
1968 and the “Th ird World,” which appear in a negative light these days not 
just for their detractors but even those who were participants in the events of the 
time. Th e depoliticized post-revolutionary post-colonialism that has acquired 
popularity with the retreat and corruption of Th ird World radical politics has 
repudiated not just the commonalities but also the solidarities of earlier Th ird 
World movements, in the process calling into question the very idea of the Th ird 
World. Th e events of which the year 1968 became the temporal symbol have 
been discredited, partly because of their own degeneration into a mindless radi-
calism in the face of political repression that allowed few alternatives, and partly 
because the victory of global capitalism has successfully recast in a negative light 
the eff orts of an earlier age to hold it in check.

Th e events of 1968 worldwide were directly inspired by the crisis of colo-
nialism, and the implications for capitalism of de-colonization, but also by the 
seeming crisis of “actually existing socialism,” until then the only challenger to 
capitalism. Th e crisis gave renewed hope to Th ird World struggles for libera-
tion, autonomy, and new modes of development that would avoid the pitfalls 
of capitalism as well as of Stalinist Communism. It is probably futile, and un-
necessary politically, to ask whether it was the urban revolt in the First World 
that inspired the Th ird, or the anti-colonial struggles of the Th ird that inspired 
the First, as a ready, and empirically verifi able, dialectical interplay of the various 
movements is quite apparent throughout the 1960s (if not earlier) and into the 
early 1970s. But there is probably good reason to describe 1968 as “the year of 
the Th ird World,” not because the Th ird World was responsible for the events 
of that year but because the Th ird World was everywhere in the consciousness 
of political activists. It was a mobilizing idea for those involved in the struggles 
against colonialism and newcolonialism. Among First World radicals and pro-
gressives, solidarity with the Th ird World represented a new measure of political 
radicalism. 1968 may well be described as the political coming of age of the 
Th ird World that had assumed visibility with the Bandung Conference of 1955, 
but now became a focal point of radical activity globally.

Both 1968 and the Th ird World have disappeared into the past. But that 
does not mean that they have not left important legacies that are still invoked 
against the continuing injustices of the capitalist system, and colonial legacies 

  

 
 

 



Foreword | ix

that refuse to go away despite all the brave talk about post-coloniality. Th e more 
constructive legacies of 1968 are still visible in the fl ourishing placed-based poli-
tics of the Global North, which have regained strength in response to the glo-
balization of capital and the crisis of the environment. In the Th ird World, and 
globally, the solidarities of an earlier day are still invoked in the construction of 
social movements that have taken over from political parties the task of protect-
ing livelihood and freedom against an increasingly oppressive regime of capital.

Th e context of contemporary struggles is diff erent from that of an earlier 
day, with its clearly delineated divisions between the East and the West, colonial-
ism and anti-colonialism, or the First, Second, and Th ird Worlds. Neo-liberal 
policies since the 1980s have succeeded in consolidating the global power of 
a ruling class that has assumed a transnational visage through the recruitment 
into its ranks of newcomers from the former Second and Th ird Worlds. Earlier 
divisions have been scrambled by changes in the global political economy. Th e 
past is not suffi  cient to guide or explain the present, and it may be necessary 
on occasion to forget the past in order to recognize what is diff erent about the 
world. But forgetting may also serve as a blinder on reality. For some, memories 
of 1968 are uncomfortable reminders of a bygone past, but despite all the eff ort 
to “forget” them, they refuse to go away because of the persistence of the contra-
dictions that are the legacies of the past to the present. On the other hand, those 
memories are still of some inspiration to those engaged in oppositional move-
ments—now, more than ever, movements for survival—that themselves need to 
go global if they are to have any hope of eff ectiveness, not to speak of success. 
Studies such as those in this volume, to the extent that they contribute to the 
preservation of those memories, are not of merely of academic historical but also 
of contemporary political signifi cance.

Notes
 1. Arif Dirlik, “Th e Th ird World,” in Carole Fink, Philipp Gassert, and Detlef Junker 

(eds.), 1968: Th e World Transformed (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1998), 295–317.

  

 
 

 



  

 
 

 



Introduction
Samantha Christiansen and Zachary A. Scarlett

Th e shadow of the Th ird World hangs over the study of the radical protest move-
ments of the 1960s in Europe and the United States. When thinking about this 
decade, Th ird World actors such as Ché Guevára, Frantz Fanon, Amilcar Cabral, 
and Ho Chi Minh often spring to mind alongside the likes of Rudi Dutschke, 
Daniel Cohn-Bendit, Stokely Carmichael, and Tom Hayden. Scholars have long 
acknowledged that individuals, groups, language, ideology, tactics, and, indeed, 
the very idea of a Th ird World liberation movement inspired student groups 
and activists in Europe and the United States. Th ese scholars have referred to 
the Th ird World as providing a “mandate for revolution”1 and of “receiving un-
precedented attention”2 from activists in the West.3 Many radicals hoped that 
a new “Th ird World International” could be formed out of the solidarity be-
tween Western and non-Western students.4 As Max Elbaum notes, in the 1960s, 
“Th ird World Liberation Marxism-Leninism” came to replace Soviet Marxism, 
eff ectively diff erentiating one generation of leftist dissent—what became known 
as the New Left—from an older generation.5 Th e editors of 1968: Th e World 
Transformed note that “with the fading of the Marxist and Soviet models, the 
heroic factory worker and peasant had been replaced by the heroic Th ird World 
freedom fi ghter.”6 Scholars have also examined the eff ect of the Th ird World on 
specifi c student movements. Timothy Brown and Quinn Slobodian both point 
out that the state visits of Tshombe and the Shah of Iran galvanized West Ger-
man students, leading to the massive outpouring of dissent in 1967 and 1968.7 
Meanwhile, Kristen Ross’s study of May ‘68 traces the origins of the French 
student movement to the Algerian Civil War.8 As each of these authors demon-
strates, the Th ird World became the vehicle for the social, cultural, and political 
transformation in the West.

Th e Th ird World not only inspired many students to take to the street in the 
1960s, it also provided a model for the radicalism of the decade. Many activists 
in the Civil Rights Movement, for example, saw the Th ird World as a natural 
ally.9 Th e Th ird World and the Black Power movement became so intertwined 
in the 1960s that many in the United States no longer diff erentiated between 
the two causes. Decolonizing the Th ird World meant freedom at home for Af-
rican-Americans, and vice versa.10 Th e Th ird World also impacted many white 
students. As Todd Gitlin notes, the antiwar movement’s inability to end the Viet-
nam War also caused many white middle class youth to turn to the revolutionary 
tactics of the Th ird World.11 Th is frustration also tore apart the Students for a 
Democracy Society (SDS), one of the foundational organizations of the 1960s.   
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What emerged out of this factionalism was the Weather Underground, a group 
that, as Jeremy Varon notes, believed that only the Th ird World revolutionary, 
and not the white middle class in the United States, could actually stop the 
monolithic force of American imperialism. Th e Weathermen saw themselves as a 
compliment to the Th ird World revolution, struggling against imperialism inside 
the centers of power.12 Th e Red Army Faction in Germany, meanwhile, asserted 
that anyone who identifi ed themselves with Th ird World revolutionaries—and 
not the proletariat—were themselves part of the new revolutionary vanguard.13

And yet, despite its importance to activists and revolutionaries in the West, 
the Th ird World remains terra incognita in the scholarship on the 1960s. To be 
sure, there are a number of excellent studies on individual countries in the Th ird 
World,14 as well as numerous discussions of Th ird World countries that appear 
in global examinations of the 1960s.15 Still, the Th ird World as a body politic 
has yet to be considered. And if we are to produce a truly global understand-
ing of the 1960s, we must, as Martin Klimke suggests, take up the case of the 
Th ird World, not as it was in the minds of Western students, but as it exists in 
history and on the ground.16 It is here in which we will encounter both familiar 
and novel aspects of the struggles of the 1960s, and confi rm as well as challenge 
previous categories and notions about this decade.

Th e present study in no way represents a complete survey of the 1960s in the 
Th ird World; indeed, such a task would exceed the length of this book. While 
we are pleased to include case studies that spread across Africa, Asia, and Latin 
America, we recognize that for every new contribution to the fi eld off ered by 
this volume, there are just as many silences. Th e reader will no doubt wonder 
why Pakistan and Bangladesh, Turkey, Ethiopia, Peru, Egypt, and a host of other 
countries are not included. To be frank, it is not because they are not important or 
do not fi t into the Th ird World matrix, but simply because we could not cover ev-
ery aspect of this rich and nuanced decade. We therefore consider this book to be 
the opening, rather than the decisive, remarks on the Th ird World in the 1960s.

Th e case studies that follow off er a diverse sample of the Th ird World expe-
rience in the 1960s. Th ey illuminate new features and novel paradigms of the 
1960s that are not discussed in most studies of Western student movements. In 
such a reexamination there are some questions that arise at the outset. What is 
the Th ird World and how can we analyze the Th ird World as a part of 1960s 
radicalism? Does the periodization of the 1960s even fi t with the Th ird World? If 
not, how should one think about “the 1960s” as a historical period in the Th ird 
World? Finally, for the sake of global context, what are the similarities and dif-
ferences between the activism of the Th ird World and the movements of Europe 
and the United States, and how can exploring them increase the understanding 
of each arena? Instead of rehashing themes with which many readers will be fa-
miliar, this introduction focuses much more on the diff erences between Western 
and Th ird World movements in an attempt to break down old paradigms and 
discuss new categories.
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Time and Place: Why the Th ird World? Why the 1960s?

We have purposefully chosen to include the term Th ird World in the title of 
this volume. We do so knowing the controversy surrounding its usage, as well 
as its implied global hierarchy based on a modernization paradigm.17 We also 
understand that the term has become outmoded since the end of the Cold War.18 
Although we reject its pejorative connotation, we use the term in this volume to 
elucidate its meaning in a specifi c historical epoch.19 For one, it allows for the 
distinct grouping of diff erent countries with the shared historical experience of 
colonialism, which shaped some of the protest movements of the 1960s. Second, 
the term helps distinguish a group of countries that hoped to avoid Soviet and 
American infl uence during the Cold War, with varying degrees of success.

Despite its Western origins—the term comes from a French sociologist20—
the idea of the Th ird World was realized in political practice with the formation 
of loosely based political, cultural, and social groupings articulated at the 1955 
Bandung Conference.21 It was at Bandung that leaders from countries through-
out the Th ird World recognized the importance of non-alignment and pledged 
to remain neutral in the Cold War. We may therefore conclude that the coun-
tries in this volume share a similar, although certainly not homogenous historical 
experience during the Cold War. Th is “fl exible network” of loosely bound states 
operated via “degrees of affi  nity” rather than a “hard sense of uniqueness.”22 Al-
though the term Th ird World may be outmoded today—replaced by the vague 
(and equally questionable) Global South—we stand by its value as a historical 
idea of vital importance during the Cold War. Discarding the term would be to 
erase a historical situation that did indeed play a central role in the global protest 
movement of the 1960s. From this perspective, applying the modern concept of 
a Global South to the 1960s is anachronistic and temporally disjointed. Because 
of its importance, the idea of the Th ird World, as well as a lengthy examination 
of the term’s origins and variations, occupies the fi rst section of this volume.

If Th ird World is indeed a useful term, then how does it fi t into the idea of 
the 1960s? Was the 1960s even a decade of any great signifi cance to the Th ird 
World, which experienced almost non-stop social and political agitation since 
the end of World War II? Th is question of periodization is perhaps one of the 
most diffi  cult to answer because the borders of “the 1960s” are so complex and 
hazy. Indeed, the 1960s had multiple trajectories, and it therefore seems logical 
to contend that it has multiple periodizations. In the West, one may begin an 
analysis of the 1960s, or at least the Civil Rights Movement, with the Montgom-
ery Bus Boycott of 1955.23 It was in Montgomery that Dr. Martin Luther King, 
Jr., fi rst rose to national prominence. Perhaps the spirit or the ethos of the 1960s 
in the Th ird World emerged in 1947 with the independence of the Indian sub-
continent, where a great tide of anti-colonialism signaled the fi nal destruction 
of the French and British empires. Or, as Frederic Jameson contends, perhaps 
the 1960s began somewhere in the late 1950s, in the streets of Algiers, or in the 
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Ghanaian capital of Accra, or outside of the gates of Dienbienphu or maybe 
even in Havana, which validated the foco theory that provided a theoretical basis 
for Western youth and global revolutionaries.24 Indeed, the impact of Ghana’s 
independence in 1957 could serve as an excellent starting point—not only did 
Ghanaian independence stir the entire continent of Africa, but it also made an 
important impact across the Atlantic. Dr. King’s visit to Ghana in the year of 
its independence inspired the young members of the Civil Rights Movement to 
look toward Africa in their struggle for equality and justice.25 Th e point is that 
we need to allow ourselves fl exibility in our understanding of time. Th e 1960s is 
a general timeframe, not a hardened structure into which we can place the vast 
movements and ideas examined in this volume.

And yet the protest movements explored in this volume were distinct from 
the anti-colonial struggle in Ghana or Algeria discussed above. If the 1960s were 
born in struggle against colonialism, then they matured in a very diff erent mi-
lieu. With that in mind, the Th ird World in the 1960s may be conceived of in 
two overlapping waves. Th e fi rst wave, which ended in the mid 1960s, con-
sisted of movements that focused on the anti-colonial struggle for national in-
dependence. Indeed, between 1945 and 1965, more than 50 independent states 
emerged, most of them in the Th ird World.26 Activists in the second wave, how-
ever, fought against neo-colonialism and the project of the nation-state, which 
tended to subvert progressive activism in favor of stability.27 Indeed, many of the 
charismatic and progressive nationalist leaders of the anti-colonial movement 
had lost power by the early and mid 1960s, and were replaced by leaders who 
were more authoritarian and less tolerant of dissent.28 What replaced the radical 
anti-colonialism of the earlier part of the decade was therefore a frustration with 
the ineffi  ciency and injustice of postcolonial society, the lingering presence of 
colonial institutions, mentalities, and infl uences, and the subordination of the 
socialist agenda to that of the nation.29 Th e new elites of the Th ird World real-
ized that the radicalism and progressivism of the anti-colonial agenda was diffi  -
cult to merge with the new project of nation building. As Frederic Cooper notes 
regarding the process of decolonization in Africa, “Politicians built a powerful 
challenge to colonial regimes. But once in power, such leaders understood all too 
well how dangerous such claims were.”30 Th e nation-state, as it turned out, was 
simply unable to create an equal and just society, and instead began to repress 
any challenge to its power. It was this political, social, and cultural environment 
that sparked the protests of the second wave of the 1960s.

By focusing on the this second wave in the Th ird World, this volume pres-
ents case studies that have by and large not been considered in analyses of the 
decade. However, the “two waves” of the 1960s is a soft rather than hard point 
of demarcation. Th e themes that comprised the anti-colonial nationalism of the 
earlier part of the decade often echoed in the social movements discussed in 
this volume. As Prasenjit Duara notes, the movement against colonialism was 
not simply fought for the transference of power, but was also “a movement for 
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moral justice and political solidarity against imperialism.”31 Th e second wave of 
the 1960s in the Th ird World was in many ways the same fi ght, although the 
disputants had changed. Even in the Americas, where many nations had experi-
enced independence well before much of Africa and Asia, the ideological battle 
against imperialism, neo-colonialism, and the abuses of the nation-state also 
fueled countless protests in the 1960s.

In addition, it’s important to recognize that colonial rule was still present in 
some parts of the Th ird World during the 1960s, even if the white elite consid-
ered their country to be independent. Indeed, this volume contains accounts of 
anti-colonial struggles against minority white rule in Rhodesia and South Africa. 
Even those states that had gained formal independence still had to contend with 
the continued infl uence of the Western powers.32 Th is presented a diffi  cult di-
lemma for many activists in the Th ird World. On the one hand, strengthening 
the nation-state was the surest antidote to neo-colonialism. On the other hand, 
a strong state often came at the expense of individual rights and political dissent. 
Many activists thus had to walk a very fi ne line between the nation-state and 
neo-colonialism.33 Th e second wave of the 1960s therefore became a movement 
against the former colonial powers who sought to manipulate the Th ird World, 
as well an attempt to gain access to new institutions and rights, which were often 
suppressed in favor of projects of nation-building and modernization.

Th e beginning of the decade may have hazy boundaries, but it clearly 
marked a “moment of transition” in the Th ird World, just as it did in Europe and 
the United States.34 But what of an end to the decade? Many participants and 
scholars have recognized that the energy of the 1960s in the West was transferred 
to other important movements, such as the women’s rights and nuclear non-
proliferation movements, the fi ght for gay rights, and numerous environmental 
causes, among others. Th e 1960s in America and Europe did not end, it simply 
diff used; the same can be said for the Th ird World. Marking an end to the 1960s 
in the Th ird World is to suggest that either the activists were victorious in their 
respective struggles, or that they were silenced by their opponents. Th e events of 
1960s should be understood as situated within struggles against oppression that 
continued in subsequent decades—the most notable being against South Afri-
can apartheid. As in the West, the 1960s continues to shape social movements 
and collective action throughout Asia, Africa, and Latin America, suggesting 
that the ideas of this decade had no clearly defi nable ending.35

Common Ground and New Territory

Th ere are certain hurdles one must surmount in order to create a global frame-
work that properly captures the social movements of the 1960s. Scholars must 
primarily defi ne certain similarities and diff erences that existed between the 
West and the Th ird World. Pointing out these diff erences will help identify new 
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paradigms and patterns that will help scholars draw a more global portrait of the 
1960s. Of course, diff erences and similarities between diff erent countries and 
continents abound. Instead of becoming bogged down in an infi nite compara-
tive analysis, this study takes a more thematic approach to the Th ird World.

One important catalyst that sparked social movements in Europe and the 
United States, as well as in the Th ird World, was an active concern over education 
and education reform. In fact, education reform provides an excellent example 
of the intersections between First, Second, and Th ird World movements. Th e 
importance of education reform has been well documented in the scholarship on 
Western student movements in the 1960s.36 Th e Western education system was 
outmoded and ill-prepared for the massive infl ux of new students after World 
War II. As several studies in this volume point out, this was also the case in the 
Th ird World. Education reform was an impetus for broader social movements, 
fi rst encouraging mobilization and then fostering a rebellious milieu that quickly 
expanded beyond college and secondary school campuses. Many students began 
to see the university as a microcosm for society’s ills. For example, Congolese stu-
dents’ complaints about the continued Dutch infl uence at Lovanium, the coun-
ty’s most prestigious university, eventually came to represent President Mobutu’s 
refusal to Africanize Congolese society. Seminary students in Rhodesia felt the 
same way; the racist policies of the Church denied the students their African 
heritage at their school, just as did white rule in Rhodesia. In Brazil, students 
entered into an intense and prolonged dialogue about the meaning of education 
and its role in Brazilian society. Th ey also protested against the collaboration be-
tween Brazil’s Ministry of Education and the United States government, and the 
imperialistic relationship between these two countries. Similarly, students in the 
Philippines coalesced around the Movement for the Advancement of National-
ism, and demanded less US infl uence and more Filipino say in the education sys-
tem. As these cases demonstrate, protests that began at universities often became 
emblematic of deep-seeded problems in these individual societies.

Despite this and other similarities, there are countless historical develop-
ments unique to the Th ird World experience in the 1960s. Highlighting the 
diff erences between the West and the Th ird World, which occupies the majority 
of this section, is not meant to obviate a broader global perspective, but rather 
to suggest new categories of analysis and new ways of understanding the radical-
ism of the 1960s. Th is is particularly illuminating when considering the source 
and simultaneity of the Th ird World 1960s. Scholars of the 1960s have long 
attempted to locate a common impulse that drove students and activists into 
the streets in the West. Th ese scholars have reached varying conclusions; some 
claim that the infl uence of the mass media galvanized Western students.37 Oth-
ers claim that a certain zeitgeist—what George Katsiafi cas refers to as the eros 
eff ect38—swept over the generation. Still others have identifi ed the political and 
cultural climate of the Cold War as a main reason for the many social move-
ments in the 1960s.39 While these models may fi t Western cases, it is diffi  cult 
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to apply some of these explanations to the Th ird World. For example, television 
did not enjoy the same widespread dissemination and impact in the Th ird World 
as it did in Europe and the United States, where viewers tuned into the nightly 
news and found on their screens the horrors of the Vietnam War. Furthermore, 
information in many parts of the Th ird World was censored on a more pervasive 
level; radio and print media were heavily regulated, and in many cases, operated 
by the state. Th e mass media thus proves inadequate as a general explanation for 
the scope of these movements in the Th ird World.

Furthermore, the Cold War resonated very diff erently in the Th ird World 
than it did in the First and Second. For one, the Cold War was far more than a 
“cold” battle of ideologies in the Th ird World. Proxy wars orchestrated on behalf 
of the superpowers were part of the day-to-day experience of many young Th ird 
World nations (and nationalists) in the 1960s, and the reality of assassination, 
political imprisonment, and outright massacre amounted to much more than an 
ideological debate. And yet, there was also a certain distance to the Cold War. 
In the Th ird World there was an open engagement with and blending of various 
ideologies that seem diametrically opposed to the blustering political battles of 
the First and Second Worlds. Leftists in much of the Th ird World embraced an 
ideology that blurred the Sino-Soviet split, and aid-dependent governments of-
ten walked a thin line between economic systems in order to maintain relations 
with both sides of the Cold War.40 Such perfi dious behavior was not accepted 
in the First or Second Worlds. Th ird World leaders also used the Cold War to 
advance their own politics. Th e Cold War presented many governments with an 
easy excuse to deal harshly with internal dissent. Th e trade and arms deals made 
in the name of ideological alignment (or non-alignment) were more physically 
present as an aspect of the Cold War for Th ird World dissidents opposing a 
military junta than for activists facing a comparatively less armed police force 
in the West.41

Th e diversity of participants and activists in the Th ird World 1960s also 
indicates that many of the categories and classifi cations used to understand the 
Western 1960s are untenable in the context of the Th ird World. For example, 
although heavily disputed, the 1960s in the West is often categorized as a “youth 
revolt.”42 Scholars have asserted that the fusion of “youth” with consumer so-
cieties acted as catalysts for the unrest of the 1960s in the United States and 
Europe.43 Applying this term to the Th ird World, however, holds little value, 
despite the important role that students played in the anti-authoritarian revolts 
of the decade. Instead of classifying the 1960s in the Th ird World as a youth re-
volt, this volume illustrates that a host of institutions participated in the myriad 
social movements discussed herein. Churches and religious institutions, NGOs, 
radical nationalist movements, various left and right wing organizations, and 
(in the case of Indonesia) the army all played an important role in the Th ird 
World 1960s. While the movements in 1960s in the Th ird World were driven 
by younger people, “youth” as a category, with its own language, style, habit, 
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or mentality, was not an essential part of many of these protest movements. 
Ideology, resources, familial and societal links, and a host of other factors took 
precedence over youth as a distinctive social category.44

Not only does this volume present new actors and institutions that were 
important to the Th ird World in the 1960s, it also challenges the mythology that 
came to embody the Th ird World in the West. Todd Gitlin notes that the radi-
cals of the 1960s in the United States “increasingly found exemplars and heroes 
in Cuba, in China, in the Th ird World guerrilla movement, in Mao and Frantz 
Fanon and Ché and Debray.”45 And yet, one will notice that these “heroes” of 
the Th ird World are not central fi gures in this volume. Th at is not to deny the 
profound impact that these people had on the world in the 1960s. Th is volume, 
however, has consciously decided to focus on the characters, actors, and dissi-
dents that are not often present in the Western discussion of the Th ird World. 
It is therefore not a study of the “heroic Th ird World guerrilla,” but instead a 
look at those who were on the ground, who were in the arenas, who were waging 
their respective fi ghts, and who sometimes came and went too quickly to make a 
global impact. We should therefore think of the Th ird World in the 1960s with 
a more complete list of characters: Ché Guevára and the Jamaican dancehall 
crowds, Frantz Fanon and the Indian journalist, the Cuban guerrillas and the 
Rhodesian seminary student. Th e goal is to compare and contrast the Western 
imagination of the Th ird World and the Th ird World as it existed on the ground 
in the 1960s, populated by those who are often invisible in popular memories of 
the decade. Th e merger of these two realities can provide a more complete, and 
indeed more global and dynamic, landscape of the 1960s.

Despite this expanded list of the activists who aff ected their respective societ-
ies in the 1960s, the Th ird World lacked any signifi cant or united countercultural 
movement. Th e counterculture was an important if not central characteristic of 
the Western student movement.46 Groups like the hippies, the Situationists, or 
Kommune I saw cultural freedom as the key to political liberation and infused 
cultural space with political meaning. Th e Provos in the Netherlands, for ex-
ample, staged large public provocations such as a free bicycle program in order to 
draw attention to the negative impact that the automobile had on society. Oth-
ers, like the Situationists and the members of Kommune I placed great currency 
in the impact of the spectacle, and attempted to shock a complacent society out 
of its lethargy by exposing the pernicious eff ect of bourgeois culture.47 For many 
of the countercultural groups, challenging cultural norms was a means to also 
confront social and economic inequities. Th e Situationists, for example, believed 
that art “needed to fi nd its role in the transformation of everyday life” and that 
artists were to “agitate and polemicize against the sterility of and oppression of 
the … ruling economic and political system.”48 Th e counterculture in general 
became an international phenomenon, and also acted as a key means of orga-
nizing youth in Europe and the United States.49 It was, in the end, one of the 
cornerstones of the 1960s in the West.50
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Th is volume is noticeably devoid of any equivalent countercultural move-
ment that resembles the Western experience. Th at is not to say that culture as a 
point of contention or as a political by-product was absent from the Th ird World 
experience during the 1960s. Indeed, as James Bradford’s chapter demonstrates, 
reggae and the culture surrounding this musical genre played a major role in the 
Jamaican protest movement of the 1960s. And of course active countercultures 
emerged in places like Brazil and Mexico,51 and formed around new modes of 
expression throughout the Th ird World. Culture was central to the 1960s in 
the Th ird World; activists infused their political demands with culture symbols 
and constructed meanings. But the ethos of the Western countercultural move-
ments—a desire to completely remove oneself from society—is less in the fore-
front in the Th ird World. Th e idea of “turning on, tuning in, and dropping out,” 
as US countercultural icon Timothy Leary prescribed, is not present in many of 
the case studies of this volume. One of the reasons for this is that the actors and 
dissidents in this volume had nothing to drop out from. Many felt that they did 
not have a place in society, whether because of racism, authoritarianism, or the 
lingering eff ects of colonialism. Th ese activists believed that dropping out of a 
society in which they had no rights was useless. Many others were still actively 
engaged in the crafting of new nations. Th e 1960s in much of the Th ird World 
was therefore a movement to drop in to society, a battle for inclusion and for 
representation.

Th ere is also a notable diff erence in the pitch and level of violence in the 
Th ird World as compared to the Western experience. Of course, Europe and the 
United States were not without their incidents of violence during the 1960s; 
Italy experienced a prolonged period of intense violence, while certain organi-
zations in West Germany and the United States turned toward terrorism after 
realizing the ineff ectiveness of nonviolent tactics. And yet, as Arthur Marwick 
observes, the 1960s was characterized by a “measured judgment” from the au-
thorities.52 According to Marwick, the freedom of the student movement, and 
particularly the counterculture, to act without massive interference was due to 
the “existence in positions of authority of men and women … who responded 
fl exibly and tolerantly to their [sic] demands.”53 Such tolerance and fl exibility did 
not generally exist in the Th ird World. Almost every case study presented in this 
volume—from Brazil and Mexico, to the Congo and South Africa, to the Philip-
pines and Indonesia—contains instances of extreme violence, most often origi-
nating from the state or other institutions of authority. Th is made some of the 
protest movements of the Th ird World in the 1960s rather short lived. Activists 
were readily harassed, arrested, imprisoned, physically abused, and sometimes 
executed. Violence therefore became a tool of the Th ird World authorities, an 
antidote to dissent that leaders in the West were unwilling or unable to use.

Th is does not, however, exonerate the West from any sort of violent re-
action to dissent. By and large, the Western states used violence against their 
own people less than the authorities in the Th ird World, although the nature of 
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Western capitalism relied on the deprivation and continued political injustice of 
the Th ird World. While the authorities proved fl exible and tolerant of dissent in 
their own country, their entire system in part relied on the continuation of vio-
lence in the Th ird World. Th e United States, for example, may have moderately 
tolerated the Yippies or the New Left, but they would not tolerate the Vietcong, 
or anyone accused of being a part of that revolutionary group in Southeast Asia. 
Th e same can be said of France; measured judgment was observed in the streets 
of Paris in May 1968, but not in the streets of Algiers several years before that. 
Cases of this nature abound. Th e victims of this violence in the Th ird World 
were not the political elites, but instead were often the very actors and characters 
included in this volume. Th e students, farmers, activists, and dissidents bore 
the brunt of violence not only from their own leaders, but from many Western 
countries alike.

No Roadmaps for New Directions

In light of these diff erences, is it still possible to claim that a global protest move-
ment did indeed exist in the 1960s that encompassed Europe, the United States, 
and the Th ird World? Yes—the 1960s was the weaving together of individual 
(national) strands of history. Th ese strands can stand alone, but the tapestry that 
they produced represented a semi-cohesive whole. One can therefore choose to 
study these national strands, or step back and examine the entirety of their indi-
vidual eff orts; this volume does both. Each chapter focuses on individual Th ird 
World social movements of the 1960s; the reader, upon fi nishing this book, 
however, will have gained a wider understanding of the decade. Th is in-depth 
and prolonged discussion of the Th ird World, when considered alongside the 
myriad studies of the 1960s in Europe and the United States, will produce a truly 
global topography of the decade. Studying the Th ird World, and the case studies 
presented in this volume, however, requires what Arif Dirlik has called a “double 
vision”—the reader must hold in his or her mind both the individuality of each 
case study, as well as the recognition that the examples presented herein represent 
one part of a larger narrative that took on a global shape in the 1960s.54

To make this task more manageable, the present volume is arranged along 
thematic rather than geographical lines. Grouping together case studies with 
similar stories, narratives, actors, and examples better illuminates some of the 
major themes of the 1960s in the Th ird World that stretched across both tem-
poral and geographical boundaries. We recognize the power that such groupings 
hold, however, and emphasize that the purpose of this volume is not to build 
borders, but to cross them. Th us, the reader will fi nd that many of the chapters 
might also fi t well in another section, or come together in a completely new pat-
tern if viewed side by side. Th ese new connections are precisely what we hope 
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to accomplish, and see this structure as an introductory schematic—open to 
change, interpretation, and new directions.

Th e fi rst section, “Crossing Borders: Th e Idea of the Th ird World and the 
Global 1960s,” off ers four chapters that examine the historical development of 
the term Th ird World, as well as the ways in which the idea of the Th ird World 
gained currency during the 1960s. Th ese chapters together illustrate that just as 
the Th ird World itself was a dynamic arena with a multiplicity of (sometimes 
competing) voices, so too were the imaginary and discursive spaces of the “Th ird 
World.” Together, these chapters point to wide-ranging, and at times even fl uid, 
notions of the Th ird World that moved across borders in all directions. In addi-
tion, as this section endeavors to highlight, the “Th ird World” has always existed 
in a conceptual dialectic. In all of the defi nitions of Th ird World, we see ideas 
of First and Second World defi ned and negotiated as well.

As a point of departure, Christoph Kalter explores the initial usage of the 
term tiers monde and its journey through time and space to the usage employed by 
the French radical Left of the global 1960s. Th e essays that follow, in this section 
and throughout the volume, represent diff erent trajectories of this idea, some-
times overlapping, sometimes wildly divergent from previous usages. Within 
these variations, one particularly salient feature of the term is the fundamental 
inspiration of Th ird World as a potentially revolutionary force (like the Th ird Es-
tate during the French Revolution). Th is prediction of revolutionary prospective 
remained common throughout many of the diff erent ideological manifestations. 
Indeed, as Kalter illustrates, Frantz Fanon saw the discursive power of the term 
Th ird World alongside its literal power and used it as a unifying identity (in the 
form of Th ird Worldism) for a potentially global collective of formerly colonized 
Th ird World revolutionaries. Th e Th ird World then could rally around a shared 
experience of oppression and abuse (as did the Th ird Estate) on one hand, but 
also a shared identity based on a collective power that, if united, could undoubt-
edly overwhelm the global power dynamic. Th e term Th ird World, for Fanon 
and those that agreed with him, was certainly not a pejorative term—it was the 
reclamation of an idea and a militant position.

Similar notions of empowerment are seen in the periodicals examined by 
Avishek Ganguly. In India, we can observe a fl ipping of the lens—rather than 
a worldview—in which when we look into the Th ird World Other, we see an 
articulation of the First World Other. Th e view of the 1960s from the Naxalite 
perspective, and their supporters’, was decidedly more guided by the revolution-
ary forces in the Th ird World, and the actions taking place in Europe and the US 
were more echoes of the battles at home. Certainly there are expressions of soli-
darity, and even a shared identity on a basic level, but the Th ird World worked 
from a self-defi ned position of infl uential dominance, and in doing so, on at 
least a discursive level, placed the First World into a more Th ird World–centered 
world order.
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Th at is not to say that the term was applied in the same way across diff erent 
countries. Zachary Scarlett illustrates how this recognition of the revolution-
ary potential of the Th ird World was present in Chinese students’ imaginations 
and put to very China-centric usages. By positioning Mao Zedong as a glorious 
leader of global anti-imperialism (vis-à-vis Th ird World Revolution), the symbol 
did more to defi ne Chinese students’ sense of their own revolutionary identity 
during the Cultural Revolution than to collectively empower the Th ird World. 
In fact, as both Scarlett and Ganguly’s work demonstrates, the Maoism of diff er-
ent Th ird World interpretations took a decidedly non-China-centric trajectory, 
and responded to locally relevant issues. Th us, while Chinese students imagined 
that they were inspiring the poor masses of the world, many of their would-be 
followers had adopted only certain facets of Maoism and moved on.

Of course this is not to cynically imply that the expressions of solidarity were 
not genuine—or that students (in China or elsewhere outside the Th ird World) 
were unable to see beyond their own myopic experience. Indeed, as can be seen 
in Konrad Kuhn’s chapter, the idea of the Th ird World had a massive mobiliz-
ing appeal in Europe, and solidarity with Th ird World struggles presented a 
new, and highly eff ective, framing opportunity for humanitarian aid organiza-
tions. Famine and disaster imagery may have been fundamentally othering in 
their representations, but they also provided a starting point, or a foothold, for 
First World actors to engage with the negative consequences of imperialism and 
neo-colonial exploitation. Furthermore, the issue of solidarity with the Th ird 
World victims built bridges between organizations with diff erent goals, and to 
some extent, a new, more informed, politicization of aid and compassion work. 
Th ese bridges extended across borders and linked not only First World activists 
with Th ird World activists, but opened new channels of movement resources to 
which the Th ird World gained access. Indeed, in the issue of solidarity and aid 
we see a widening of the cast of players engaging in the global 1960s on both 
sides of protests.

All of the chapters in the volume demonstrate that the idea of the Th ird 
World was mobile, highly malleable, and far from monolithic. In the second sec-
tion, “Fresh Battles in Old Struggles: New Voices and Modes of Expression,” we 
explore four case studies that deal with protest movements that began long be-
fore, and in many cases extended long after, the 1960s. Th is section demonstrates 
that the 1960s did not exist in a temporal vacuum and that these movements are 
part of a long history preceding, and following, the sensational moments of the 
late 1960s. Within these protracted struggles, however, the presence the global 
milieu of the 1960s is visible, as are new modes of expression and negotiation 
that emerged during the decade. Th us, this section illuminates the eff ect of the 
1960s on longer campaigns of resistance as well as placing aspects of the 1960s 
into a clearer historical context.

As Colin Snider’s chapter demonstrates, university reform in Brazil is rooted 
in a larger dialogue between the state and population over the direction and 
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development of the nation, the role of education, and eventually, the role of 
democracy. As Brazilian students negotiated with the state, the 1968 Reforma 
Universitária represented a signifi cant success in and of itself, but in the larger 
struggles for democratization, the decade was less clearly victorious. Th e stu-
dents’ ability to form new alliances and the adaptability of the students’ cam-
paign to the introduction of military rule marks only one aspect of the longer 
process of negotiation and contests for power.

While Brazil’s students were contending with a new regime of power in the 
form of military rule, other cases in the section present cases of old power facing 
new consciousness. White dominance and racist oppression was certainly not 
new in the 1960s, nor was resistance to these institutions. However, the 1960s 
did mark a point in which “blackness” as a mobilizing identity crested. Th e 
infl uence of both the US Civil Rights Movement and the Black Power move-
ment in South Africa and Jamaica, as presented in this section in the chapters 
by Chris Saunders and James Bradford, are two of countless examples illustrat-
ing black empowerment as one the most mobile and lasting ideas circulated in 
the 1960s. Th e racist roots of colonial domination were clearly present in the 
policies of apartheid under which South African blacks lived every day, and the 
presence of oppression was irrefutable and certainly deeply entrenched in local 
societal structure. Yet, as Saunders’ chapter demonstrates, in the 1960s a globally 
informed black consciousness drew inspiration from writings by authors with 
origins outside of South Africa; Frantz Fanon, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and 
Malcolm X expressed a black solidarity and identity that echoed and embodied 
the idea of a Th ird World revolutionary potential. Th is empowerment would 
take many more years to manifest into actual freedom for blacks in South Af-
rica, but the struggle against apartheid became ideologically and physically more 
global in the 1960s.

Similarly, as James Bradford demonstrates, the infl uence of Black Power in 
Jamaica’s poor quarters led to expressions of both outrage and hope. Th e Rodney 
riots represented black frustration with continued oppression, and the politici-
zation of music, in the form of reggae, embodied another mode of black con-
sciousness. Both the riots and the reggae drew on international notions of black 
consciousness and Th ird World empowerment, but also placed the identity in 
a very personal and local mode of expression. Nicholas Creary’s chapter also 
presents a case in which black seminary students contended with a newfound 
sense of empowerment. In this study, however, the focus of white domination 
is the church. Creary brings a new dynamic into the discussion of race and the 
1960s. Analysis of race in the 1960s often centers on governmental policies, but 
there were certainly institutions of power outside of the government exercising 
racist oppression as well. As Creary’s contribution deftly reminds us, the 1960s 
unsettled that power in various corridors.

In addition to the tension between white domination and black oppression, 
this section also illustrates important moments of cooperation on issues of race. 
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Saunders and Creary both provide examples in which white and black students 
were able to see a common identity beyond (or at least beside) race and oppose 
the injustice together. Th ese alliances off ered shining examples in the 1960s that 
a movement built of new, globally informed ideas of justice was possible.

Th e struggle against racism was not new, nor was it won, in the 1960s. Nei-
ther was the struggle for university reform or democratization in Brazil. Indeed, 
very few of the issues of the 1960s were actually new at all. Th e 1960s, in these 
chapters, represented a new engagement with old issues. Th is new engagement 
also took novel forms and allowed for fresh voices to come forward. Th ese stud-
ies demonstrate that while much of the action of the 1960s took place in the 
street and on college campuses, it also occurred in quiet seminary halls, cricket 
fi elds, the offi  ces of military dictators, and dancehalls.

In the fi nal section, “Unfi nished Business: Challenging the State’s Revolu-
tion,” we present four case studies in which students in Mexico, the Philippines, 
Indonesia, and the Congo challenged the state’s claim to represent a revolution-
ary or postcolonial government. In each of these cases, students ask a fundamen-
tal question: “What do we do now that the revolution has supposedly already 
taken place?” Th is question was particularly important for the Th ird World. 
Th e French and American Revolutions aside, students in Western Europe and 
the United States all looked at social and cultural transformation as something 
that was to come in the future, and did not have to contend with governments 
that claimed that revolutionary politics was a thing of the past. Of course, as 
these four studies point out, despite the state’s claim to represent a revolutionary 
or post-colonial government, they were anything but. Indeed, what prompted 
students in Mexico, the Philippines, Indonesia, and the Congo to take to the 
streets was the fact that these supposed “revolutionary” governments had be-
come, over varying amounts of time, defenders of the status quo. Th ey may have 
claimed the revolutionary or postcolonial mantle, but in reality they displayed 
the same entrenched, conservative, and unyielding qualities of many Western 
governments. What the students in each of these countries came to realize in the 
1960s was that postcolonialism in the Congo, guided democracy in Indonesia, 
institutionalized revolution in Mexico, and nationalism in the Philippines were 
constructed notions used to maintain order and to propagate the power of indi-
vidual leaders or mass political parties. Th e goal of the students during the 1960s 
was to tear down this façade.

Challenging the state’s revolutionary monopoly meant making nationalist 
claims, a theme that each author highlights in their respective studies. Th ese four 
chapters therefore work to unsettle common approaches to the 1960s, which 
often do not focus on nationalism. Th e reader will notice that these nationalist 
claims manifested themselves very diff erently. In the Philippines, for example, 
the Movement for the Advancement of Nationalism (MAN) heavily criticized 
the Philippines’ industrial and economic policies, Marcos’s close relationship 
with the United States, and the continued infl uence of foreigners in the Philip-
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pines’ national aff airs. In Indonesia, however, students made the opposite claims, 
demanding more American infl uence in the Indonesian university. Nevertheless, 
both sets of students relied on nationalist repertoires in an attempt to change 
policies in their respective countries. So, too, did students in the Congo, who 
criticized the government for its reliance on colonial tactics (especially when it 
came to disciplining dissent), and demanded that Mobutu Africanize the Con-
golese university. Even in Mexico, a state that gained independence well before 
the Congo, Indonesia, or the Philippines, students still relied on what Julia Sloan 
calls a “history of revolutionary nationalism to justify their position.”

Th e students’ nationalism upsets the binary between activists and the state 
that is present in many instances of unrest in the 1960s. As each of the authors in 
this section demonstrates, the students’ demands, as well as their rhetoric, often 
overlapped with that of the state. At times this blurred the line between state 
and student, and occasionally allowed for the state to absorb the student move-
ment more easily. Pedro Monaville, for example, demonstrates that Congolese 
students and President Mobutu both claimed to represent the interests of a post-
colonial society. Meanwhile, in Indonesia, there was little distinction between 
the army and the main student group, the Indonesian Student Action Front, as 
Stephanie Sapiee’s chapter points out. Despite fi erce disagreements in the Philip-
pines between Marcos and the main student movement, Erwin Fernandez’s study 
shows that in the end “its [the student groups’] objectives fi t well with Marcos’s 
nationalism.” Even in Mexico, where the students and the state fought a fi erce 
battle that ended in horrible violence, students protested more against the current 
iteration of the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) and its ossifi cation, than 
against its revolutionary heritage. As Julia Sloan’s chapter points out, the PRI was 
able to placate dissent when it rediscovered its populist past and incorporated 
many activists from the 1968 student movement into the bureaucracy.

Each of these case studies, despite their diff erences, brings forth a unique 
strand of the 1960s experience: that of challenging a ruling elite that is not 
necessarily anti-revolution, but relegates revolutionary politics and culture to 
history. And this, in essence, became the central confl ict for the student groups 
discussed in this section. Where each government claimed to be the offi  cial care-
taker of a revolutionary society, the students saw elites, hierarchy, contradiction, 
and the status quo. Th e 1960s was an exercise in reclaiming the revolutionary 
mantle from an older stultifi ed generation of leaders. In the end, however, the 
ruling parties and elites could not abide such a challenge to their power or a 
disruption to the status quo, and so dissent was often met with bloodshed and 
violence, both from the government and (in the case of Indonesia) from the 
students and the army.

While the sections discussed above represent a unique theme or narrative 
that can be found in each of the chapters, we hope that the reader will continue 
to approach the Th ird World as a loosely bound collective body. Getting bogged 
down in the particularities of each case study is to lose the scope and dimension 
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of the broader Th ird World experience. Th e opposite is also true; approaching 
this collection of essays from a purely global perspective is to obviate the nuance 
of each individual case. What is required of the reader is a very delicate balance 
that allows for the global, national, and local to coalesce into a single history. Th e 
chapters in this volume do not claim to defi ne the Th ird World experience of the 
1960s. Th ey serve to open the fi eld and to begin a new conversation. If this vol-
ume unsettles or upsets notions of what the 1960s means, what the Th ird World 
means, or how they might come together in a scholarly conversation, then our 
aim has been achieved. Th is is an exciting step in what promises to be a rich and 
highly nuanced discussion that will include voices from and about the 1960s. In 
the end, what this volume hopes to demonstrate is that a truly global analysis of 
this decade is impossible without an in-depth and prolonged conversation about 
the Th ird World.

Notes
Samantha and Zachary would like to thank Timothy S. Brown, Martin Klimke, and the 
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Chapter 1

A Shared Space of Imagination, 
Communication, and Action
Perspectives on the History of the “Th ird World”

Christoph Kalter

Does the Th ird World still exist? Stating the growing empirical diversity of the 
societies grouped together under this overall label, economists and political sci-
entists have repeatedly proclaimed the “end of the Th ird World” since the 1970s.1 
In the 1980s, the Th ird World concept came under attack from a theoretical 
perspective: Post-structuralist critics condemned it as an essentialist and, indeed, 
Eurocentric approach, confronting it with what they described as a multiplicity 
of margins outside the realm of Western modernity.2 In 1989–1991, the end of 
the Cold War and the collapse of the socialist Second World seemed to fi nalize 
the doubts that social scientists had been raising for years as to the empirical and 
theoretical validity of a world view dividing the globe into three parts for ana-
lytical—but also for economic, political, military, and ideological—purposes. 
Since the 1990s, new dynamics of global interconnectedness and the triumph of 
the new paradigm “globalization” have furthered the decline of the three-worlds 
concept. Th e term Th ird World itself may even disappear from usage altogether. 
Th us, a better way to put the question, and, indeed, the central enquiry of this 
chapter is: What was the Th ird World?3

Given the paramount importance of the cosmology of the three worlds for 
the second part of the twentieth century, comparatively little historical research 
has been done on the genealogy of the concept and its myriad eff ects on politi-
cal, social, and cultural representations and actions.4 Th is is particularly true in 
regard to the history of “1968” and the counter-hegemonic movements of the 
“long” 1960s5 all over the world.6 Th e connection between “1968” and the Th ird 
World is still frequently reduced to the impact of the Vietnam War for Western 
protest movements in the 1960s. Although extensive and important work has 
been done on this aspect, I would like to emphasize several aspects that have 
sometimes been neglected. First, this war was perceived by contemporary 68ers 
as being part of a larger Th ird World problematic shaped by the confrontation 
of “imperialism” and “anti-imperialism.” Second, representations as well as tech-
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niques of protest used by the Western opposition to the Vietnam War were only 
partly new, while on the other hand dating back to the Algerian war, the Cuban 
revolution, and other founding experiences of Th ird Worldism in the 1960s.
Th ird, the Vietnam War set aside, “1968” was also taking place in various Th ird 
World countries ranging from Senegal to Mexico, China, India, Turkey, and 
many others, thus turning 1968 in a global phenomenon.

For many of the protesters of the 1960s—as will be argued in this chap-
ter—the Th ird World was essential: the concept allowed for a radical critique 
of existing systems of power and representations while permitting them at the 
same time to elaborate equally radical alternatives. Th e Th ird World stimulated 
the transnational mobilization of protest movements. It had profound eff ects 
on worldviews and self-images of intellectuals and activists. To begin with, this 
chapter provides an overview of the making of the “Th ird World” in the social 
sciences and political discourse of the long 1960s. More specifi cally, it will address 
the situation in France, where the concept was invented in 1952, established as a 
scientifi c paradigm in 1956, and, around 1960, turned into a highly politicized 
symbol in the context of post-war consumer capitalism, the Cold War, and the 
process of decolonization, especially the Algerian war. It will be argued that this 
symbol spread globally and created a space of imagination, communication, and 
action shared by, but at the same time specifi cally divided between, the First and 
the Th ird Worlds, thus producing its fundamental ambivalence.

Th e Making of the Th ird World: 
Consumer Capitalism, Cold War, and Decolonization

Given the centrality of notions like “development” or “progress” for the idea of 
the Th ird World, the concept’s history in a broader sense must be traced back at 
least as far as the eighteenth century. While Christian notions of a teleological 
history of salvation lingered on, they merged with a developmentalist paradigm 
emerging in scientifi c discourses and new time concepts emanating from the 
socioeconomic and cultural upheavals caused by the Industrial Revolution. To-
gether, these strands shaped the idea of constant material und immaterial “prog-
ress” in natural and human history.7 As for the latter, progress and “civilization” 
were thought to be originating in the rationality of “the West”8 and its specifi cally 
“modern”9 societies, but at the same time were ascribed universal validity. Hence, 
the duty of Western civilization seemed to be spreading its particular mode of 
societal organization to the rest of the world. In the course of the nineteenth 
century, this “White Man’s Burden” or “civilizing mission” was foundational for 
the legitimatory discourse of European colonialism in Asia and Africa.10 After 
the First World War, Europeans warranted their ongoing colonial rule in these 
territories (as well as the mandate system of the League of Nations) under the 
heading of their mise en valeur, or development.11 While Europeans, as a result, 
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had fi rmly established the belief in development by the mid twentieth century, 
the related concept of “underdevelopment” brought forth in the aftermath of 
the inaugural address of US President Harry S. Truman in January 1949 was a 
terminological innovation. Th is powerful innovation induced a set of semantic 
shifts as well as new institutions and practices that shaped the transition from 
European colonial rule to the US-dominated, post-colonial “development age” 
of the subsequent decades.12

Th e new signal term underdevelopment was also the starting point in the 
invention of the Th ird World. When, in 1952, economist and demographer 
Alfred Sauvy (1898–1990)13 created the term tiers monde in an article entitled 
“Trois mondes, une planète” in the French magazine L’Observateur,14 he referred 
to the underdeveloped countries outside either of the camps of the Cold War. In 
defi ning the Th ird World for the fi rst time in history, Sauvy thus combined the 
recently established notion of underdevelopment as socioeconomic backward-
ness plus demographic pressure with a geopolitical argument: Th e competition 
between the developed societies in the capitalist First and the socialist Second 
World, Sauvy thought, was centered on, shaped by, and even originated in the 
existence of a Th ird World.15 Although it was underdeveloped, and although it 
was ignored, exploited, and disdained like the Th ird Estate had been on the eve 
of the French Revolution, the Th ird World held a central place in contemporary 
world politics. Like the Th ird Estate some 160 years earlier, the Th ird World was 
striving for recognition and power. It constituted—and that was Sauvy’s equally 
central and predictive claim—a potentially revolutionary force.16 By relating the 
upcoming non- or even anti-European revolutions of the Th ird World to the 
French and Western histories of enlightenment and progress, Sauvy, a liberal 
Republican himself, endowed the project of Th ird World emancipation and de-
velopment—which he thought were inseparable—with a historical legitimacy 
that stemmed from a European, indeed Eurocentric, worldview. Th e resulting 
ambivalence was to mark durably the concept of the Th ird World.

Sauvy, the head of the French Institut National d’Études Démographiques 
(INED) between 1945 and 1962, had invented a new geopolitical space, a new 
world; his close collaborator at the Institute, anthropologist, sociologist, and Af-
ricanist Georges Balandier (born in 1920) was to transform Sauvy’s journalistic 
catchphrase into a paradigm of the emerging “modern” social sciences. In 1956, 
Balandier edited the fi rst book ever to have the Th ird World on its cover: the 
contributions in Le “tiers monde”: Sous-développement et développement displayed 
a multidisciplinary approach.17 Economists, political scientists, sociologists, eth-
nologists, geographers, demographers, and historians were explaining the past, 
present, and future of what they understood to be the underdeveloped world. 
Adding a third criterion to the economic and geopolitical features identifi ed by 
Sauvy (insuffi  cient development and a neither-nor position in the Cold War), 
they stressed a historical commonality of underdeveloped societies. All of them, 
so went the argument, were still or had been until recently colonized by Euro-
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pean powers. None of the contributors, actually, used the term tiers monde, but 
since Balandier published their articles under this overall heading, they neverthe-
less eff ectively contributed to the discursive institutionalization of the concept. 
One step further in setting up this new discourse was the launching of the review 
Tiers Monde by the French Institut d’Étude du Développement Économique et 
Social (IEDES) in 1960.18 While books bearing tiers monde in their title became 
more and more frequent in France since 1961,19 from 1963 onward, the French 
term was translated fi rst into English, German, or Swedish,20 then into possibly 
every other language of the contemporary world. Quickly, the rather off -the-cuff  
invention of a French professor had become a global success story.

But what made the idea of the Th ird World so attractive? In the eyes of con-
temporaries, the concept had great plausibility, since it allowed conceptualizing 
three parallel, but also partly interdependent economic, geopolitical, and histori-
cal reconfi gurations of the post-war world. Th e fi rst of these changes was the 
emergence of a US-dominated economic world system whose center of gravity 
was the “Atlantic integration” of Western nations.21 Th eir economies benefi ted 
above all others from the rapidly growing quantity of international trade. Until 
the oil crisis of 1973–1974, the West experienced a “golden age,” characterized 
by three decades of unprecedented growth creating enormously prosperous so-
cieties of mass consumerism.22 Th is overabundance contrasted all the more dra-
matically with what simultaneously came to be perceived as the dreadful misery 
of two thirds of the global population; by contrast to the happy few in the First 
and the competing Second World, material conditions, societal organization, 
and the people of the Th ird World were now looked upon as being essentially 
poor and underdeveloped.23 Th us constructing their need for development—a 
perception soon to be shared by many Africans, Asians, and Latin Americans 
themselves—the Th ird World became an object and actor of Cold War rivalries. 
While trying to export theories and practices of “modernization”24 and devel-
opment, the First and Second Worlds strived to prove the superiority of their 
respective societies and, by doing so, create allegiances in the new Th ird World 
and its “young nations.”

In addition to the developed/underdeveloped divide, the Cold War, then, 
became the second important frame in defi ning global politics and Th ird World 
characteristics. Despite what many people had been hoping for, the forceful 
anti-Hitler coalition, resting for a large part on the economic strength of the US 
and the human potential of the USSR, was defi nitely over by 1947. Th e old al-
lies had become superpowers fi ghting each other by every means possible—every 
means except open warfare in direct confrontation, which was, with regard to 
the destructive potential of nuclear weapons on both sides of the iron curtain, no 
longer an option. Washington, DC, and Moscow became the defi ning centers 
of their respective political, economic, and military “camps” in a bipolar world. 
But bipolarity was not total, and many territories did not want to conform to 
the East-West dichotomy and its Cold War. Rather, they constituted a third 
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space of global politics, a Th ird World acting on the two superpowers as well as 
experiencing enticements and pressures from them—often resulting in dread-
fully hot proxy wars.25

Th e third reconfi guration of the global post-war era refl ected in the concept 
of the Th ird World was decolonization. Th e Second World War had accelerated 
the end of Empire, leading to the formation of new nation-states in the former 
colonies. Th e decolonization of Asia—with the exception of Indochina—had 
been completed by 1950. In the following decade, national liberation movements 
appeared in Africa, claiming and obtaining the end of colonial rule. In 1960, the 
peak year of African decolonization, 17 new nation-states were founded, and 
after 1962–1963, only Portugal and a few settler colonies in Southern Africa still 
resisted the general trend toward transfer of power on the continent. In the light 
of this process of paramount importance for twentieth-century history,26 the co-
lonial past or present as well as the existence of anti-colonial parties, movements, 
or governments became an important element of contemporary defi nitions of 
the Th ird World.

As we have seen earlier, the Th ird World concept was established in the 
context of European social sciences as a means of talking about non-European 
societies, thus constructing them as the Other of Europe. Th is one-sided dis-
course, though, was not to last very long. Following the landmark Afro-Asian 
Bandung conference in 1955,27 the term tiers monde—which had not been used 
by the participants of the conference—came to be employed more frequently by 
French, but also North African journalists and intellectuals in Paris.28 Th e real 
breakthrough, though, was the fi nal stage of the Algerian war. One of the most 
violent confl icts in the history of decolonization, the confrontation between the 
French army and the Algerian national liberation movement Front de Libération 
Nationale (FLN) started in 1954.29 By the end of the decade, it had turned into 
a massive military and political confl ict, thrusting the interconnected Algerian 
and French societies into a state of civil war unparalleled by any other colonial 
war before. Th is dramatic process brought about a strong politicization of the 
term Th ird World, expanding its use outside the accustomed realm of scientifi c 
and journalistic discourse. But there was even more to it: through the Algerian 
war, the Th ird World became a de-Europeanized concept, a nodal point for po-
litical identities inside, but most of all outside the West. 

From Th ird World to Global Th ird Worldism: 
Fanon and the Impact of the Algerian War

When a radical, leftist publishing house in Paris edited Les damnés de la terre 
(Th e Wretched of the Earth) in 1961, the book encountered an immediate and 
long-lasting success and was soon to be translated into no less than 17 lan-
guages.30 Its author, Frantz Fanon (1925–1961), born and raised on the French 
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island Martinique in the Caribbean, had studied medicine in France where he 
published his fi rst book in 1952. Peau noire, masques blancs (Black Skin, White 
Masks) refl ected the author’s personal experience and intellectual force as well 
as his familiarity with French philosophy. Postcolonial studies still emphasize 
its lasting importance for a theoretically and politically relevant critique of rac-
ism. One year later, in 1953, Fanon became the head of the psychiatric hospital 
Blida-Joinville in Algeria. In 1956, he left his post and joined the FLN, since 
then working for its newspaper El Moudjahid (Th e Freedom Fighter),31 and 
traveling around Africa as a theorist and ambassador of the Algerian liberation 
movement, attending conferences and meetings with governments and national 
liberation movements in Ghana, Mali, Cameroon, and Angola.32

In his 1961 anti-colonial manifesto, Les damnés de la terre, Fanon depicts the 
impending end of Empire not as a withdrawal generously consented to by the 
ancient colonizers, but as a “colonial revolution” forced upon them by the—ex-
plicitly violent—agency of the colonized. In Fanon’s view, decolonization was a 
multi-faceted process of political, social, economic, but also cultural emancipa-
tion collectively undertaken by the colonized subjects. In the process, so Fanon 
argued, the colonized deconstructed the universalist pretences of the “civilizing 
mission” as an ethnocentric superiority complex and a discourse designed to le-
gitimate the racialized control Europeans had been exerting over them. Accord-
ing to Fanon, colonial revolution—that is, decolonization—was a national(ist) 
project, responding to the specifi c situation of each colonized collective, but also 
a transnational reality, a movement of solidarity transcending the boundaries of 
Algeria or Africa and stretching out into the entirety of what Fanon referred to 
as the Th ird World.

Fanon’s book, thus, marks a turning point in the history of the Th ird World 
concept. For the fi rst time, a black anti-colonial activist publicly used a phrase 
originally coined by white French social scientists in an affi  rmative manner, des-
ignating not only the author-self, but a potentially global collective of colonized 
revolutionaries. Th e “Wretched of the Earth” to which Fanon referred were no 
longer found exclusively (or even primarily) in the factories of the industrialized 
First World,33 but rather among the revolutionary peasant “masses” of the agrar-
ian Th ird World. In the mind of Fanon, colonial revolution would not only free 
the colonized, but in fact was a starting point—and a precondition—of noth-
ing less than the liberation of all humanity from capitalist exploitation, racism, 
and violence. Fanon, arguing that the Th ird World people were the “new men,” 
constructed them as the counter-model of a decadent Europe and its painfully 
patent incapacity to live up to its own, outdated claims of being the center of 
humanity, history, and progress.

Following Fanon, it became possible for Th ird World people to speak for 
themselves in a terminology that initially had been created to talk about them. 
Th is recontextualization of the Th ird World concept transformed it into a marker 
of anti- and postcolonial identities and practices, into a means of empowerment 
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of the South that combined with a programmatic decentering of the West.34 
Nearly a decade after its invention, the Th ird World thus took on an ambivalence 
that remained fundamental in the years to come. From now on, it was a concept 
constantly oscillating between the depiction of a “Th ird World Other” on the 
one hand, and the assertion of a “Th ird World self ” on the other. For the politi-
cal and intellectual leaders and, probably to a far lesser degree, for the people in 
Asia, Africa, and Latin America, the Th ird World became a powerful resource 
of political organization and legitimacy. Th ose in charge of national liberation 
movements or post-colonial nation-states used it as a “mobilization myth”35 in 
their struggle for national independence, social revolution, “autochthonous” 
modernization, or, unfortunately, in the setting up of autocratic regimes and in 
securing their personal power. On an international level, Th ird World solidarity 
was called for—indeed, strived for—and at least partially institutionalized as an 
alternative to the Cold War binarity and as a weapon against “neo-colonialism” 
and “dependency.”36 For several decades, the Th ird World structured the collec-
tive articulation of interests shared by heterogeneous actors in the “Non-Aligned 
Movement,” the “Tricontinental,” or in the “Group 77.”

Starting with the Bandung and Belgrade conferences of 1955 and 1961, the 
Non-Aligned Movement was constructed by advocates of “peaceful coexistence” 
and strict neutrality on the one hand, and militant anti-imperialists on the other; 
accordingly, it vacillated between a doctrine of disengagement and a doctrine 
of combat.37 In contrast to this hesitancy, the confrontational “anti-imperialist” 
stance of the Cuba-led Tricontinental movement was very straightforward: In 
spring 1967, in a famous letter addressed to the OSPAAAL38 formed at the fi rst 
Tricontinental Conference in January 1966,39 Ernesto “Che” Guevara called for 
the creation of “two, three, many Vietnams” as a means to encircle “the repres-
sive forces of Yankee imperialism.”40 As for the Group 77, it was less belligerent, 
but at least equally visible: Founded in 1964 during the fi rst United Nations 
Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), it assembled a loose coali-
tion of Th ird World countries articulating shared demands in the United Na-
tions. Th e Group 77 targeted primarily the deterioration of the terms of trade 
and the structural disadvantages for Th ird World countries in the world market. 
In 1974, this battle culminated in a UN resolution demanding the construction 
of a “New International Economic Order” (NIEO).41

Th is kind of collective politics and politicized self-images made available by 
the groundbreaking work of Fanon and centered on the notion of a (post-) co-
lonial but potentially revolutionary, underdeveloped but morally superior Th ird 
World is being referred to as “Th ird Worldism” in the Anglophone scholarly 
literature. Th is ex post facto term accounts for the ideas and practices of national 
liberation movements, of transnational Th ird World coalitions, of the “fi rst-
generation Bandung regimes” up to the early 1960s and the more explicitly 
Marxist-Leninist “second-generation Bandung regimes”of the late 1960s and 
1970s in the Th ird World.42 But there is more to it: “Th ird Worldism,” and 
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especially its French equivalent “tiers-mondisme,”43 are also meant to include the 
attraction experienced by First World activists to the politicized concept of the 
Th ird World. Just as Fanon and others were appropriating this concept and giv-
ing it a wider and diff erent meaning, the Th ird World traveled back to the First, 
where its semantics also expanded further. As a means of designating the Th ird 
World Other, the concept continued to be used in Western social sciences, its 
media, and mainstream political discourse. But in the context of the Algerian 
war and the Cuban revolution of 1959 it also became highly relevant for left 
wing radicalism in France and elsewhere in “the West.”

Alliance, Projection, or Mutual Constitution? 
Th e Th ird World and the New Radical Left

What we refer to as the “new radical left” came into being in France, West Ger-
many, Italy, the US, and other Western societies since around 1956, the year 
Balandier edited Le tiers monde and Fanon joined the FLN. It was a heteroge-
neous, transnationally related set of political actors, comprising the Nouvelle 
Gauche, the New Left and Neue Linke, as well as “old” dissident left currents 
like Trotskyism or Anarchism. Later on, Maoism was equally part of the radical 
left. Its components thus were not only distinct, but sometimes rivals or even 
sworn enemies in the fi eld of the political left. Together, they were at the core 
of—though not identical with—the counter-hegemonic movements of the long 
1960s in the West. What justifi es, despite important diff erences, their common 
labeling as the “new radical left,” are their even more important commonali-
ties: fi rst, the radical left stood for Marxist-inspired politics aimed at socialist 
revolution, but nevertheless clearly dissociated itself from the traditional left in-
carnated by the old socialist and orthodox communist parties alike. Th e radical 
left accused reformist socialists and social democrats of giving away the idea 
of revolution. As for the communists, the emerging radical left interpreted the 
1956 revelations of Stalinist crimes and the bloody suppression of the Hungar-
ian uprising of the same year as painful proof of the corrupt nature of the Soviet 
Union, which had completely given up the promise for a better world it had 
originally stood for. Apart from being a dissident, but powerfully voiced new 
left minority, the second and equally decisive commonality of the radical left 
was that it conceived of itself as being radically anti-colonial or anti-imperialist 
and had a strong interest in and commitment to what came to be known as 
the Th ird World. It unconditionally backed the process of decolonization, thus 
dissociating itself from the missing or only incomplete and hesitant support 
socialist and communist parties were willing to give to the “colonial revolution” 
of Th ird World actors.

Th us, the radical left and the Th ird World not only emerged roughly at the 
same time—the threshold from the 1950s to the 1960s—but they were to a 
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great extent mutually constitutive. Th e new radical left in France and elsewhere 
largely contributed to the propagation and the politicization of Th ird World-
representations. Together with actors of the Th ird World it institutionalized a 
set of discourses that motivated political action in the (ancient) colonies and 
in Western societies. Conversely, those Th ird World representations, as well as 
the concrete interactions with its representatives, made it possible for the radi-
cal left to create a distance from the “old” left, to develop new perspectives on 
worldwide revolutionary politics, to recruit new activists—in short: to exist as an 
independent political force. As can be shown through the widespread reception 
of the preface that Jean-Paul Sartre, Europe’s most famous public intellectual,44 
wrote for Fanon’s Les damnés de la terre in 1961, the idea of a Th ird World func-
tioned as a mobilization myth in the Western societies as well: Confl icts of leftist 
minorities with left mainstream parties could be articulated through the concept 
of the Th ird World; a new radical left could be institutionalized; the sparkling 
enthusiasm for Th ird World revolutions motivated activities—for example, sup-
porting the FLN by means of propaganda or illegal actions—that had long-last-
ing eff ects on worldviews, self-images, and practices of the radical left and Th ird 
Worldist protest movements in the West.

Many of the French protesters of 1968, for instance, had not organized 
their fi rst demonstrations in May or June of that same year, but already during 
the Algerian war. In the Parisian spring of 1968, they could rely on a network of 
political friendships built up some years earlier in the student union UNEF,45 the 
dissident circles of the communist UEC,46 in the “anti-fascist” FUA,47 or in the 
radical left party PSU,48 all of them highly engaged in the opposition against the 
Algerian war. As for the American war in Vietnam, French activists conceived 
of it as being part of the global colonial revolution theorized by Frantz Fanon, 
Kwame Nkrumah, and Che Guevara, but also by Jean-Paul Sartre, Régis Deb-
ray, or the authors of the French periodical Partisans.49 In their view, the violent 
repression with which police forces met Parisian street riots in 1968 not only 
resembled the brutality the same police had deployed against Algerian migrants 
and French protesters in 1961–1962,50 but also was paralleled with the “war 
crimes” US troops were thought to be committing systematically in the jungle of 
Vietnam. While the Vietcong was suff ering from toxic gases deployed by Ameri-
can soldiers, Parisian students, it was claimed, were suff ering from the very same 
gases deployed by French police forces.51

As this example indicates, for the Western radical left, the Th ird World not 
only allowed for making sense of the changes brought about by the end of Em-
pire while relating them to other defi ning confi gurations—namely, the Cold 
War and the perceived simultaneity of plenty in the North and scarcity in the 
South. Moreover, the Th ird World could be used politically: the “colonial revo-
lution” was interpreted as a revolutionary space interconnected with First World 
struggles, giving them new, decisive impulses. “Anti-colonial” revolutions in the 
Th ird World would help “anti-capitalist” revolutions in the West. Th e stamina 
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of the Th ird World, successfully fi ghting asymmetrical wars against seemingly 
superior Western enemies, made the small minority of Western left radicals feel 
they had a powerful ally in a common cause being fought for by the “oppressed 
masses” all over the world. Paris, Berlin, Prague, Berkeley, Tokyo, Algiers, Dakar, 
Havana, Mexico, or Hanoi: In the eyes of the radical left, it was all the part of the 
“same combat,” whose actors were partaking in nothing less than a joint “world 
revolution.” Western minorities being marginalized in their own societies felt 
they were fi nally joining what they saw as the victorious majority of the world’s 
population. If revolution was possible in the Th ird World, it had to be possible 
at home, too.

Th e new radical left’s ability “to imagine and claim common cause with a 
radical Th ird World subject involved multiple translations and substitutions; it 
required the production of an imagined terrain able to close the multiple gaps 
between First and Th ird World subjects.”52 Th ese transpositions, which were 
needed to construct a common cause, were more or less convincingly grounded 
in theoretical and empirical arguments about the necessity and reality of joint 
“anti-imperialist” action. But at the same time they were not exempt from ste-
reotyped idealizations of the Th ird World that combined with the collapsing 
of strong disparities existing between the First and the Th ird World, or within 
the Th ird World itself. In this perspective, decolonization was not only a Th ird 
World reality, but also a screen on which the First World radical left was project-
ing its concrete political objectives—as well as its rather vague desires for mak-
ing history and experiencing adventure, for attaining change, purity, heroism, 
and grandeur that were supposedly incarnated by the Th ird World. Stereotyped 
perceptions of diff erence as well as romantic or political projections of a Self on 
its Other, of course, were potentially and sometimes eff ectively mutual: Th ird 
World actors as well held stereotyped ideas about Th ird and First World reali-
ties, and they too could “use” First World activists to further their own political 
goals or suppress their political opponents by means of propaganda or material 
support.

Describing these projections, distortions, or “instrumental” approaches 
should not, though, prevent us from acknowledging the remarkable destructive 
and constructive potential of the Th ird World concept for the new radical left 
and the counter-hegemonic movements in the West as well as for Th ird World 
actors themselves. All over the world, the Th ird World allowed for a radical 
critique of existing systems of power and representations that were considered 
to be eff ective globally (“imperialism”), but at the same time to be rooted lo-
cally—i.e., to take on a specifi c form in any given society (e.g.,“colonialism” in 
Portuguese Angola, corruption of “neo-colonialist” elites in Senegal, “exploita-
tion” of migrant workers in France, “racism” in the US, “apartheid” in South Af-
rica, “authoritarian” or “fascist” structures of society in Western Germany, etc.). 
Mediated through the Th ird World were not only critiques of these and many 
more existing structures and semantics, but also the continuation and modifi ca-

  

 
 

 



A Shared Space of Imagination, Communication, and Action | 33

tion of others. Th is applies, for example, to the Marxist tradition, which in the 
process of constructing the Th ird World, came to be revitalised and enriched 
by approaches originating in Algeria, Ghana, the Portuguese colonies, Viet-
nam, China, or Latin America—that is, outside the classical centers of Marxist 
thought in Western Europe or the Soviet Union.53 Th is kind of constructive 
decentring also aff ected key concepts of Western social sciences and everyday 
knowledge like “progress,” “development,” or “modernization,” which under the 
sign of the Th ird World slowly came to be discussed in a new light.

Conclusion: Th e Th ird World in History

So what was the Th ird World? As this chapter has argued, in the “long” 1960s, 
unequal development, the Cold War, and decolonization came to be conceptu-
alized in the paradigm of the three worlds. Invented within French academia, 
the Th ird World became a cornerstone of Western modernization theory, social 
sciences, and development politics. At the same time, though, the Th ird World 
became associated with revolutionary non- or anti-Western politics in the con-
text of the Algerian war and Fanons Les damnés de la terre. While depictions of 
the Th ird World as distinct from and inferior to the First World lingered on in 
academic circles, media, and politics of Western societies, the semantic shifts 
induced by Fanon and others allowed for new imaginations of the world and 
the self in the First and in the Th ird World. In the process, Th ird World activ-
ists and governments as well as radical leftists in the First World came to see 
the former as the driving force of a shared project of emancipation. Th ose ideas 
had an explicitly global scope and were themselves mediated by a wide array of 
practices of transnational communication and action. Physical and intellectual 
mobility, and most of all travel, print-culture, and image-making media, were, 
as Cynthia A. Young has rightly pointed out, “essential technolog[ies] of time-
space-compression” that were “helping to disseminate Th ird World ideas across 
the globe.”54 Th e idea of the Th ird World itself, in fact, had initially helped to 
create this global space it was now being disseminated in. While on the one hand 
preserving essentialist and Eurocentric perspectives, the Th ird World concept 
on the other hand was fundamental for decentering claims to the superiority of 
“the West” over “the Rest.”55 In sum, it was an ambivalent, yet very powerful, 
discursive reality of the long 1960s.

Whether the term Th ird World still holds any analytical or political value 
today is more than doubtful.56 From our point of view, the Th ird World belongs 
to days gone by. Advocating the necessary historicization of the concept, as we 
have done in this chapter, does not, of course, imply that its history is irrelevant 
for understanding our present day “one world.” On the contrary, appreciating 
the historical dimension of recent processes of “globalization” is hardly possi-
ble without accounting for the shared space that the Th ird World concept had 
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opened up, thus creating and representing global entanglements between seem-
ingly distant worlds.
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Chapter 2

China’s Great Proletarian 
Cultural Revolution and the 
Imagination of the Th ird World
Zachary A. Scarlett

No event since the Communist Revolution in 1949 had a more signifi cant im-
pact on the Chinese state than did the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution. 
Th is event has garnered tremendous attention from Sinologists; scholars, how-
ever, have traditionally approached the Cultural Revolution from the perspec-
tive of the nation-state, analyzing the machinations of the Chinese Communist 
Party (CCP), the causes of student factionalism, and the role of political elites in 
the movement. Few scholars have considered the Cultural Revolution in a global 
context.1 Th is has led to the perception that the Cultural Revolution was an iso-
lated and insular movement that was generally cut off  from the rest of the world. 
However, many Chinese students, particularly those associated with the Foreign 
Ministry and Beijing’s Foreign Language Institutes, engaged with the political 
and social movements of the Th ird World in the 1960s, primarily through na-
tional cultural symbols, revolutionary rhetoric, and the image of Mao Zedong.2 
Th ese cultural symbols took on both national and transnational meaning during 
the Cultural Revolution. Chinese students, who formed into Red Guard units at 
the beginning of the Cultural Revolution, constructed multiple identities, and 
envisioned themselves both as the vanguard of revolutionary politics in China, 
as well as participants in the myriad Th ird World revolutionary movements of 
the 1960s.3 By incorporating the Th ird World into their movement, Chinese 
students made the Cultural Revolution both an ultra-nationalist and transna-
tional event.

Chinese students integrated the Th ird World into the Cultural Revolution 
in two important ways. Th e fi rst was by creating a rhetorical bond between 
the Cultural Revolution and the Th ird World, specifi cally by adopting a mili-
tant anti-imperialism. Harangues regarding American aggression in Vietnam or 
Soviet infl uence in the Middle East, for example, appeared alongside articles 
sharply criticizing British colonialism in Hong Kong. Th e Red Guards also used 
the Th ird World to castigate their enemies in China, claiming that some offi  cials, 
such as the head of state, Liu Shaoqi, and the foreign minister, Chen Yi, had   
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betrayed not only the Chinese Communist party, but also the revolution in Asia, 
Africa, and Latin America. Despite claims of fraternity and solidarity with the 
Th ird World, however, the rhetoric of the Cultural Revolution also contained 
overt strains of paternalism. Unlike in the West, where the Th ird World inspired 
radical students,4 Red Guard newspapers and offi  cial state declarations portrayed 
the Th ird World as a place where China’s revolutionary guidance was imperative. 
Th ese documents suggest that the only way the Th ird World revolution could 
succeed was by following the model established by the Cultural Revolution, and 
more specifi cally by Mao Zedong.

Th e second way in which Chinese students and the state engaged with 
the Th ird World was by projecting Mao’s image across national borders. Mao 
became a national and international symbol during the Cultural Revolution. 
Students published articles and other items in their newspapers asserting Mao’s 
importance in the Th ird World. Mao appeared in Red Guard newspapers both 
as the leader of the CCP, as well as a symbol of the Th ird World revolution. 
Several newspapers carried a weekly section, entitled “Mao is the Reddest Sun 
in the Heart of the World’s Revolutionary People,” which detailed Mao’s global 
importance, and the ways in which his theories were transforming the Th ird 
World. Once again a paternalistic tone infused Mao’s global image. Mao was 
often presented as the savior of the Th ird World, whose revolutionary credentials 
trumped those of the Soviet Union. Th ere was little diff erence between Mao as a 
national hero and Mao as a global symbol. Chinese students used Mao’s image as 
the savior of the CCP and imprinted that perception onto the Th ird World.

And yet, the representation of the Th ird World was often imagined rather 
than based in reality.5 Students adopted the language, ideology, symbols, codes, 
and posture of the Chinese state and the Cultural Revolution to compose a 
Th ird World devoid of contours and nuance. Some Red Guard groups used 
the Th ird World to reinforce their own position in China and reaffi  rm the ne-
cessity and importance of the Cultural Revolution. Th ese students could not 
escape the rhetoric or images of the Cultural Revolution, and reports of revolu-
tionary movements in the Th ird World used the same Communist jargon that 
dominated the Chinese movement. In so doing, the Red Guards mediated the 
Th ird World through the means of a Chinese reality. In essence, the Th ird World 
came to mirror the Cultural Revolution. Student newspapers made it appear 
as if many cultural revolutions were taking place throughout the Th ird World. 
Th is representation suggested that the Cultural Revolution had implications that 
stretched well beyond the borders of the Chinese nation-state.

As with many other events during the Cultural Revolution, that state ma-
nipulated and infl uenced the students’ engagement with the Th ird World. High 
offi  cials and elite organizations also co-opted the Th ird World to promote their 
own agendas during the Cultural Revolution, burnish their revolutionary im-
age, and criticize foreign countries, particularly the United States and the Soviet 
Union. Th is had a trickle-down eff ect; students, who were not privy to the inter-

  

 
 

 



China’s Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution and the Imagination of the Th ird World | 41

nal machinations of the CCP, adopted the language and the aff ectation of high 
offi  cials and approached the Th ird World in a similar manner. At the beginning 
of the Cultural Revolution, the Foreign Ministry took the lead in promoting 
Maoism and the prospect of global revolution. On 17 June 1966, in the fi rst 
days of the Cultural Revolution, Foreign Minister Chen Yi delivered a speech to 
students in which he declared that “he [the revolutionary] will strive for the vic-
tory of world revolution. … It is our obligation to internationalism to build up 
our strength.”6 Ironically, in 1968, the Red Guards accused Chen Yi of subvert-
ing global revolution and giving comfort to imperialist enemies.

Th e Foreign Ministry was not alone in promoting the revolutionary po-
tential of the Th ird World. At the Eleventh Plenum of the CCP, which took 
place from 1–12 August1966, the party issued a statement that declared that the 
world was “in a new era of revolution.” Offi  cials at the Plenum also reaffi  rmed 
Lin Biao’s essay entitled “Long Live the People’s Victory,” which declared that 
the Th ird World had become an important revolutionary area.7 People’s Daily, the 
offi  cial newspaper of the Chinese Communist Party, published several articles 
proclaiming Mao’s importance to the Th ird World revolution.8 Th e newspaper 
also carried editorials that encouraged students to remain vigilant against imperi-
alism. Th is became particularly important in the summer of 1967 when Chinese 
students on the mainland challenged British rule in Hong Kong. Th e Central 
Cultural Revolution Committee (CCRG), which became one of the most pow-
erful organizations during the Cultural Revolution, also played a role in shaping 
the Red Guards’ relationship with the Th ird World. Th e CCRG promoted a 
radical approach to foreign aff airs and attempted to manipulate China’s foreign 
policy during the Cultural Revolution to support social movements in the Th ird 
World.9 Much of the state’s approach to the Th ird World was also a result of the 
very negative relationship with both the Soviet Union and the United States. 
It is the former, however, which is the most important in this discussion. Both 
China and the Soviet Union claimed to be the global revolutionary authority, 
and the dispute between the two countries was partially fought over the hearts 
and minds of the Th ird World revolution. Indeed, the Sino-Soviet split shaped 
the state’s and the Red Guards’ approach to the Th ird World and set the tone for 
the internationalism of the Cultural Revolution.

Th e Sino-Soviet Split and China’s Engagement 
with the Th ird World

Any ostensible observation of the international situation in the years leading up 
to the Cultural Revolution would only confi rm that China was generally isolated 
from the rest of the world during the 1960s. After the Sino-Soviet split in 1961, 
China was unhinged from the Communist world and largely isolated from the 
international community. However, despite Beijing’s antagonistic foreign policy 

  

 
 

 



42 | Crossing Borders

and generally poor relations with the rest of the world, the Th ird World became 
extremely important to China in the 1960s. After the breakdown in relations 
between the Soviet Union and China, the Chinese government began to search 
for new potential allies. It also increased its support for radical movements in the 
Th ird World, bypassing unfriendly state governments and appealing directly to 
pro-Maoist revolutionary groups.10 So while the Chinese government may have 
been isolated from the international community in the 1960s, the Communist 
party maintained an active campaign to promote Maoism and criticize Soviet 
revisionism and American imperialism, especially in the Th ird World.

One of the reasons why China’s relationship with the Soviet Union soured 
was over the issue of how actively communist states should support revolution-
ary struggles against imperialism in the Th ird World. Mao and the Communist 
party were outraged by Khrushchev’s claim that the communist and capitalist 
worlds could peacefully co-exist. Mao strongly believed that imperial powers 
like the United States would never rest until they had colonized the entire world. 
Although the relationship between the two countries broke down for myriad 
reasons, China’s approach to the Th ird World epitomizes the diff erent ideolo-
gies that Khrushchev and Mao embraced. Th e Soviet Union, already regarded 
cautiously in China because of Khrushchev’s commitment to détente with the 
United States, had traditionally embraced progressive modernization in the 
Th ird World that was to be guided by the Comintern.11 Mao, however, stressed 
permanent revolution, and the two countries diff ered over the stability required 
for modernization and the need for continued revolutionary action in the Th ird 
World. After the Sino-Soviet split, China hoped to build a revolutionary con-
sensus in the Th ird World that would oppose both the United States and the So-
viet Union.12 Many Th ird World countries, however, were hesitant to turn their 
back on the more powerful Soviet Union. Th is created a profoundly precarious 
situation for China in which international friends were few and far between, 
and in which solidarity between China and revolutionary groups in the Th ird 
World became more important. As Tek Tjeng Lie writes, such a situation must 
have reminded the Communists of the pre-revolutionary days when the party 
battled the Nationalist government during the Civil War in the 1940s.13 Instead 
of looking to the Chinese peasantry as a place to recruit new members (as they 
did in the 1940s), the CCP instead looked to the Th ird World as a powerful 
ally to fi ght the United States and the Soviet Union. In 1965, Lin Biao sum-
marized this sentiment by declaring that China’s enemies could be defeated only 
if they were surrounded by a radical Th ird World, just as the Chinese peasantry 
surrounded the Nationalist armies from the countryside. Specifi cally predict-
ing the downfall of the United States, Lin declared that “the peoples of Asia, 
Africa, Latin America and other regions can destroy [the United States] piece 
by piece, some striking at its head and others at its feet.”14 Lin’s message is 
clear: only by working together can China and the Th ird World defeat American 
imperialism.
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Lin’s statement was partially the result of years of eff ort by the Chinese 
state to build stronger relations in the Th ird World. In 1960, Beijing celebrated 
the creation of a Sino-Latin American Friendship Association and a Sino-
African People’s Friendship Association.15 After 1962, China also began to push 
for greater infl uence in the Afro-Asian People’s Solidarity Organization. Th e 
party used this organization to argue that the Soviet Union was not interested 
in solving the Th ird World’s problems.16 China believed the Th ird World was its 
“natural constituency” in the years leading up to the Cultural Revolution.17 Th is 
feeling of solidarity between China and the Th ird World, precipitated largely by 
the state’s actions, infl uenced the Red Guards’ embrace of revolutionary action 
in Asia, Africa, and Latin America during the Cultural Revolution.

Many governments in the Th ird World, however, viewed Chinese motives 
with suspicion or even outright hostility. And yet, interest in Maoism as an 
alternative to Soviet Communism grew among radical organizations during 
the 1960s.18 Beijing facilitated this increased attention, lauding and support-
ing any group that expressed an interest in China. On the other hand, gov-
ernments and political parties who voiced opposition or even remained neutral 
toward Maoism were criticized. China condemned the entire non-alignment 
movement and its failure to actively combat the United States and the Soviet 
Union.19 India’s generally cordial relationship with the United States and the 
Soviet Union also deeply frustrated the Chinese.20 As an alternative to India’s 
neutralism, China began to actively support pro-Maoist groups in India like the 
Naxalites. Th e Chinese government printed countless leafl ets in English, Hindi, 
Bengali, and Nepali that contained diff erent quotations from Chairman Mao, 
and attempted to distribute these leafl ets in areas where the Naxalites convened. 
Th ey also translated Lin Biao’s “Long Live the People’s Victory,” and dropped 
copies of the essay from a plane over India.21 Th eir eff orts paid off  at least in the 
short term—in 1970, students in Calcutta vandalized parts of the city, and the 
Naxalite leader called on his followers to form into Red Guard units.22 So while 
China may have been searching for new allies in the Th ird World, they were 
unwilling to compromise their ideals in order to obtain these new friends. Th is 
policy made the 1960s and the wave of revolutionary movements that broke out 
in the Th ird World extremely important to China. When the Cultural Revolu-
tion began, students seized on this growing importance of the Th ird World in 
Chinese politics.

Red Guard Rhetoric and the Th ird World

China’s engagement with the Th ird World during the Cultural Revolution mani-
fested itself in the rhetoric of some Red Guard organizations. Ostensibly, any 
mention of the Th ird World was meant to show the Red Guards’ strong sup-
port for revolutionary movements in Asia, Africa, or Latin America. And in 
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some cases, this support signifi ed a genuine feeling of outrage over imperialist 
abuse in the Th ird World. However, by reporting on the Th ird World’s sup-
port of the Cultural Revolution, students also used the international situation 
to justify domestic actions and reaffi  rm their own political campaign. For ex-
ample, during the foundational meeting of a student group in Beijing called 
“Th e World’s Revolutionary Proletarians for the Repudiation of Revisionism,” 
a Brazilian and a South African “freedom fi ghter” both took the stage to laud 
Mao’s revolutionary vision in conceiving the Cultural Revolution.23 Th e article 
reporting this event, published by an organization called the Center to Liberate 
Foreign Aff airs, concluded that even though all of those attending the meeting 
were speaking a diff erent language, they were able to communicate with one 
another and “convey the fact that Mao was the reddest sun among the world’s 
revolutionaries.”24 Another Red Guard newspaper published by the Beijing No. 2 
Foreign Language Institute reported that the Vietnamese people wanted nothing 
more than to see “the ultimate victory of the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolu-
tion.”25 Chinese students used the Th ird World as a tool not only to expand their 
revolution, but also to further its domestic aims. According to these newspapers, 
the Cultural Revolution’s signifi cance stretched around the world.

Chinese students were able to keep abreast of developments in the Th ird 
World by reading the “Atlas Fighting Papers,” a leafl et published out of Shang-
hai. Th is paper denoted exactly where revolutionary struggles (Palestine, Viet-
nam, Burma) were taking place.26 Red Guard groups used music to demonstrate 
their support for the Th ird World. One song during the Cultural Revolution was 
entitled “Th ird World—Let’s Unite and Fight.”27 Revolutionary fraternity, how-
ever, most clearly manifested itself in the students’ staunch anti-imperialist atti-
tude. Th e Th ird World’s struggle against Western infl uence was referenced again 
and again in many student newspapers during the Cultural Revolution. Th is 
anti-imperialism was used to project fraternity with the Th ird World, as well as 
castigate American aggression, Soviet revisionism, and the ideals of bourgeois 
capitalism. On the surface, anti-imperialism established a common discourse 
among the Red Guards and their Th ird World counterparts.

Antagonism toward American imperialism was particularly acute during 
the Cultural Revolution, especially regarding the Vietnam War. Some Chinese 
students attended rallies in order to express their support for the Vietnamese 
struggle. At one particular rally, Chinese students carried signs that read, “China 
is behind Vietnam.”28 An article reprinted in the Peking Review declared that “the 
700 million Chinese people who are armed with Mao Tse-tung Th ought most 
resolutely support their Vietnamese brothers in resisting U.S. aggression to the 
end.”29 Some Red Guards also used the theater to demonstrate their disdain for 
American imperialism in Vietnam. In his memoir, Gao Yuan recalls a time dur-
ing the Cultural Revolution when he and his fellow classmates performed a play 
in which three students dressed as an American soldier, pilot, and sailor took the 
stage to “confess their crimes and stupidities in Vietnam.”30 For China, as for the 
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rest of the world, the Vietnam War became one of the central issues of the late 
1960s. It also placed some Red Guard organizations in league with many Th ird 
World revolutionaries.

However, while the students’ support for the Vietnamese struggle was often 
meant to express solidarity, backing from the government held a strategic pur-
pose.31 China wanted to position itself as the savior of the Vietnamese people, es-
pecially in comparison to the Soviet Union. To this end, they denied the Soviets 
permission to use Chinese airspace in order to deliver military equipment to the 
Sino-Vietnamese border.32 Th is decision colored the way that students saw not 
only the Vietnam War, but also the entire Th ird World. Chinese students’ feel-
ings of solidarity with Th ird World revolutionaries often intermingled with the 
state’s tactical battle against foreign enemies. Th ese students were never able to 
actually escape the state’s foreign policy, and any condemnation of imperialism 
was also a tacit rejection of the Soviet Union’s revisionism and a reaffi  rmation of 
Mao Zedong Th ought.

Rhetorical support for anti-imperialist struggles went beyond Vietnam. In 
June of 1967, for example, the Center to Liberate Foreign Aff airs lamented 
the invasion of Arab countries by Israeli forces, and claimed that this invasion 
was the work of surging imperialists. According to an article published in the 
organization’s newspaper, “if Israel did not have American backing, it could not 
conduct the invasion of Arab countries.” Th e article went on to blame the pre-
dicament in the Middle East on “the armed invasion of the American imperial-
ists and their running dogs.”33 Th e Mexican authorities’ slaughter of students 
in October of 1968 also garnered attention, but was again placed in an impe-
rialist context. One article, entitled “A Storm is Shaking the Backyard of U.S. 
Imperialism,” notes that “young Mexican students have recently unfolded tor-
rential waves of struggle against persecution and slaughter.”34 While expressing 
support for revolutionary causes abroad, these reports also reminded the Red 
Guards that the counterrevolutionary enemies of the Communist state were 
everywhere, and that vigilance was the only antidote to these omnipotent forces. 
Th is in turn reinforced the need for the Cultural Revolution, and furthered the 
belief that the Th ird World revolution and the Chinese student movement were 
one in the same. Victory in the latter would insure the ultimate success of the 
former.

At times, the Red Guards’ anti-imperialism did move beyond rhetoric, but 
only when specifi c Chinese issues were at hand. In June 1967, during some 
of the most chaotic and radical days of the Cultural Revolution, British owner-
ship of Hong Kong became a major issue. When a demonstration was held in 
Hong Kong against English rule, a Red Guard newspaper lauded the “patriotic 
acts of our fellow countrymen in the struggle to resist the English invaders.” Th e 
same article went on to mention that demonstrators in Hong Kong were look-
ing to the Cultural Revolution to emulate as a form of protest, even planning to 
“hold a Beijing style march.”35 When, in August 1967, it became clear that the 

  

 
 

 



46 | Crossing Borders

Chinese government would not support protesters in Hong Kong with anything 
beyond words, Chinese students and workers began to hold mass demonstra-
tions in front of the British mission in Beijing. Th ese protesters formed into 
the “Liaison Station of Capital Revolutionary Rebels against Imperialism and 
Revisionism,” and continued to place pressure on the British government to 
abdicate rule in Hong Kong. Th e protest became frenetic and took on a “fanatic 
revolutionary fervor.”36 Both Zhou Enlai, the vice-chairman of the CCP, and 
Chen Boda, the head of the CCRG, tried to intervene and disperse the students, 
but they would not listen to these high offi  cials. Partly motivated by an editorial 
that appeared in People’s Daily on 3 June 1967 that urged all Chinese to support 
protests in Hong Kong against the British government, many of the workers 
and students were convinced that their protest represented a truly revolutionary 
action.37

Th e protest lasted through the summer, until fi nally on 20 August 1967 stu-
dents and workers stormed the British embassy and burned part of the building 
to the ground. Th ese events embody the chasm between rhetorical denunciations 
of imperialism in the Th ird World and tangible action on the part of the Red 
Guards. During the Cultural Revolution, students used their own newspapers to 
vociferously condemn imperial aggression in the Th ird World. And yet the great-
est show of revolutionary force against imperialism during the Cultural Revolu-
tion involved British colonialism in Hong Kong. It took a purely Chinese issue 
to transform the Red Guards’ anti-imperialist rhetoric into action. Th e Chinese 
government’s anti-imperialism and support for the people of Hong Kong also 
proved to be ostensible—Zhou Enlai and Chen Boda were both furious with the 
students and workers who took part in the burning of the British missions. Zhou 
and Chen held a meeting on 22 August that excoriated the students’ actions. 
Zhou declared that burning the embassy was tantamount to anarchy, and that 
the students and workers were out of control. He also downplayed China’s fu-
ture support for Hong Kong and pledged that diplomacy rather than militancy 
would guide foreign aff airs for the time being.38 Even Mao did not approve of 
the burning of the embassy, and arrested several members of the CCRG that he 
believed were behind the students’ actions.39

Th e above examples demonstrate how the Th ird World became a means 
through which the Red Guards could target foreign enemies, particularly the 
United States and the Soviet Union, as well as legitimate their own actions. Th e 
Th ird World, however, was also sometimes used to criticize enemies in the CCP, 
who certain Red Guard organizations declared were not only responsible for 
suppressing the masses at home, but indeed had conspired to stifl e revolutionary 
people throughout the world. Red Guard groups cast their opponents as enemies 
of the world’s revolutionary people. Much of this criticism, however, was dic-
tated by offi  cials in the CCP. For example, in the campaign against Liu Shaoqi, 
the CCRG ordered offi  cials in the Foreign Ministry to hand over their archives 
concerning Liu’s attitudes toward global revolution. Th e propaganda team of 
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the CCRG was to look through this archive and ascertain if Liu had suppressed 
foreign revolutionaries, as he (supposedly) had done in China.40 Meanwhile, stu-
dents in China followed the lead of the CCRG. In September 1967 Red Guards 
from the No. 2 Foreign Language Institute reported with a certain amount of 
disgust that in 1965 Liu Shaoqi told the people of Latin America “if American 
imperialists interfere with you, we cannot go to help you because it is too far.”41 
Th e article concluded that this statement proved that Liu Shaoqi had a highly 
revisionist and anti-revolutionary attitude.

Th e case against Chen Yi relied even more heavily on global narratives, 
mainly because Chen Yi was the foreign minister. Chen Yi was one of the more 
moderate high offi  cials during the Cultural Revolution, and he was eventually 
criticized by members of the CCRG and the Chinese students. Chen Yi’s down-
fall came from his involvement in the “February Adverse Current,” a campaign 
conducted by radical offi  cials in the CCP who believed that the Cultural Revolu-
tion was being subverted by moderate voices. In a meeting among leading gov-
ernment offi  cials on 16 February 1967, Chen Yi and several others criticized the 
radicalism of the Cultural Revolution and the actions of the CCRG, claiming 
that they were the true revisionists in China. After the meeting, Mao learned of 
Chen’s statement and quickly reprimanded the foreign minister.42 Once again, 
the students followed suit. A new organization called the “Liaison Station to 
Criticize Chen Yi” was formed, which attracted members from more than 35 
diff erent Red Guard units.43 Chen Yi was accused of being a “fl unky of imperial-
ism” and of proposing less hostile relations with the United States. Any mention 
of Chen Yi’s domestic crimes was almost immediately followed by a criticism 
of his willingness to capitulate to the enemy and tolerate American imperial-
ism.44 Although the students’ actions were approved by the CCRG, some in the 
government moved to protect Chen Yi.45 Zhou Enlai particularly criticized the 
phrase “Down with Chen Yi,” which the radical “Liaison Station to Criticize 
Chen Yi” began to write on big character posters and chant at rallies. In Febru-
ary 1969, Chen Yi was sentenced to hard labor in a factory along with the other 
offi  cials involved in the February Adverse Current. His supposed crimes, both 
foreign and domestic, were used to justify his removal from any position of 
authority.

Th e fact that these students used domestic issues as well as the Th ird World 
to disgrace Liu Shaoqi and Chen Yi suggests that many Chinese students looked 
to the global revolutionary movement of the 1960s as another means to attack 
their enemies. Th e Th ird World played a complex and contradictory role in many 
criticism campaigns. Th e passion displayed in these articles suggests that many 
did actually believe that Liu and Chen had hindered the Th ird World revolution, 
and were disgusted by their actions. On the other hand, the Th ird World was 
co-opted by the Chinese students and used for purposes that furthered their own 
chaotic and violent revolution at home. Finally, the cases against Liu and Chen 
demonstrate the pervasive infl uence of the state. Offi  cials in the CCP initiated 
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criticisms of Liu and Chen, and dictated the direction of the campaigns against 
these two offi  cials.

Whether used to establish solidarity, castigate their enemies, or reinforce 
their own actions, what came to characterize the students’ rhetorical engage-
ment with the Th ird World was an overwhelming feeling of paternalism. Stu-
dent newspapers often suggested that the Red Guards were solely responsible for 
the Th ird World’s revolutionary education. Paternalism manifested itself in the 
depiction of the Th ird World, which was often described as fawning and eager 
to consume whatever it could from China. For example, a newspaper reported 
that one student from West Pakistan followed Chinese students around all day 
begging them for a book on Mao Zedong Th ought.46 Paternalism also mani-
fested itself in such a way as to suggest that Chinese students were the vanguard 
of the global revolution of the 1960s. One headline, in a newspaper published 
by Beijing No. 2 Railroad Middle School Red Guard Unit, declared, “we are 
the hope for the liberation of all mankind.”47 Another piece printed at the end 
of a Red Guard newspaper includes the phrase “we proletarian revolutionaries 
are the owners of the new world.”48 Th is paternalism, however, was not entirely 
the students’ own doing; such feelings of superiority were often fostered by the 
state. From the beginning, the Communist party had promoted the idea that the 
Cultural Revolution was more important that any campaign yet undertaken by 
other leftist organizations. Pronouncements from the party stressed that unlike 
the Soviet Union, China was one of the few countries that was moving forward 
with its revolutionary struggle.49 Th is furthered the idea that misguided radicals 
in the Th ird World needed to be saved from the torpor of revisionist countries. 
Chinese students embraced this, and believed that the Cultural Revolution rep-
resented the pinnacle of global radicalism. Overall, the state’s infl uence and the 
Red Guards’ own feelings of revolutionary grandeur created a paternalism that 
often mixed with genuine feelings of solidarity between China and the Th ird 
World, and made global narratives vital to how Chinese students imaged their 
own movement.

Th e Savior of the Th ird World: Projecting 
Maoism across National Borders

Th e Th ird World’s role in the Cultural Revolution was multi-directional. Not 
only was the Th ird World present in the Cultural Revolution, but Chinese stu-
dents and the CCP also promoted the idea that the Th ird World was eager to 
consume China’s brand of revolution. Th is was often facilitated by the image 
of Mao Zedong. During the Cultural Revolution, Mao’s meaning in Chinese 
society embodied both national and international signifi cance. Mao not only 
became a savior of the Chinese state, but also a transnational symbol of revolu-
tionary change, one whose popularity peaked in the 1960s. Th is was represented 
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in the propaganda from the Cultural Revolution. In many posters, the symbol 
of the red sun was used to demonstrate Mao’s awesome presence. All of the 
qualities of the sun—its consistency, its power, and its place in the sky—were 
embodied in the fi gure of Mao Zedong. Like the sun itself, Mao’s light did 
not only shine on China, it also illuminated the Th ird World. One propaganda 
poster, for example, urged Chinese students to “resolutely support the anti-
imperialist struggle of the Asian, African, and Latin American people.”50 Th e 
poster itself is a montage of determined people, some of them armed, who ap-
pear to come from several diff erent areas of the world. Behind them in the cor-
ner is a red sun, a symbolic reminder of the ubiquity of Mao Zedong. Another 
poster read, “American imperialists, get out of South Vietnam.”51 Standing right 
above this caption is a Vietnamese family, all armed with rifl es and grenades. 
Again a red sun burns over their heads. Th is image of the red sun demonstrates 
how the propaganda from the Cultural Revolution projected Maoism across 
borders and promoted the idea that Mao was the leader of the global revolution 
of the 1960s. Th e sun, however, was not limited to propaganda posters or even 
to Mao Zedong. Many Chinese students, in fact, described themselves literally 
as “the red sun at 9 o’clock in the morning.”52 Th at the students saw themselves 
as the morning sun suggests that the Red Guards believed that the Cultural 
Revolution was a means to prove their revolutionary credentials and to fetter out 
an older generation of offi  cials that had impeded the progress of the Communist 
state. Such a sentiment was shared throughout the world during the 1960s, and 
came to embody the radical spirit of the decade. For the Red Guards, once the 
older generation of Communist leaders was gone, they would inherit not only 
Mao’s revolution, but also the global revolution of the 1960s. In fact, in the 
article in which students called themselves the morning sun, they also exhorted 
their fellow Red Guards not to “leave to others what we should do ourselves.”53 
Mao’s light may have stood at the center of the Th ird World and the Cultural 
Revolution, but the students presented themselves as the inheritors of the global 
revolution.

During the Cultural Revolution, students suggested that the Th ird World 
was willing and eager to consume Mao’s theories and ideology. Th is again mani-
fested itself in several diff erent student newspapers, and often came in reports 
from Th ird World revolutionaries themselves. One student in Tanzania, for ex-
ample, wrote a Red Guard newspaper to say that after receiving and reading 
Th e Quotations of Chairman Mao, he rushed right over to the local library and 
demanded that the book be included in their collection.54 A student from Zan-
zibar wrote to a Red Guard publication to inform Chinese students that “in 
Africa, Chairman Mao’s works are becoming the spiritual food of the revolution-
ary people.”55 Another writer from Morocco informed students that he “studied 
Mao’s work for almost two months,” after which he realized that the problems 
of the Moroccan peasantry was the same as the problems of the Chinese peas-
antry.56 Reading Mao’s work was furthermore described as a revelation for many 
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revolutionaries of the Th ird World. A Brazilian “friend” who traveled to China 
in 1968 claimed, “for decades I have been seeking for a road that will lead Brazil 
to liberation. Today I have found it in China.”57

For China’s students, the way that the Th ird World was going to realize its 
revolutionary aspirations was the same way that the Red Guards would ulti-
mately triumph: by using Mao Zedong Th ought as a weapon. A headline in one 
student newspaper declared that “Mao Zedong Th ought is the beacon of the 
world’s revolutionary people.”58 In the same article about the Moroccan revo-
lutionary, a Syrian writer reported that he saved his money every day so that he 
could come to China to see Mao. Th e writer declared that it “would be great 
if Chairman Mao would come to Syria.”59 Pictures were also a useful way of 
portraying Mao’s importance in the Th ird World. One such picture showed a 
group of “Latin American friends” reading Mao’s little red book with a caption 
that read, “Latin American friends wholeheartedly study the treasured red book 
Quotations of Chairman Mao Tse-tung.”60 Another picture captured a group of 
Congolese students in front of Mao’s portrait with their guns raised above their 
heads.61

Red Guard newspapers also suggested that Mao provided these revolution-
aries with much-needed encouragement during the low points of their revolu-
tion. One newspaper noted that even though revolutionaries in Angola, South 
Africa, and Zimbabwe have “encountered numerous problems and hardships, 
they are still using Mao Zedong Th ought to arm themselves.”62 For their part, 
foreign diplomats, at the behest of the Foreign Ministry, also attempted to 
spread Maoist ideology. Chinese offi  cials serving in Africa took to reciting Mao’s 
sayings on public buses. One Chinese embassy even attempted to put up a sign 
affi  rming Mao’s revolutionary superiority.63 Th ings got so bad in Kenya that in 
1967, Chinese diplomats were expelled from the country for distributing Maoist 
propaganda.64

Like the movement’s rhetoric, the students’ transformation of Mao into a 
global symbol of resistance presents a muddled picture of the Cultural Rev-
olution. In many ways, promoting Maoism abroad represented an authentic 
concern for the Th ird World. Students wanted to share Mao’s radical message 
with other revolutionaries. One must also keep in mind, however, the singular 
position that Mao occupied in Chinese society during the Cultural Revolution. 
Th e only way that the Chinese students could assist the Th ird World during the 
Cultural Revolution was to off er them the hegemonic symbol of the Cultural 
Revolution. Th ey simply did not have access to any alternatives. Projecting Mao-
ism into the Th ird World also furthered the idea among the Red Guards that the 
Cultural Revolution lay at the absolute center of the global student movement, 
and that Maoism was its predominate ideology. Finally, Mao’s transformation 
demonstrates that the Red Guards framed the Th ird World in terms of the Cul-
tural Revolution and envisioned that the political and cultural symbols of their 
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movement were similarly being utilized in revolutionary movements around the 
world.

Conclusion

Th at China used the Th ird World as a prop during the Cultural Revolution 
is not unique. Th e Th ird World became a major symbol of the global student 
movement during the 1960s, employed in various countries and contexts as a 
means to promote revolution. Th is was particularly true in the West, where the 
Th ird World acted as a type of inspirational model of revolution for European 
and American students. Although the Th ird World played a major role in China 
during the 1960s, it did not function in the same way as it did in the West. In 
fact, China’s relationship with the Th ird World was inverted; Chinese students 
were going to inspire and educate the Th ird World, not vice versa. What Chinese 
and Western students did share, however, was a somewhat reductionist attitude 
toward the Th ird World. National realities impeded Chinese and Western un-
derstanding of the Th ird World. Struggles in the Th ird World were co-opted, 
distorted, and manipulated so as to fi t into the framework of the Cultural Revo-
lution. Many Chinese students viewed the Th ird World as a place without a 
true revolutionary identity, where those who were committed to radical change 
shared the ideals and the goals of the Cultural Revolution.

Two scholars who have studied the relationship between China and the 
Th ird World have stated that “the Cultural Revolution had very little to do with 
the Th ird World” and that one of the goals of the Cultural Revolution was to 
demonstrate to foreign radicals that they could not rely on China for help.65 
While this may be true in some offi  cial circles, Red Guard newspapers indicate 
that the Th ird World played a major role in the construction of the students’ 
identities during the Cultural Revolution. Articles detailing the Th ird World’s 
reliance on China and on Mao reinforced the Red Guards’ actions and expanded 
the implications of their movement beyond the borders of the Chinese state. By 
projecting national cultural symbols—namely language and Mao’s image—into 
the global arena, the Red Guards were also able to maintain a national as well as 
an imagined transnational identity that imbued a sense of importance in their 
actions and affi  rmed their own revolutionary grandiosity. In order to maintain 
these identities, the Red Guards needed to construct a Th ird World whose rev-
olutionary mission was nearly identical to the Cultural Revolution. Th is pro-
foundly altered the students’ worldview. For many Red Guard organizations, 
the 1960s was not a period in which students exercised their own freedoms and 
spontaneity to challenge authority and the status quo, as is often remembered in 
the West, but a time in which the Cultural Revolution was being repeated over 
and over again throughout the rest of the world.
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Sonya Rose has stated that when cultural symbols are repeated in diff erent 
temporalities, they often take on new resonances and new meanings.66 Such 
was certainly true during the Cultural Revolution. Th at Chinese students were 
promoting Mao’s revolutionary ideology or criticizing imperialism during the 
Cultural Revolution was not novel. In fact, the cultural symbols that were used 
during the Cultural Revolution had appeared in several other campaigns enacted 
by the Communist party.67 What was new, however, was that the Cultural Revo-
lution occurred during the ascendancy of the international left, not only in the 
Th ird World, but also around the globe. Th is created the appearance that what 
lay before the Chinese students was a revolutionary audience eager to consume 
Mao’s radical ideology. Not only were cultural symbols repeated in a new tem-
porality, but their meanings were also expanded and applied to a global discourse 
of revolution. Th is gave the Cultural Revolution a new signifi cance, one that 
could not be contained by the borders of the Chinese state. It also reinforced the 
importance of the Cultural Revolution, suggesting to eager young students in 
China that their campaign was a movement to reshape the entire world. And al-
though the violence and the chaos of the Cultural Revolution cannot be reduced 
to one cause, understanding the Th ird World’s role in the movement off ers a 
deeper insight into the Red Guards’ mentality. Th e Red Guards were, in many 
ways, modeling revolution for a world that seemed on the brink of radical social, 
cultural, and political change. In the minds of many Chinese students, victory 
in the Cultural Revolution would have freed the Th ird World and made China 
the ultimate revolutionary authority around the world during a decade when 
revolution was very much en vogue.
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Chapter 3

Politics and Periodicals in the 1960s
Readings around the “Naxalite Movement”

Avishek Ganguly

A study of 1968 and the “Th ird World” can proceed in at least two directions. 
First, through a literal attempt to trace the diff erent protest movements that 
happened around the Th ird World during the course of that year, taking the 
events in France, and perhaps the United States, as the implicit model that seeks 
to produce “1968” as a valorized historical marker in the fi rst place. Such a 
heuristic, however, can raise questions about its widespread relevance and ap-
plicability, not the least of which is due to the fact that “the year of global crisis 
halfway between the end of World War II and the end of the Cold War, has 
yet to establish a solid position in contemporary history.”1 A second, somewhat 
less literal attempt on the other hand can theorize 1968 only as a synecdoche, a 
rhetorical fi gure that may be understood as a placeholder for all the diverse social 
and political movements taking place around that time throughout the world. 
However, the post–World War II years witnessed long and continuous histories 
of protest movements in the Th ird World—often in the form of anti-colonial 
struggles against various European powers—that were taking place prior to 1968 
or even the 1960s. At the risk of going against the grain of this volume, it might 
be then possible to argue that a Euro-American 1968 probably needs to organize 
a Th ird World in order to claim a global relevance for itself. Recent arguments 
about the specifi cally European provenance (leaving out even North America) of 
the events of that year on the one hand, and the absence of too many studies on 
the non-Western careers of 1968 on the other would also seem to support this 
view.2 Nevertheless, a synecdochal reading that problematizes the privileging of 
1968 as a singular marker within a seemingly continuous narrative of protest 
and social movements can also productively supplement our understanding of 
the Th ird World-ism specifi c to the 1960s movements that currently derives 
from two prominent moments of revolution in Asia: the Cultural Revolution 
in China and the war in Vietnam. In place of a singular annusmirabilis, then, 
I would like to propose “the long 1960s.”3 I would argue for an understanding 
of the diversifi ed antiquity and discursive construction of 1968 in terms of the 
1960s that will hopefully open up interesting comparativist perspectives that go 
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beyond simplistic models of infl uences and connections. My attempt is to move 
beyond the critical conundrum of either accusing the temporal category of 1968 
of being Eurocentric and therefore a false universal, or excusing its (European) 
provincialism from a corresponding nativist impulse that might unproblemati-
cally claim the Th ird World (China, Vietnam) for its beginnings.

In the fi rst section of the essay, I will explore the origins of the radical Nax-
alite movement in India that had peaked between 1967 and 1972 in order to 
stage the complex articulation of such protests.4 In the second section, I will 
use the occasion of the Naxalite movement and related larger political develop-
ments to segue into a brief discussion of a remarkable yet relatively understudied 
textual archive of the 1960s in India: a group of infl uential English language 
periodicals that started appearing between the years 1959 and 1968—Seminar, 
Economic and Political Weekly, Mainstream and Frontier—emerging as the pre-
eminent forum for debates and discussion about politics, society, and econom-
ics within national and international contexts. A comprehensive study of the 
infl uence of these periodicals on informed debate and decision making in the 
post-independence Indian polity and public, all of which continue to be pub-
lished even if some have lost their erstwhile prestige (and circulation fi gures), 
falls outside the scope of this essay.5 I will therefore focus specifi cally on Frontier, 
the Calcutta-based weekly, since it had the most sustained engagement with the 
Naxalite movement in particular, and developments in international left politics 
in general.

Th e Politics: Th e Naxalite Movement

Th e beginnings of the Naxalite movement can be traced to the outbreak of armed 
resistance by a group of peasants, “tribals,” and local communist revolutionar-
ies at Naxalbari, a village near Darjeeling in northern Bengal (from which the 
movement took its name) on 24–25 May 1967. Th eir protest was aimed most 
immediately at the local oppressive landlord-police nexus, and by extension, as 
sympathetic accounts have argued, at the post-colonial bourgeois Indian state 
and its systemic structures of inequality and repression.6 Th e Naxalite move-
ment, like many other social protests of the 1960s, appeared to be a spontane-
ous, popular uprising. However, unlike many of these movements, it had largely 
institutional beginnings in so far as it took its place within the history of com-
munist parties and politics in India. In order to develop an understanding of the 
origins, if not the spread, of the protests it is therefore instructive to revisit the 
ideological milieu that had incubated the movement.

Th e Naxalites, as the adherents of this radical politics came to be known, 
strained loyalties within the two existing communist parties in India—the Com-
munist Party of India (CPI) and the CPI (Marxist), or CPI (M)—and precipi-
tated a second decisive split to form the CPI (Marxist-Leninist), or CPI (M-L), 
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the party most closely identifi ed with their cause. Th e split mirrored the erst-
while Sino-Soviet dispute in international communism that led to a realignment 
of communist parties and politics in most places. Ideological tension within the 
CPI, the fi rst and undivided communist party of India formed in the 1920s, 
had already become evident during the Indo-China confl ict in 1962. Diff er-
ences about “the characterization of the stage of the Indian revolution,” and the 
problems of taking a unifi ed stand on the China-Soviet Union confrontation 
eventually triggered its fi rst split—between the ‘pro-Soviet’ CPI and the ‘pro-
China’ CPI (M) in 1964. In spite of the split, a common element of the tactical 
lines of both the parties, however, retained the emphasis on “peaceful means” for 
achieving either a “national democratic revolution” or a “people’s democracy” in 
the country, a stance that would eventually constitute a rift between the more 
radical, pro-militancy factions—the future sympathizers of the Naxalite move-
ment—and the rest of the party. Th e newly formed CPI (M), however, soon 
started distancing itself from “the Chinese line” in international communism 
following certain disagreeable actions including the latter’s support for Pakistan 
during the Indo-Pakistan confl ict in 1965, and, along with the CPI, also decided 
to participate in the West Bengal state legislative assembly elections in Febru-
ary 1967. Th is move constituted a second strategic point of diff erence with the 
political methods of the Naxalites who advocated “seizure of power through an 
armed agrarian revolution.”

Addressing the extreme agrarian inequality present in most parts of the re-
gion, the CPI (M) had campaigned on the promise of major land reforms ben-
efi ting landless peasants and sharecroppers famously using slogans like “Land to 
the Tiller.” However, since no party had a clear majority in the 1967 election, 
a coalition “United Front” government was formed and led by a chief minis-
ter who belonged to the other constituent party—the short-lived Bangla Con-
gress—but heavily backed by the CPI (M). Th e minister for land revenue in the 
new government, Hare Krishna Konar, a member of the CPI (M), immediately 
made an announcement toward making good on the party’s electoral promise 
of redistributing surplus land and ending the eviction of sharecroppers. Newly 
empowered by their party coming to power, CPI (M) cadres and activists enthu-
siastically carried on with the task of organizing the peasantry in many districts 
of the state, preparing them to take back the ownership of huge tracts of agri-
cultural land often illegally maintained by big landlords and to which the latter 
believed they had a rightful claim.On the other hand, newly entrusted with the 
responsibility of governing within a parliamentary process, the party leadership 
quickly realized the diffi  culty of overcoming legal and bureaucratic constraints 
in the way of such large-scale land redistribution, and started betraying signs of 
going back ontheir electoral promise. Th is move, perceived as inaction and ideo-
logical compromise, sparked off  widespread disillusionment among the party 
members. Revisiting the gestures of the earlier split within the communists, the 
more radical members within the CPI (M) gradually started gravitating toward 
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prominent dissidents like Charu Mazumdar, who openly criticized the party’s 
“revisionist” tendencies while simultaneously advocating a strategy of “seizure of 
state power through armed struggle” modeled on the revolutionary ideas of Mao 
Zedong.7 Mao’s approval of Lin Biao’s call for a people’s war based on guerilla 
tactics and rural bases in the Th ird World, during the Eleventh Plenary Session 
of the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party in August 1966 
probably served as the most immediate precedent for making such an argu-
ment.8 Th is political tendency of dissident Indian communists acquires further 
signifi cance within the larger history of a global reception of Maoist thought at 
the height of the Cultural Revolution in China.9

In keeping with the professed aims of the CPI (M), Mazumdar, along with 
some like-minded dissident leaders of the party’s Darjeeling district committee 
like Kanu Sanyal and Jangal Santhal, had been active in organizing the local 
peasantry since the late 1950s, and this mobilization had already “attained a new 
level of organization and militancy when it was programmatically linked with 
the struggles of tea plantation workers in the neighbouring gardens.”10 Embold-
ened by the new developments, Mazumdar and his cohorts now led the peasants 
and tribals, armed with not much more than bows and arrows, to occupy and 
symbolically establish their claim over small tracts of land that were owned—il-
legally in the eyes of the peasants—by local jotedars (landlords).11 A series of such 
low-intensity incidents happened between March and May 1967, while both 
the strength of the peasant resistance and the consequent police reprisal in aid 
of the landlords became more intensifi ed. Th e decisive confrontation came on 
25 May, when, following the ambush and death of a local police inspector on 
the previous day, a huge police contingent clashed with a large group of armed 
tribals and peasants resulting in the death of some tribal Santal women and 
children, among others, and sparking off  an insurgency that would continue 
for several weeks. Th e longer build-up and grassroots constituency of the fi rst 
moment of the Naxalite movement, and its overtly violent confrontation with 
state power—characteristics shared by some other Th ird World protest move-
ments as well—thus gives it a character of a full-fl edged social revolt, which then 
complicates the dominant narrative of 1968 as a series of spontaneous, urban, 
youth-based protests around the world.

Th e deployment of a massive police and para-military force enabled the 
government authorities to successfully quell the uprising in the Naxalbari region 
by August 1967, resulting in large-scale arrests and surrenders. However, it was 
scarcely anticipated at that time that the collapse of what was clearly the fi rst 
stage of a militant movement would soon give rise to a series of similar violent 
confrontations not only in diff erent parts of the state of West Bengal, but also in 
many other parts of the country. By November 1967, the Naxalites, as they had 
come to be known by then, had already established two periodicals to articulate 
their views: Deshabrati, a Bengali weekly, and Liberation, a monthly English 
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publication; they had also formed an All India Coordination Committee of 
Communist Revolutionaries (AICCCR) to channelize increasing dissent from 
pro-Naxalite, Maoist members within CPI (M) party units all over the coun-
try. One such prominent dissenting faction outside West Bengal was formed in 
Andhra Pradesh under the leadership of T. Nagi Reddy, who led a mass exodus 
of radicalized members from the state’s CPI (M) party unit to form their own 
“Coordination Committee” that briefl y became a part of the AICCCR. Th e 
AICCCR eventually broke with the party in 1968, and a formal announcement 
of the formation of India’s third communist party, the CPI (Marxist-Leninist), 
was made on 22 April 1969. Factionalism seemed to plague the new party from 
inception as well—the Andhra Pradesh group, for instance, separated within a 
few months over diff erences about the correct strategic line to be pursued for 
the success of the Indian revolution—but the CPI (M-L) emerged as the com-
munist party most closely affi  liated with the Naxalite movement as it took its 
course in the following years. At its peak, the movement enjoyed widespread 
support among students and youth not only in West Bengal but also in Bihar, 
Andhra Pradesh, Orissa, Punjab, and some other states, only to degenerate into 
a campaign of unorganized violence that called forth severe repressive measures 
from the state. By the mid 1970s, the Naxalite movement that had started in 
the foothills of northern Bengal and spread to college campuses in Calcutta and 
Delhi was more or less over.12

A unique aspect of the Naxalite movement was that it was constituted by 
the mobilization of sections of the autochthonous peoples in the region—mostly 
Santals and Oraons, but also ethnic minorities like Rajbangshis. As Sumanta 
Banerjee, author of one of the better-known accounts of the movement, observes 
in an article in Frontier:

Th e Naxalbari movement has also rescued from the abyss of oblivion 
and negligence another aspect of our socio-economic life—the fate of 
the tribal population—and has drawn attention to their revolution-
ary potential … the primitive custom of bonded labour is still a prac-
tice among them. As pointed out earlier the question of organizing the 
landless has been neglected so long. Th e tribals who form a major part 
of them naturally shared the same neglect.13

Whether understood as an extension of a rural-based Asian revolution argued 
by Mao Zedong Th ought as opposed to an urban proletariat-based European 
model, or as a direct contrast with the solidarity between students and intel-
lectuals observed on the streets of cities elsewhere in the world, the participation 
of autochthonous peoples with histories of older and deeper struggles into this 
protest formation can provoke new ways of thinking about the category of the 
collective subject of these social movements.
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Th e Periodicals: Frontier
I have deliberately restricted the discussion of the Naxalite movement to what 
can be termed its ideological rather than material or social origins so far in this 
chapter. I will now attempt to explore some of the concrete sites where these ide-
ological discussions could materialize by focusing on a signifi cant although un-
derstudied development—the emergence, within a decade (1959–1968), of a set 
of English-language journals in India that came to exert a shaping infl uence on 
academic and informed discourse on contemporary issues.14 Seminar, founded 
by Raj and Romesh Th apar in 1959 in Bombay, and later started coming out 
from New Delhi; as was Mainstream, edited and published by Nikhil Chakravar-
tty since 1962; Economic and Political Weekly (EPW), formerly Economic Weekly, 
started appearing from Bombay in 1966 with Sachin Chowdhury as its editor; 
and Frontier, founded in 1968 by Samar Sen in Calcutta, the youngest entrant to 
this remarkable cohort of periodicals.15 All of them had similar aims of building 
vital connections between academia and the broader reading public while pro-
ducing superior analytical journalism, but each maintained its unique style and 
organizational format: for instance, longer, analytical articles would more often 
fi nd their place in EPW and Seminar, with the latter planning every monthly is-
sue around opposing viewpoints in approaching a “problem,” while Mainstream 
and Frontier opted for a combination of strong editorials and opinion pieces 
on contemporary aff airs. Th ese periodicals appeared at a time in the history of 
newly independent India when the post-colonial state was grappling with a host 
of issues critical to its survival like modernization and development on the one 
hand and nascent separatist movements on the other. Taken together, they also 
presented, and this is most relevant to our purpose in this essay, a discursive site 
for discussing and debating a theoretically informed and globally situated left 
critique of the Indian left.

Topics of international relevance, from the politics of the Cold War and 
Non-Alignment to the rise of the New Left and Nuclear Non-Proliferation, were 
also vigorously discussed and meticulously analyzed in the pages of these publi-
cations. All of these periodicals were interested in the changing confi gurations of 
left politics in India and abroad; however, it can be argued that Frontier, perhaps 
due to the proximity of Calcutta to the events in Naxalbari, devoted more edito-
rial attention to discussions of the Naxalite Movement than its peer publications. 
In my reading of these extensive reports, debates, and discussions in the pages of 
the early issues of Frontier (1968–1972), I attempt to locate an important and 
infl uential discourse on the imagination of a global and Th ird World 1960s.

Th e fi rst issue of Frontier was published on 1 April 1968, less than a year 
after the uprising at Naxalbari, and only a month before the events of May ‘68 
in France. It was founded, with the initial monetary help of friends and admir-
ers, by Samar Sen, a noted Bengali poet, intellectual, journalist, and translator. 
Sen had started Frontier after losing his job at Now, another weekly and arguably 
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the predecessor of Frontier that had been thriving during his tenure as editor 
but where he was accused of being overtly leftist. Like Sen, the founding editors 
of all the other journals were prominent journalists if not public intellectuals 
in their own right, and have become legendary fi gures in contemporary Indian 
magazine publishing, not the least for variously standing up against the curbs on 
the freedom of press imposed by the “Emergency” declared by Prime Minister 
Indira Gandhi from 1975–1977. All of them had leftist political sympathies, but 
found themselves at diff erent stages of disillusionment with the offi  cial commu-
nist parties in India when they started their publications. Between themselves, 
Raj and RomeshTh apar (Seminar), Sachin Chowdhury (Economic Weekly, later 
EPW ), Nikhil Chakravartty (Mainstream), and, of course, Samar Sen (Frontier) 
also mentored generations of scholars, intellectuals, and journalists by opening 
up the pages of their journals for publishing their initial research and fi ndings.
Sen continued to edit the weekly till his death in 1987, after which the work was 
taken over by Timir Basu. Given its self-positioning as a leftist critique of the 
left, Frontier was enthusiastic about the revolutionary developments at Naxalbari 
and critical of the police repression unleashed by the state. Th e Naxalite leader-
ship, however, was initially skeptical of Frontier’s editorial positions, mostly due 
to the latter’s support of the CPI (M) in the state assembly elections in 1969, 
and its critique of the movement’s rhetorical and practical excesses. Adversity, 
however, brought them closer when, after the government ban on Naxalite pub-
lications like Deshabrati and Liberation, Frontier off ered a sympathetic forum for 
keeping the discussion alive and the communication going between the scattered 
leadership and its followers.

Several pages in every issue of Frontier were devoted to analyses of the ongo-
ing debates within Indian and international left politics—some of which I have 
outlined above—but May ‘68 proved to be an editorial windfall for initiating a 
discussion of contemporary global protest movements. Observations and com-
mentary from Frontier correspondents in France and the United States pub-
lished during those years provide an interesting glimpse of the internationalist 
imagination of a “global sixties” at work in the pages of the weekly. I provide 
below an extended quote from a piece entitled “Letter from France—‘Naxalite 
International’” written by Ashok Rudra, a regular contributor, in order to il-
lustrate this better:

What is happening in Calcutta and elsewhere in India by way of attacks 
on apparently trivial or meaningless targets by extremist youths is no 
isolated phenomenon. A wind is blowing all the world over, at least in 
all parts of the world outside Eastern Europe, where alone conformism 
reigns supreme. Everywhere else in the world increasing numbers of 
young people are not only rejecting the values of their elders, which 
include not only the institutions of the State but also institutions of the 
traditional left parties, but are also paying heavier and heavier prices: 
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ruining their studies, their careers, and clashing more and more often 
with the forces of law and order, resulting in deaths and injuries. Th is 
phenomenon has been there with us for the last four or fi ve years: with 
West German students fi ghting the police over Vietnam; with Ameri-
can youth marching on to the White House, keeping a nervous Presi-
dent Nixon awake a whole night; with this anti-imperialist movement 
of American youth getting more and more militant by its tactical al-
liance with the anti-racialist struggle of the American Negroes; with 
students of even the staid British universities resorting to the unprec-
edented action of taking over universities under the leadership of ex-
tremist leaders; above all, with the revolution in France in May 1968, 
which started with students taking over universities and developed into 
young workers taking over factories, and a general strike paralyzing the 
whole country.16

Th e argument that a proper understanding of the extremist protests by young 
people in India can be best understood only if it is considered in a comparative 
context that takes on board the French, the German, and the American contexts 
becomes evident in the author’s discussion of the states’ responses as well:

Th is phenomenon has been with us for some time. But what is new in 
these countries is the adoption by the extremists of a tactic of what is 
being called urban guerillas. In France the practitioners of this form of 
warfare are called “les casseurs”—the breakers. Th e news these “break-
ers” have been making read exactly like those one has been reading about 
the Naxalite rampages in Calcutta. … Th e news the upholders of law 
and order are making in France also read exactly the same as in India. 
Th ose who are forging special laws for West Bengal to allow preventive 
detention could have learnt a few lessons by studying the type of “anti-
casseur” legislation the French Government has been preparing.17

Since armed resistance had rarely been a feature of social protests in post–
World War II Western Europe and North America until groups like the Ger-
man Baader-Meinhof Gang (or Red Army Faction) and the Weathermen in the 
United States were formed in the 1960s, the debates on the legitimacy of vio-
lence as a means of revolution had mostly remained marginal to their domestic 
political discourse. In contrast, social movements in the Th ird World before, 
during, and beyond the 1960s have often been characterized by armed struggle; 
a study of the Th ird World careers of 1968 will necessarily need to engage with 
this signifi cant development. Th ese concerns were being formulated even as the 
events were unfolding, as evidenced by the following extract from “Armed Strug-
gle in America,” an article on the Black Panthers and the Weathermen published 
in the Frontier issue dated 5 December 1970:
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By and large Western leftists have viewed armed struggle rather benevo-
lently and patronizingly as the revolutionary tool of the oppressed colo-
nies, but armed struggle in the oppressor mother country has always 
been viewed from the safe distance of a lyrical romanticism. … As the 
prospects of armed revolution in the Th ird World developed in the last 
decade, all that the white Western left was prepared for, ideologically 
and practically, was to stand on the sidelines and cheer—sounding even 
militant at times. … Th e most pathetic unfolding of this theme was 
the spectacle during the May revolt in France, when the tottering bour-
geoisie summoned and received the aid ofthe “old left” to re-establish 
the power of a bankrupt capitalist regime. … Today, in the U.S. there 
are signs that the ideological and political groundwork is being laid for 
armed struggle, for the fi rst time in an advanced capitalist country.

In an interesting negotiation between the global and the local, most of these 
Frontier articles reporting on and analyzing revolutionary situations in other 
countries would often end with a section that would elaborate its “relevance 
to India.” For instance, a review of Warwick University Ltd. (edited by leftwing 
historian E.P. Th ompson, Penguin, 1970)—a book that chronicled the contro-
versial issue of secret political fi les on leftist students and staff  being maintained 
by the university that was revealed during a student occupation of university 
buildings—asks at the end, “How does all this relate to Indian universities and 
students?” and provides an answer as follows:

Our universities are supposedly modeled after the British pattern. … 
Defi nitely there are signifi cant diff erences in the subjective conditions 
prevailing in India. University education is less guarded by liberal tenets 
and more prone to open identifi cation with the ruling class structure. 
… [Here] mere academic exposes will not be enough. Students are re-
quired to stimulate direct action not to expose but to demolish.

A series of books that had been published during the 1960s and variously 
commented on the ongoing or recently concluded protest movements all around 
the world were discussed in the well-known book review section of Frontier. 
Some of the titles reviewed included Obsolete Communism: Th e Left-Wing Al-
ternative by Daniel Cohn-Bendit and Gabriel Cohn-Bendit, Intellectual Origins 
of American Radicalism by Straughton Lynd (New York, 1968), Confrontation: 
Student Revolt & Th e Universities by Daniel Bell and Irving Kristol (New York: 
1969), Long March, Short Spring: Th e Student Uprising at Home and Abroad by 
Barbara Ehrenreich and John Ehrenreich (New York, 1969), and so on. Th e 
following extract from the review of Obsolete Communism also reveals the com-
parative approach that was espoused by Th ird World commentators on the Th ird 
World revolutionary situation:
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Cohn-Bendit’s criticism and condemnation of the French Communist 
Party and his search for the roots of its betrayal in the history of the 
Bolshevik Party of the Soviet Union are important. Especially for those 
of us in India who are shocked and stupefi ed by the spectacle of E.M.S. 
Namboodiripad using the hated and ill-reputed Malabar police to hunt 
down Ajitha and her comrades and trying them as criminals for attack-
ing some police outposts, and Jyoti Basu launching a police campaign 
to disarm the Naxalites.18

Contemporary discussions of torture, prisoner abuse, and human rights vio-
lations have a disturbing prehistory in the 1960s when these methods were 
systematically implemented both in colonial situations like Algeria and post-
colonial countries like India. Ranajit Guha’s “On Torture and Culture,” pub-
lished in Frontier, 23 January 1971, straddles Fanon and Frontier in an attempt 
to drive home a central argument about the problem of “When a regime takes 
to the use of torture as a part of its normal routine of political ‘pacifi cation,’ 
[the state’s response to the Naxalite movement being the immediate referent] it 
must end up by producing a high incidence of mental disorder both among the 
torturers and the tortured.”

What I have attempted to do in this essay is to introduce an alternative ar-
chive from the Th ird World into the study of the global 1960s. I have restricted 
myself to a brief reception history of only one signifi cant journal, which should, 
however, take its place in a larger reception history of all these publications. It 
would also enable a new insight into the 1960s, this time as a point of departure 
for a history of contemporary print and magazine publishing in India, and per-
haps even the Th ird World. My reading of the ideological origins of the Naxalite 
movement and the larger discursive formation of which it was arguably a part 
seeks to pluralize ways of thinking about the events of the 1960s, and also com-
plicate a straightforward narrative of infl uences and connections on the West/
North–East/South geopolitical axes. It can perhaps be argued that journals like 
TelQuel in France have performed similar functions at the peak of their infl uence 
in off ering creative literary responses to sociopolitical events taking place around 
them. However, the dominant imagination of the global and the transnational 
that is necessarily routed through the “West” often remains undisturbed on such 
a reading. In reading the textual archive of Frontier and its sister periodicals, this 
chapter attempts to imagine the Th ird World imagining the global 60s. As I have 
tried to show with the diverse examples from the pages of Frontier, this imagina-
tion of the global by and in the Th ird World is characterized by a comparativist 
approach already existing in that moment, which I submit, can productively 
supplement the histories of really existing networks of solidarity between the 
diff erent protest movements all over the world.
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Chapter 4

Liberation Struggle 
and Humanitarian Aid
International Solidarity Movements 
and the “Th ird World” in the 1960s

Konrad J. Kuhn

Th e war in 1968 between Nigeria and its secessionist province Biafra and the start 
of the construction of a gigantic hydroelectric dam on the Zambezi river in 1969 
in the Portuguese east African colony had extraordinary resonance beyond the 
country’s borders and generated a wide range of transnational solidarity eff orts 
and humanitarian aid engagement in Europe and North America. Both events in 
the southern hemisphere allow a close look at the ideological and physical con-
nections and transfers between protest movements in the North and liberation 
movements in Africa. Th e severe famine in Biafra due to the ongoing war evoked 
the largest humanitarian aid action since the Second World War and the fi rst in 
the Th ird World. Th e images of children dying of hunger were the stimulus for 
a broad range of people to become engaged with Th ird World issues for the fi rst 
time. It was therefore a key event for mobilizing protest groups, humanitarian 
aid workers, and thousands of donors. For the churches and their aid agencies, 
Biafra was a turning point with strong implications for future humanitarian 
aid work. Although Biafra as an African confl ict had many political interlink-
ages, these issues were not widely discussed. Nevertheless, Biafra emphasized the 
broader public’s consciousness of decolonization and Th ird World issues, raised 
by collective actors beyond formal politics.

Th e Cabora Bassa dam, on the other hand, represented much more than 
a hydroelectric power plant in a remote, underdeveloped area of northern Mo-
zambique. Th e dam allowed the protest groups to denounce the involvement of 
major European corporations, revealing the support of colonial power in Africa 
and the apartheid policy in southern Africa. Th us, the dam bridged the diff er-
ent contexts and connected the liberation movements in Africa with emerging 
solidarity movements in West Germany, Switzerland, the Netherlands, Sweden, 
Italy, and Great Britain. Furthermore, as an ideal symbol or the denunciation 
of injustice, Cabora Bassa served as a linking element for political students and   
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church actors. With both Biafra and Cabora Bassa it became obvious for soli-
darity movement activists that humanitarian approaches to solidarity were not 
suffi  cient. Rather, for equitable development, the infl uence of corporations and 
European governments and the support and stability given to colonial rulers 
through the industrialized nations had to be criticized. In this way Biafra and 
Cabora Bassa led to important transnational actions of solidarity, but they are 
rarely mentioned in existing literature.

In the fi rst part of this chapter, I will give a brief overview of the phenomena 
and the history of solidarity movements regarding issues of the Th ird World.
Second, I will show how Biafra functioned as a formative event for a new kind 
of humanitarian aid that strongly shaped the view of the aid-receiving “Th ird 
World” within Western societies. Th ird, I will use as an example the actions 
against the Cabora Bassa dam to look at the transnational dimension of pro-
test activities and the reciprocal references and implications of this formation of 
solidarity. I will generally argue that the discussion of issues regarding the ineq-
uitable relationships between the Th ird World and Europe is part of a general 
search for new forms of politics by the movements around 1968, that Northern 
protest and Southern topics were closely related to each other and that, in this 
way, 1968 as a global phenomenon opened windows for agency and opportunity 
for actors from the Th ird World that had not existed before.

Solidarity Movements: An Attempt at an Overview

Th e critical issue of injustice in the world and of solidarity with the people of the 
so-called Th ird World was raised by the student protest movements in the late 
1960s in Europe and the US, with their commitment to international solidarity, 
anti-colonialism, and anti-imperialism. Conditions in the southern hemisphere 
and their wars of independence interested, inspired, and radicalized movement 
activists. At the same time, the earlier engagement of church actors and mission-
aries for the people in former colonies in Latin America, Africa, and Asia changed 
from an apolitical and paternalistic approach to foreign development aid into an 
attitude of solidarity with the peoples of the Th ird World.1 Th e student groups 
formed heterogeneous and various solidarity movements, together with activ-
ists from the peace movement and from critical theology circles. Intellectuals 
and theorists from the Th ird World were well received in these new groups and 
their texts were studiously read. Th e armed struggles of liberation movements 
were taken as inspiration for general resistance against the capitalist system, 
not only by members of radical leftist groups but also by the newly emerging 
broad student and church solidarity groups. Th e church itself was increasingly 
concerned with political-ethical issues through the ecumenical conferences in 
Geneva (1966) and Uppsala (1968) and the pontifi cal development encyclical 
“Populorum progressio” in 1967. Development thus became a priority issue in 
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the church and was understood as a means for structural changes with the target 
of social justice and social liberation. For this the churches—infl uenced by lib-
eration theology—were an important foundation for the formation of solidarity 
movements. Th ese new development policy and solidarity groups, characterized 
by dependency theoretical analysis, demanded structural changes in the relation-
ships between the rich North and the poor South, and therefore viewed exist-
ing development aid critically. Th ese new actors in Europe and North America 
encountered the world universally and retained equality, freedom from hunger, 
and oppression as motives for their engagement. Via publicity campaigns in 
Northern countries, they attempted to create an awareness for the problems of 
the Th ird World. National protagonists in sectors such as banking, international 
trade, consumer policy, and cultural relations were confronted with intense scru-
tiny and publicly articulated critique, with Biafra and Cabora Bassa as two early 
campaigns. Th rough the demands of the social awakening of the 1960s for a new 
defi nition of solidarity, development aid policy became a contentious transna-
tional fi eld of discussion that occupied a considerable segment of the European 
and the North American public.

Famine and Airlift in Biafra: 
Humanitarian Aid in the Th ird World

After the declaration of independence in Nigeria, severe internal confl icts re-
sulted in a military coup in July 1967, and the secession of the eastern provinces, 
known as Biafra.2 Th e outbreak of violent and brutal civil war was conducted 
with cruelty, resulting in countless casualties among the civilian population. Th e 
reasons for the war included the economic interests in rich oil wells in the delta 
of the Niger River as well as the ethnic frictions that had been kept in check 
during British colonial rule. Th e Ibos, traditionally resident in the Biafra region 
and Christianized early on by British and Irish missionaries, were favored by the 
colonial administration, which caused the envy of the Haussas and the Yorubas. 
Th e Ibos had hardly any infl uence in the newly emerging state after the indepen-
dence of Nigeria in 1960. Th e encirclement of secessionist Biafra in a landlocked 
circle of rain forest surrounded by Nigerian troops caused a severe famine, aff ect-
ing mainly children. Nigeria used this blockade policy and thus starvation as a 
weapon of war to defeat Biafra. Th ere had long been almost no information on 
the ongoing catastrophe available to the world public, while Biafra gained only 
minimal support from governments of other states. On the other hand, Great 
Britain and the Soviet Union provided arms as well as military and diplomatic 
support to Nigeria.3

In the spring of 1968, the International Committee of the Red Cross 
(ICRC) and a number of Christian churches sounded the alarm, which did not 
awaken public interest. It was only when images of children dying of starva-
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tion were increasingly shown in print and especially on television during the 
summer that interest in Western Europe and North America increased. Strong 
emotions were evoked and the desperate fi ght for survival of the locked-in Re-
public of Biafra stirred up public opinion and had an extraordinary impact on 
the mobilization of donations and solidarity. Th e images showed starving chil-
dren, reduced to walking skeletons with distended bellies and faded hair due 
to undernourishment. Estimates on the body count are around 2 million.4 Th e 
militarily defeated leadership of Biafra soon began to distribute these images of 
famine caused by the blockade internationally. It hired the advertising agency 
MarkPress in Geneva, which waged Biafra’s war in press releases on arms deliver-
ies, designed to embarrass European governments with stark warnings about 
starvation. Th e advertising agency also arranged fl ights to Biafra for newsmen 
from Western Europe and North America, who provided eyewitness reports in 
their publications.5

Soon churches as well as the ICRC were engaged in transportation of relief 
material and food aid to Biafra, which resulted in the establishment of an airlift 
with regular fl ights from Sao Tomé.6 Th e Catholic Caritas organizations were 
working closely together with Protestant humanitarian organizations and the 
World Council of Churches. In October 1968, the ecumenical Joint Church 
Aid was founded by 33 church aid organizations from 21 countries as an ad-
hoc coordination for humanitarian aid in Biafra. By December 1969 it had 
transported over 57,000 tons of aid material on 5310 fl ights to Biafra, while 
the ICRC airlifted 22,000 tons, mostly food aid in the form of stockfi sh, milk 
powder, and fl our. Besides the enormous amount of donations there were several 
governments contributing for airlift support: the United States provided $57 
million, West Germany $10 million, Great Britain $5 million, the Netherlands 
$5.3 million, Switzerland $4.5 million, and Canada $2.8 million.7 Biafra was 
for all involved organizations the largest humanitarian aid action since the end 
of the Second World War.

Th e war in Biafra strongly infl uenced public opinion in Western coun-
tries—in the view of one West German diplomat, even more than the Viet-
nam war or the Soviet invasion in Prague: “Neither Vietnam nor the events in 
Czechoslovakia have moved people so strongly as the starvation of the Ibos.”8 
An additional factor for this intense solidarity can be found in the Christian-
ity of the secessionist Biafrans, the Ibos. Church aid agencies did not shy away 
from discriminatory and racist calls for donations characterized by elements of 
a religious war, recreating the colonial favor of the Ibos, as the example of Swiss 
Catholic aid agency Caritas clearly shows: “Th e Ibos are characterized by their 
intelligence, energy and effi  ciency, while the mostly Muslim Haussas are not 
capable of the same achievements. Th us, jealousy leads in Africa to war and 
murder, especially because 60 percent of the Ibos are Catholics. Th is is reason 
enough for the Muslims to use the opportunity to get rid of as many Ibos as 
possible.”9 Both the admiration for the Christian, independence-loving Ibos and 
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the horror evoked by pictures of starving children led to a unilateral form of soli-
darity and commitment for Biafra in public opinion and perception in Western 
Europe and North America.

Biafra as an African confl ict had various implications and reverse eff ects 
for the humanitarian organizations in the North. Th e huge amount of dona-
tions, the logistical challenge and rapid growth, caused structural problems and 
confusion among the operating aid agencies. Best known is the case of ICRC 
physician and former French Foreign Minister Bernhard Kouchner, who was 
disgusted by the organization’s political neutrality and founded Médecins sans 
frontières in 1971 to be able to conduct humanitarian aid under a new “morality 
of urgency” without the restrictions of state or legal obligations.10 Th e aid ac-
tions for Biafra caused major upheavals and led to reorganizations in the ICRC, 
Caritas Internationalis, and even Caritas Switzerland. Th e structures of these aid 
agencies, having originated from the reconstruction work in war-torn Europe, 
were reshaped for their new mission in foreign aid in the Th ird World due to the 
events in Biafra. Biafra was thus a crucial focal point for humanitarian aid, evok-
ing a political consciousness among the volunteers in Biafra and strongly adding 
to previously existing feelings in the European and North American public.

Donations and Solidarity Eff orts: 
Biafra Action Groups Arise

On the local level, the Biafran confl ict resulted in the creation of a multitude 
of action groups. For example, Aktion Pro Biafra (Frankfurt and Zurich), Joint 
Biafra Famine Appeal (Dublin), Biafra Actie Comité (Amsterdam), American 
Committee to Keep Biafra Alive (New York), and Aktion Biafra-Hilfe (Ham-
burg) were all founded in May or June 1968.11 Most of these groups consisted 
of students, workers, physicians, and priests, and were active in the collection of 
donations on the streets, in churches, and in public relations campaigns to “make 
the public aware of the urgency of aid by using press, television, radio, posters” 
as stated by Aktion Pro Biafra.12 Motivation came both from a general wish to 
be active—“to make a bit of a hustle,” as Swiss Biafran activist Urs Emmenegger 
puts it—and by an attempt to combine political action with humanitarian aid, 
as in the case of West German Ruth Bowert.13 Th e donations collected were used 
to support the airlift established by Joint Church Aid and some of the young ac-
tivists managed to visit the war-stricken region themselves. Th ese activist groups 
were very well received in the public sphere at the time and publicly supported 
by scholars, politicians, writers, business leaders, and editors-in-chief. Aktion 
Pro Biafra even had a high-ranking (although purely male) patronage committee 
and was offi  cially supported by the mayors of Frankfurt and Zurich. Th is sup-
port led the way to close cooperation with established aid agencies and common 
calls for donations.14
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Clearly, the sympathies of all activists were always on the Biafran side. Ex-
plicit political critique of neo-colonial structures and of the involvement of the 
former colonial power Great Britain was indeed articulated in demonstrations, 
but never gained greater success due to weak support of the heterogeneous sup-
porting donors and action groups concerned with Biafra.15 Th is was true as well 
with the critique of the practice of arms exportation to the Nigerian troops or 
the seldom-broached issue of the involvement of multinational oil corporations 
in the Biafran delta. Th e strong support for Biafra was mostly humanitarian 
and not explicitly political. Th e Biafran cause was thus never supported by the 
more political student movement organizations of the 1960s, for example the 
Sozialistischer Deutscher Studentenbund (SDS), although the West German 
Aktion Biafra-Hilfe tried to involve them but was rejected because Biafra did 
not match the suggested leftist and socialist concept of power, as student leader 
Daniel Cohn-Bendit puts it in retrospect.16 It was only after the downing of an 
ICRC aircraft in June 1969 by the Nigerian army, illegally equipped with anti-
aircraft guns built by Swiss arms company Oerlikon-Bührle, that the issue of 
arms exportation was articulated in a broad campaign and led to the so-called 
Bührle scandal in Switzerland. Th is resulted in a political initiative to ban arms 
exportation, started in 1969 by peace movement activists and voted on in 1972, 
but defeated by a mere 50.3 percent.17 It was this campaign that moved rather 
theologically informed groups to a political position. Th us, Swiss Protestant pas-
tors wrote about the antagonism between humanitarian aid and arms originat-
ing from the same country: “We have been collecting money for Biafra in our 
parish for several months. Coin by coin, sums have been accumulated to ease 
the war suff ering. At the same time our country’s arms factory has been earning 
a huge amount on the same war. Th e credibility of our humanitarian eff ort is 
thus at risk. Th is is a cause for great concern.”18 Biafra was thus an activating 
“key event” for some of the younger generation of students in critical church 
and university circles interested in development issues, and it motivated them 
on an emotional level to participate in Th ird World issues, development policy, 
and critical solidarity work, although Christian paternalism toward African suf-
fering remained.19 Biafra furthermore enabled a general public in Europe and 
North America to show solidarity with the suff ering population and to engage 
in humanitarian aid in Africa for the fi rst time.

Cabora Bassa: Mammoth Dam and Protest Catalyst

Th e gigantic Cabora Bassa dam, with an output of 2000 megawatts, a retaining 
wall 160 meters high and 30 meters wide, and a reservoir of 2700 square kilome-
ters surface area, was built between 1969 and 1979. It remains one of the larg-
est hydroelectric plants in the world. Th e primary benefactor of the generated 
electricity was to be the highly industrialized apartheid regime in South Africa, 
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illustrated by the fact that transmission lines were only planned to the neighbor-
ing country and not to regions of Mozambique.20 Planned by Portugal, largely 
fi nanced by South Africa and supported by Rhodesia, the Cabora Bassa scheme 
was a strategic undertaking in defense of the white minority regimes in southern 
Africa, as well as an area of growth, and thus a symbol for the theory of mod-
ernization. Starting in 1961, Portugal, as the last colonial power in Europe, was 
challenged militarily by the independence movement, which required enormous 
government expenditures. Only with the support of its NATO partners could 
Portugal sustain the war at all. At this point, Portugal, still poor by Western 
European standards and a developing country itself, was oppressing other de-
veloping countries—its colonies—with the support of industrialized countries. 
With the dam and its irrigation projects as a white development zone, Portugal 
hoped to attract settlers and investors to exploit its plentiful mineral deposits 
in the Zambezi valley, thus halting the advance of the Frente de Libertação de 
Moçambique (FRELIMO) liberation movement into southern Mozambique. 
Th us, Cabora Bassa was, in the sense of “social engineering,” a part of a larger 
development plan, in which colonial power Portugal was promised an economic 
and political strengthening of its colonial rule. Already early on, opposition to 
the power plant stirred in the ranks of FRELIMO, both politically as well as mil-
itarily, via guerilla attacks on the construction site. FRELIMO’s struggle against 
Cabora Bassa was supported by the independent African states, the Organiza-
tion of African Unity, and the World Council of Churches.21 Th rough multiple 
UN resolutions against the dam, the international public was made aware of the 
situation.22 In various European countries the newly emerging solidarity move-
ments, consisting principally of church youth groups, some of them already 
active on the Biafra issue, responded positively by denouncing Portuguese colo-
nialism in Africa and condemning the participation of European corporations 
in the consortium that built Cabora Bassa. Th is consortium brought together 
numerous German, French, South African, and Portuguese corporations. Th e 
Swedish electricity fi rm ASEA, originally involved in project planning, withdrew 
in September 1969 shortly before signing a contract. Th is was due to pressure 
from an intensive campaign that had sympathizers in the social democratic gov-
ernment of Olof Palme, despite resistance from trade unions. More than any 
other single issue, the campaign against Cabora Bassa mobilized and radical-
ized Swedish opinion, contributing both to the development of the reorganized 
solidarity movement and to the decision to extend offi  cial Swedish government 
support to the liberation movements in the region.23 Th e Italian fi rm Società 
Anonima Elettrifi cazione also withdrew from the project in May 1970, after the 
Italian government cancelled interest subsidies for the export credit, due to great 
pressure from the Italian Communist Party.24 Th e British corporations GEC (or 
English Electric) and Barclays Bank were also interested in the project, but simi-
larly withdrew based on pressure from resolutions of the ruling Labour Party and 
from the action group Dambusters Mobilizing Committee in London including 
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the Anti-Apartheid Movement, the Liberation Committees of Angola, Mozam-
bique, and Guinea (Bissau), and the Movement for the Liberation of Angola.25

Campaigns and Protest Networks of Solidarity

In West Germany, the Cabora Bassa issue was taken up in January 1969 via 
the publications of the Sozialistischer Deutscher Studentenbund (SDS), with 
a discussion of Portuguese colonial rule and its support by West Germany.26 
Th ese links between the government and the colonial war allowed the student 
solidarity movement to tie the “common struggle against imperialism” to con-
crete starting points. Th e struggle against “one’s own government and economy” 
gave the theoretical debate on imperialism a specifi c ground for confrontation, 
and gave the respective solidarity movements a specifi c form of “responsibil-
ity.” It was only the support within NATO and the delivery of materials from 
European corporations that created the necessary connection for a concept of 
assumed links of solidarity originating in a common adversary in an imaginary 
struggle. Th e Cabora Bassa public campaign in Germany began with an appeal 
in early 1970, signed by numerous well-known personalities such as Alexander 
Mitscherlich and Ernst von Weizäcker, calling on the participating German cor-
porations Siemens, AEG-Telefunken, BBC Mannheim, Hochtief, and Voith to 
withdraw from the project.27 Th e foundation of the campaign spread quickly 
to established organizations such as trade unions, religious youth groups and 
church working groups, peace movement organizations, and the Young Social-
ists. In addition, numerous action groups and local Cabora Bassa groups formed, 
all active against the dam via intensive public relations. Th ese groups also sent 
boycott postcards to consortium members,28 and disrupted shareholder meet-
ings.29 FRELIMO itself endeavored to act directly in Europe against the dam 
and wrote an open letter to West German Chancellor Willy Brandt accusing 
West Germany of actively supporting Portuguese colonial rule and promoting 
the construction of the dam.30 Th e Brandt government remained fi rm in its 
stance and announced in July 1970 that it would stand by the issuance of state 
guarantees to the export companies.31

In Switzerland, opposition to Cabora Bassa fi rst became evident on the oc-
casion of a private visit of the South African prime minister and fi nance minis-
ter to the Swiss Federal Council and Zurich-based banks in June 1970, which 
raised the possibility of negotiations for Swiss equity participation for the power 
plant.32 Th ere were no Swiss corporations directly represented in the construc-
tion consortium; however, consortium member Brown Boveri & Cie (BBC) 
Mannheim was a German subsidiary of a Swiss corporation, of which the parent 
company held a 56.6 percent stake.33 Swiss critics of the dam project focused on 
this indirect participation, because it was assumed that the Swiss BBC Baden 
was involved in supplying electrotechnical equipment, or it at least hoped to 
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take over portions of the project freed up by the withdrawal of the Swedish, 
British, and Italian corporations. Regarding the UN resolutions and the interna-
tional opposition to Cabora Bassa, Jean Ziegler,34 member of the Swiss National 
Assembly, broached the subject in a parliamentary inquiry to the Swiss Federal 
Council on the construction of the dam, and called for action to be taken against 
the participating Swiss corporations.35 Th is interest in Cabora Bassa was quickly 
adopted by the still-young solidarity movement in Switzerland, some of them 
church youth groups already involved in the relief eff orts for Biafra. Th e activi-
ties of these Cabora Bassa working groups included the publication of articles 
and letters to the editor, organizing informational meetings, and research and 
data analysis.36 Opposition was directed mainly toward BBC Baden and the 
Swiss banks, which were called on to not participate in Cabora Bassa, neither in 
supplying equipment nor with equity participation.37 Furthermore, the Federal 
Council was advised not to award export risk guarantees for equipment, warning 
of “an aff air that contains all the elements of an international scandal.”38 Swiss 
industry occupied itself intensively with the project. Th e delivery by the Swiss 
BBC of electrical equipment for the power plant with a value of approximately 
25 million Swiss francs is a case in point. Th is situation was not known at the 
time, but the claims of Swiss industry involvement by the solidarity movement 
later proved to be accurate.39 Th e fact that a Swiss export risk guarantee was 
never requested might be attributable to the intensive public relations work of 
the student solidarity movement groups. It might also be because the share of 
Swiss supplier BBC Baden was partially covered by the German corporations 
Hermes and Kreditanstalt für Wiederaufbau.40

Th e central mobilization brochure for the broad and diversifi ed solidarity 
movements active in national and transnational networks against the Cabora 
Bassa dam was the widely distributed Dutch booklet “Cabora Bassa—Een dam 
tegen de Afrikanen,” published by student activists, translated into German and 
English, and containing background information and addresses of organiza-
tions in the solidarity movement.41 Th e Cabora Bassa groups were also in direct 
contact with the liberation movements in the Portuguese colonies, via informa-
tion offi  ces in exile and English language newspapers, and found recognition 
as Northern contacts and feedback groups for an imaginary common concern. 
At this point the campaign against Cabora Bassa was beginning to off er di-
rect material support of African liberation movements through the solidarity 
movements. From this direct involvement, country-specifi c and often distinctly 
Maoist or communist-oriented solidarity committees arose providing ideologi-
cal and material support for the liberation movements, especially in southern 
Africa.42

Involvement in the campaign declined noticeably around 1973. Solidarity 
work focused on new issues, and with the election victory and accession to power 
of FRELIMO in 1975, the topic disappeared completely from the focus of soli-
darity movements. Th e complexity of the situation was apparently too confusing 
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and it completely mismatched the worldview of the activists, who often had 
romanticized projections and dreams of simplicity in the liberation movement.43 
After independence, the new FRELIMO government was in urgent need of 
foreign currency from energy exports to apartheid South Africa, and therefore 
allowed the power plant to be completed by the original consortium, after being 
repackaged as a Portuguese entity. Notable is the complete absence of ecological 
criticism of the project. Apparently the anti-imperialistic point of view allowed 
one to overlook these connections and problem areas.44

Concluding Remarks

Over the course of 1968, the Th ird World became a major topic of interest for 
the students in the protest movements. Th us, actors of existing development 
aid policy were seemingly challenged by the new emerging development policy 
groups in the church and student environments. But also the wider public fo-
cused on the decolonized parts of the world, and with mass media there soon 
was a distinct public image of the Th ird World.

Th e Biafra operation was the fi rst of a new kind of humanitarian aid. Sup-
port and participation via aid donors became truly global and is an early example 
of the Th ird World as a fi eld of operation for humanitarian aid agencies. Th us 
humanitarian aid in today’s well-known form emerged: European– or North 
American–based aid agencies providing food and development aid, funded by 
public donations raised using modern communication and media channels. Th e 
Biafra operation was furthermore a crucial event for humanitarian interventions 
as well as a general turning point toward secular activities of church actors in the 
fi eld of emancipatory development aid. Th e political implications and interlink-
ages of this confl ict were not widely debated and the action groups remained 
generally quiet on such issues. In addition, the diff erence between the vast popu-
lar support for secessionist Biafra and their governments’ backing of Nigeria was 
not criticized. Nevertheless, the solidarity and aid for Biafra fostered the emer-
gence of a multitude of groups, some of them with student’s involvement, that 
were engaged in practical solidarity work and transnational campaigns for Th ird 
World issues. Via the direct aid work in Biafra, the humanitarian organizations 
served as an important performative tool for the view of Africa and the shaping 
of how the war was perceived in Europe and North America. Starvation and 
famine had an emotional impact on action activists as well as donors, while the 
mass media played a central role in mobilizing public opinion with the produc-
tion of images and information on this African confl ict. Th ese images of Africa 
as aid receiving, starving from hunger, and struck by war are long lasting and 
remain today. Th e events in Biafra and the humanitarian aid provided are in this 
sense a persistent burden on eff orts to emancipate Africa to the point of a self-
reliant continent.
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For the church organizations and part of the leftist student action groups, 
the debate over the Cabora Bassa dam in distant Mozambique was a central 
starting point for the practical discussion of imperialism and the dependency 
theory analysis of the global economy. Th ird World conditions were concen-
trated on the dam, ideally: the construction of a technocratic mega-project in an 
African colony with direct participation of European corporations, guaranteed 
by European states, supporting both white domination in southern Africa in 
general as well as the Portuguese colonial rule through the sale of electricity to 
the apartheid regime. With the dam, the protest movements were able to illus-
trate the globally eff ective connections of oppression with a concrete example, 
and eff ectively identify the participation of one’s own corporations at the na-
tional political level. In this way, the regional pragmatic and activist connection 
of Cabora Bassa led many of the young development policy groups in Europe 
to politicize their formerly Christian humanitarian objectives. Th e opposition to 
Cabora Bassa caused a change in the political structure of the solidarity move-
ments, in that for issues of development policy, the gap between church actors 
and the new student groups could be bridged. In addition, through the exis-
tence of militarily active, anti-colonial liberation movements, solidarity, a sense 
of identity, and even support of the armed liberation struggle in the Portuguese 
colonies became possible.

Generally, there are three observations I would like to make with this brief 
analysis of the historical factors of two events that motivated and structured 
expressions of solidarity:

First, we encounter transnational networks, shared concerns, border-cross-
ing transfers, personal encounters, synchronized mobilizations, and reciprocal 
references in diff erent locations of the world playing a crucial role in the devel-
opment of a global 1968. Northern protest events and issues were often closely 
linked to Southern topics and struggles. Th is is not only true for Vietnam and 
Cuba, but also for development in southern Africa or in Nigeria/Biafra, as this 
chapter has shown. Th e close cooperation with additional national groups on 
a concrete campaign presented options of transnational interaction both with 
similar groups in other countries as well as with liberation movements in the 
Th ird World. Here one could think of a national scope in which to base cam-
paigns, criticisms, and political activities, closely linked to a comprehensive 
transnational network. Both theoretical analyses and concrete examples arose 
out of this scope; the development policy advocates built a sort of resonance 
network in the North that picked up these issues and translated them for their 
respective national situation. Th us, we encounter a transnational perspective 
combined with national identities as primary contexts and key aims of engage-
ment. Th e 1960s opened in this way the views of perception for experiences out 
of Europe or North America. Th e Th ird World thus became the central focus of 
the protest movements of the 1960s. It was the events in the Th ird World that 
enabled protest movements to address their criticism and demand new forms 
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of politics, both in their national contexts as well as on a transnational level. 
Th us, it is important that we examine how various groups in Europe and North-
ern America—student groups, church actors, state policy makers, business ac-
tors—analyzed, constructed, and contested the links, images, arguments, and 
themes that fl owed between the Th ird World and their world. Th e Th ird World 
shaped and constructed not only the solidarity movement but also humanitar-
ian organizations, the media, and a general public in a highly eff ective way. For 
further research we need to ask, therefore, how the Th ird World generated and 
reformulated development policy, political systems, and mass culture in trans-
national contexts and thus served as a performative tool for the distribution of 
ideas of global justice and responsibility.

Second, the agency of Southern activists and their performative role in a 
“politics of action” in the North had rarely been put in a research focus so far. 
Th rough the emerging interest of protest movements of the 1960s the actors in 
the often recently decolonized countries—or those still in a struggle for indepen-
dence—had a unique chance to bring their issues into a transnational context. 
In this area the new or the future elites encountered broad response and reso-
nance and their issues were taken up by various groups and heard by a broad 
public. It was they who commanded symbolic resources such as communica-
tion and knowledge, and who gained political support by mobilizing solidarity 
groups, church actors, and a broad mass of donors for their cause. Th us, the year 
1968 was formed as much by the liberation movements and the young indepen-
dent governments in Africa as by the protest movements in Europe and North 
America. Th is said, the direct connections between the solidarity movements 
and groups in the North and the Th ird World liberation movement actors are 
equally important and deserve further historical research.

Th ird, we encounter several problematic dimensions in these new solidarity 
relationships, created on the basis of compatible elements. Th e solidarity move-
ments and their political activists identifi ed themselves with struggles for libera-
tion in the southern hemisphere and perceived themselves as part of a global 
campaign against imperialism. Th is led to situations of misunderstanding and 
accentuated the diffi  culties of addressing solidarity. Th is chapter has focused es-
pecially on these problems emerging from a concept of solidarity relationships, 
which often had more of a one-way character and in which there were distinc-
tions between providers and benefi ciaries. Th us, we fi nd this international ori-
entation of solidarity made use of simple binary opposites in the sense that not 
only a common enemy—imperialism—but also a common goal were projected 
onto liberation movements worldwide. Th ere is the essential role of the transi-
tory nature of the unequal connection as well as the eff ect of the complexity-
reducing force of the enduring colonial projections on the solidarity move-
ments. Identifi cation with the liberated parties fi rst became possible when the 
ambiguous positions became assumingly clear. Th us, solidarity movements self-
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empowered themselves in their desires for authenticity and their search for a 
fi xed and unchanging “other” in the Th ird World.
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1.1. “Trois continents, une révolution” (Th ree continents, one revolution), 
Poster (Serigraph), Paris, 1968. Coll. BDIC, Paris-Nanterre.

  

 
 

 



1.2. “Crear dos, tres... muchos Vietnam, es la consigna. Che” (Create two, 
three … many Vietnams, that is the watchword. Che), Tricontinental Maga-
zine, September-October 1967, n°21. Coll. BDIC, Paris-Nanterre.

  

 
 

 



1.3. Logo of the Tricontinental, Tricontinental Magazine, January–April 1968, 
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2.1. Biafra-Wallpaper during the Student’s Protest „Globus Krawall“ in 
Zurich, June 1968. Swiss Social Archives, Zurich, F/Na-0001-040.

  

 
 

 



2.2. Aktion pro Biafra“ poster on Bahnhofstrasse, Zurich 1968. Photography 
with the kind permission of photographer Luc Chessex, taken from his work 
“Essai sur la Suisse”, 1968–1969.

2.3. Cabora Bassa 
dam in northern Mo-
zambique under con-
struction, December 
1976. Picture taken 
from: Hydroelectric of 
Cahora Bassa (Eds.). 
A Nossa Energia 
Abraça Moçambique 
– Our power embraces 
Mozambique: 25º an-
iversário da hidroeléc-
trica de Cahora Bassa, 
Lisboa 2000.  

 
 

 



3.1. “Resolutely support the anti-imperialist struggle of the Asian, African and 
Latin American people.” A poster from the Chinese Cultural Revolution. Im-
age provided courtesy Lincoln Cushing/Docs Populi.

3.2. “Long Live Marxism, Leninism, and Mao Zedong Th ought!” Chinese 
Poster. Image provided courtesy Lincoln Cushing/Docs Populi.  

 
 

 



6.1. Students protesting outside of the University of Cape Town, 1968. Uni-
versity of Cape Town Libraries.

6.2. Students stage a sit-in at University of Cape Town, 1968. University of 
Cape Town Libraries.  

 
 

 



8.2. Miriam Makeba in concert at Lovanium University in 1968. Makeba was 
invited by AGEL, Lovanium’s student association. She performed on campus, 
in front of a huge crowd of students, who were equally galvanized by her artistic 
talents and political commitments. Image courtesy of Alexandre Luba Ntambo.

8.1. Miriam Makeba in concert 
at Lovanium University in 1968. 
Makeba was invited by AGEL, 
Lovanium’s student association. 
She performed on campus, in 
front of a huge crowd of students, 
who were equally galvanized by 
her artistic talents and political 
commitments. Image courtesy of 
Alexandre Luba Ntambo.

  

 
 

 



8.3. Miriam Makeba in concert at Lovanium University in 1968. Makeba was 
invited by AGEL, Lovanium’s student association. She performed on cam-
pus, in front of a huge crowd of students, who were equally galvanized by her 
artistic talents and political commitments. Image courtesy of Alexandre Luba 
Ntambo.

  

 
 

 



8.4. François Kandolo, Lovanium University’s student president, released 
from the Ndolo prison on 14 October 1969. Kandolo had organized the 
student march of 4 June 1969. He was condemned to serve 20 years in prison. 
President Mobutu granted him together with the other student organizers an 
amnesty on his birthday. Image courtesy of Valérien Milimgo.

  

 
 

 



8.5. Th e whole group of student organizers on the same day of their release 
from prison. Image courtesy of Valérien Milimgo.

10.1. Mexican Army troops and tanks enter the Zocalo, in late August 1968 
in response to repeated student marches to and rallies in Mexico City’s central 
plaza. Author’s archive.

  

 
 

 



10.2. Th ousands of students march through downtown Mexico City on 27 
August 1968 to protest President Diaz Ordaz’s repression of their movement. 
Author’s archive.

  

 
 

 



10.3. During their marches, the student protestors organized themselves 
according to their academic departments. Th e Facultad de Ciencias Politicas 
(Political Science Department) from the UNAM was one of the most active 
delegations in the student movement. Author’s archive.
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Chapter 5

A More Systemic Fight for Reform
University Reform, Student Movements, 
Society, and the State in Brazil, 1957–1968

Colin Snider

Th e Brazilian student movement has always had educational com-
plaints and political struggle present in in its activities.—National 
Student Union, 19631

Down with Repression! More Funding for Universities!—Banners 
carried at student protests, Rio de Janeiro, 19682

Th e well-known qualitative problems of Brazilian education 
continue to manifest themselves.—Governmental Task Force for 
University Reform, 19683

In 1963, the União Nacional de Estudantes (National Student Union, or UNE) 
was hopeful of the prospects of reform under progressive President João Gou-
lart heading into 1964. Yet on 1 April 1964, the Brazilian military overthrew 
Goulart, putting in place a right wing military dictatorship. Four years after the 
coup, students protesting the increasing authoritarianism and repression of the 
dictatorship took to the streets, calling for both university reform and the end 
of the dictatorship. Even the military leadership under presidents Humberto 
Castelo e Branco (1964–1967) and Artur Costa e Silva (1967–1969) was well 
aware of the need for university reform, having signed two agreements with the 
United States to study the issue in the previous three years. By the end of 1968, 
just before instituting the Ato Instucional No. 5 (Institutional Act No. 5, or 
AI-5) and ushering in the most repressive phase of the 21 year dictatorship, the 
military government issued its Reforma Universitária (University Reform). Th e 
Reforma marked the fi rst sweeping university policy any government, military or 
civilian, had launched in over 30 years in Brazil,4 and increased the number of 
openings in federal universities, streamlined administration, and provided more 
funding for universities with the hope that a new class of university-educated, 
white-collar professionals would lead Brazil to its rightful place within the “de-
veloped world.”  
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However, as the quotations above make clear, the Reforma did not emerge 
out of the bureaucratic ether. Rather, it marked the culmination of a public 
debate between the Brazilian state and society that dated back to the late 1950s, 
before the military had assumed power. While scholars have tended to empha-
size the events of 1968 in Brazil in a framework of student resistance and state 
repression,5 the debate over the role of universities in Brazil reveals a much more 
complex process of dialogue between students, the state, and other social actors. 
Th ese complicated debates over the issue of university reform played a major 
part in state-society relations in the 1960s and in the events of 1968 in Brazil.

“Developing the Fight for University Reform”6: 
Th e Debate over University Reform, 1957–1964

Th e fi rst proposal for university reform originated not with students, but with 
the government of President Eurico Gaspar Dutra in 1948. Th at year, the debate 
over the Lei deReformas Diretrizes e Bases (Law of Structural and Basic Reforms, 
LDB) began.7 In its original form, the law tackled a broad set of social reforms, 
including reorganizing agrarian, administrative, and banking policies. It also 
dealt with educational reform, outlining a plan in which the federal govern-
ment would expand the university system and increase the number of college-
educated students in Brazil in an eff ort to improve national development.8 Th e 
law was immediately controversial, however, and between other national po-
litical struggles like the re-election (in 1950) and suicide (in 1954) of president 
Getúlio Vargas, the creation of Brasília in the late-1950s, and the election (and 
resignation six months later) of president Jânio Quadros in 1961, debate over 
the Lei ebbed and fl owed, and it was only passed in 1961.9

As the LDB and the issue of university reform stalled among politicians in 
the 1950s, the student movement picked it up. In 1957, at the First National 
Seminar for Educational Reform, the leadership of UNE resolved to undertake 
a “more systemic fi ght for reform.”10 In the late 1950s and early 1960s, students 
met annually to debate the infrastructural and pedagogic changes they felt were 
necessary. Feeling that they were an underrepresented group in the decision-
making process in universities, UNE members insisted they should make up 
one-third of the academic directories of universities. Th ey also demanded an end 
to the system of “professores catedráticos,” who were employed for life or until 
retirement and who had to meet few academic conditions upon gaining their 
position. Students complained that this professorial autonomy and job security 
prevented professors from making “any eff ort to improve,”11 and rendered the 
university system “archaic and authoritarian … marked by paternalistic and nep-
otistic professorial relationships, and centered on outdated curricula far removed 
from the country’s social and economic realities.”12 One former professor’s as-
sistant even described the system as “medieval.”13 To replace this structure, UNE 
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suggested that Brazilian universities shift to a departmental system.14 Students 
also sought more funding from the government for the federal universities, 
which housed the majority of Brazil’s university students into the 1960s.

Another extremely pressing concern for Brazilian students and politicians 
was the lack of vagas, or openings, in the university system. Compared to Span-
ish America, Brazil’s university system was extremely young, with the fi rst uni-
versity only forming in 1920,15 just in time for the visit of the Belgian royal 
family.16 While only a fraction of Brazil’s population attended universities even 
in the 1960s, the number of students attending universities had grown astro-
nomically in the previous 15 years, increasing from 53,000 students in 1950 to 
142,000 in 1964,17 with some estimates putting 81 percent of that total in the 
federal universities.18 Schools were unable to keep pace, and “excedentes,” the 
students who passed the entrance exams but could not attend university due to 
these constraints, began pushing for more openings in the university system.19 
Nor was this a banner that students alone adopted. Pedagogical experts and poli-
ticians across the country were increasingly concerned with the rate of growth 
of university-age students who were not gaining admission for the simple reason 
that there were not enough openings. President Goulart himself said “the biggest 
problem facing the Brazilian university” was “the growing number of matriculat-
ing students compared to the number of schools.”20

In order to force the issue of vagas and university reform, students, politi-
cians, and pedagogues all appealed to developmentalist thinking in Brazil that 
had begun in the 1950s under Juscelino Kubitschek, inextricably connecting 
educational and infrastructural improvements with national development and 
the need for “constant advances in science, technology, and culture” that only 
university reform could achieve.21 Nor were they alone in seeing the quality of 
higher education and Brazilian development as intertwined. At an address to 
university rectors from throughout Brazil, one scholar commented that, despite 
the rapid growth of public and private universities in the 1950s, there had not 
been a similar growth in “qualifi ed professionals, of scientists and of intellec-
tuals,” nor had there been adequate “rapid scientifi c and technical progress.”22 
Another expert noted that “national development” depended upon applied re-
search that could only be accomplished in universities, a task for which Brazilian 
universities were woefully under equipped.23 Some even maintained that the 
perfection of “educational and assistance organs” could only be attained via a 
“‘University-Industry’ program” that would create a partnership between public 
universities and private industries to further Brazilian development.24

Th is proposal was not the only one of its kind, and debate and advocacy 
were not limited to students or to the political left. In 1961, conservative busi-
ness leaders, pedagogues, military offi  cials, and middle- and upper-class profes-
sionals concerned by the growing “radicalism” of students and workers formed 
the Instituto de Pesquisas e Estudos Sociais (Institute of Research and Social 
Studies, or IPÊS).25 Believing that “the direction of the country can no longer 
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be left only in the hands of politicians,” IPÊS’s members sought to combat what 
they feared was mounting leftism in Brazil, threatening Brazil’s moral fabric and 
their own interests.26 In the 1960s, IPÊS met regularly to discuss issues as diverse 
as administrative reform, land reform, and development in Brazil, attempting 
to steer the nature of the discourse away from the left and toward their own 
politico-economic agenda, with education being a major focus in this matrix.27 
IPÊS sought to mold university students via more contact with businesses in 
their “Universities in Business” program, which consisted of extra classes for am-
bitious, entrepreneurial university students.28 Indeed, with the downfall of Gou-
lart, one of IPÊS’s major political concerns prior to 1964 disappeared, giving the 
organization more time to focus on educational reforms.29 Th us, by the time the 
military overthrew João Goulart on 1 April 1964, multiple sectors of society, in-
cluding students, politicians, business leaders, military offi  cers, and pedagogical 
experts had all already begun to take fi rm stances in a broad debate over the role 
of universities in Brazil and their importance to national development.

“Th e Urgency of University Reform”: Th e Debate for 
Reform during the Military Dictatorship, 1964–1968

If the struggle for university reform among the student body began well before 
the military’s coup, Goulart’s overthrow gave a new impetus to many student 
leaders who believed the coup “brought reorganization of student organizations 
and the mobilization of a new generation of students” with it.30 Th e issue of 
excedentes, already simmering, erupted after 1964. Th e universities simply did 
not have enough openings for the number of students who passed the entrance 
exams.31 A demand for greater governmental spending on higher education ac-
companied the need for more vagas. Students also continued to demand an end 
to the catedráticos, and to seek the most basic infrastructural improvements in 
universities, including inexpensive student restaurants, clean bathrooms, and 
functioning drinking fountains, all of which marked a continuation of the de-
mands students had been making prior to 1964.32

Th e new political context of a military government also brought with it 
new educational and political demands from the students. Responding to the 
atmosphere of political repression, particularly of progressive leaders, professors, 
and student leaders, students demanded an end to the military dictatorship both 
in private publications and correspondences and in public rallies.33 Addition-
ally, the suspension of all political rights of professors had only left the under-
equipped universities even more unprepared for the rising number of students. 
Th e military government under Castelo Branco also immediately established 
itself as the students’ primary antagonist. First, it burned down the UNE head-
quarters in Rio de Janeiro on the very day the military assumed power. UNE it-
self became illegal when the government issued Decree-Law 4464, better known 
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as the “Lei Suplicy,” named after Flávio Suplicy de Lacerda, the Minister of Edu-
cation and Culture at the time. In addition to declaring UNE illegal and creating 
its own government-supported “apolitical” student organizations—such as the 
Diretórios Estadual de Estudantes (State Directories of Students, or DEE) and 
Diretório Nacional de Estudantes (National Directory of Students, or DNE)—
the Lei Suplicy also attempted to purge the university system of any political 
activity and criminalized politicization in the classroom. Although it was not 
strictly enforced, the Lei Suplicy became a central part of students’ demands for 
university reform, joining the structural demands that pre-dated the military 
government.34 Political opposition leaders joined students in condemning the 
Lei Suplicy, including high-ranking members of the opposition party, the Movi-
mento Democrático Brasileiro (Brazilian Democratic Movement, or MDB).35

However, the most polarizing issue that students focused on after 1964 was 
the collaboration between the Ministério da Educação e Cultura (Ministry of 
Education and Culture, or MEC) and the United States Agency for Interna-
tional Development (USAID). Th e MEC-USAID accords, as they came to be 
known, were to the students as much an ideological as they were an institutional 
aff ront. Looking to Cuba, China, and Ché Guevara, students had already be-
come extremely critical of the United States and its role in the Cold War. When 
the government announced it had entered into the MEC-USAID accords to 
improve university education, students were immediately critical of the foreign 
interference, often branding it “imperialism” or “neo-colonialism.”36 In making 
public their contempt for the MEC-USAID agreements, students felt they were 
participating in a dialogue that “responded” to the government’s own eff orts to 
improve education.37 Th ey constantly attempted to present their demands to 
the national government, taking advantage of any opportunity to speak to any 
member of the government who could address their concerns. Sometimes, these 
eff orts were successful, as when a small number of students gained a hearing with 
Castelo Branco himself 38; other times, they were less successful, as governmental 
offi  cials cancelled the meetings with students at the last minute.39 Regardless 
of the relative successes or failures in these individual meetings, however, the 
student movements went far beyond simple protests and “opposition” to the 
military government when dealing with educational and political policy. Rather, 
the student movements’ relationship with the state was far more complicated, 
sometimes involving the “dialogue” created when they took to the streets with 
their slogans and banners, but just as often using dialogue through petitions and 
meetings directly with the government.40

Not all students opposed the military government or participated in UNE, 
and some did join the state-sponsored DEEs. Yet even these students acknowl-
edged the need for university reform. For example, the president of the Rio de 
Janeiro state DEE wrote to the minister of foreign relations, suggesting that 
students travel to Europe and study the conditions of universities there, so that 
“there are better conditions for us to off er to President Humberto Castelo Branco 
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a draft of BRAZILIAN UNIVERSITY REFORM.”41 Even though those students 
that supported the dictatorship were nowhere near as vocal or critical of the gov-
ernment as participants in UNE were, education reform remained important to 
their own state-sponsored student organizations, and they used these organiza-
tions to express their own demands and visions for reform.

In spite of students’ ongoing demands, they were not the sole voice in the 
debate on university reform after the military coup. Just as some students par-
ticipated in the DEEs, many politicians and civilians supported the military gov-
ernment.42 Some of these supporters and bureaucrats also pushed the military to 
institute major structural and even ideological reforms in the universities since 
taking power. Federal Deputy Antonio Carlos Magalhães suggested that, among 
the “immediate means for combating revolutionary war,” the completion “of the 
University Reform in the shortest time possible” would be as important as the 
“expulsion of all ‘true’ agitators among students from their schools.”43 A meet-
ing of members of the Ministry of Education and Culture’s Directory of Higher 
Education sought the immediate “short- and long-term expansion and perfec-
tion of Brazilian higher education” via programs like MEC-USAID, which it 
extended from the original 1965 agreement in 1967.44

Th e military leadership was well aware of the issues students were facing, 
and it often agreed with students, politicians, and pedagogues on the need for, 
if not the substance of, university reform. Although Castelo Branco’s adminis-
tration was preoccupied with turning Brazil’s economy around and removing 
“dangerous” political threats via suspension of political rights, arrest, or exile, it 
also acknowledged the need to begin improving and reforming Brazil’s higher 
education system. Indeed, it often was diffi  cult to ignore the students and their 
demands, as protests and meetings were regular, and the security apparati, such 
as the Departamento de Ordem Pública e Segurança (Department of Public Or-
der and Security, or DOPS), were sending in regular reports to the government. 
Castelo Branco’s second minister of education and culture, Raimundo Moniz 
de Aragão, acknowledged students’ dissatisfaction with the university system,45 
and Castelo Branco himself said that Brazil relied on the universities to prepare 
“technicians and scientists, whose role will necessarily deliver national develop-
ment.”46 In the Plano Decenal de Desenvolvimento Econômico e Social (Ten-
Year Plan for Economic and Social Development), Castelo Branco’s government 
acknowledged the importance of higher education to Brazil’s development.47 
Th e Plan even highlighted the severe enrollment situation facing Brazilian uni-
versities, claiming that in 1965 there were 125,406 candidates who had passed 
the entrance exams, yet there were only 58,929 vagas available.48 And in 1965, 
Castelo Branco’s administration signed the fi rst of the MEC-USAID agreements 
in an eff ort to streamline and modernize Brazilian universities.49

If Castelo Branco’s government acknowledged the specifi c problems facing 
Brazilian universities, the students’ dissatisfaction, and the need for reform, Ar-
thur Costa e Silva’s administration prioritized education. Even before assuming 
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the presidency in March 1967, Costa e Silva had allegedly told the American 
ambassador John Tuthill that education would be a central part of his adminis-
tration.50 Had education reform not been on Costa e Silva’s agenda, though, the 
events of 1968 would have put it there. Students had increasingly begun protest-
ing the dictatorship and taking their demands for university reform to the streets, 
and protests spread throughout Brazilian society as the military government be-
gan cracking down even harder on students and others who voiced dissent.51 
Indeed, part of the pressure to create AI-5 came from high-ranking members of 
the military who wanted Costa e Silva to do something to reduce the explosion 
of protests and “subversion” in 1968. Costa e Silva himself was well aware of the 
students’ demands, declaring that “the majority of students clamor for a better 
quality of education … we respond with the Reforma Universitária.”52

Although the debate over university reform had been growing since 1957 
and had become increasingly contentious since 1964, the issue gained even 
greater urgency in 1968. In March of that year, police confronted students pro-
testing the closing of a student restaurant in Rio de Janeiro. Police opened fi re, 
killing Edson Luís de Lima Souto, a poor high school student who had moved 
to Rio hoping to attend university and who worked at the restaurant. Students 
immediately seized upon Edson Luís’s death, taking his body to the House of 
Deputies and displaying it with a Brazilian fl ag and placards calling the govern-
ment “assassins.”53 Because Edson Luís had no family in the area, students were 
able to use his death as a symbol to rally against military repression.54 Th ousands 
gathered at the mass for Edson Luís in the Candelária Cathedral, where police 
again attacked the students. While student mobilizations and rallies against the 
dictatorship had been building since at least 1966,55 after Edson Luís’s death 
student mobilizations intensifi ed even further, and began to gain support from 
workers, musicians, and parents of university students.56

Although violent police repression sparked many of the protests in the wake 
of Edson Luís’s death in 1968, university reform in no way disappeared from the 
scene in spite of the increasing opposition to the dictatorship and its repressive 
measures. If anything, by 1968 university reform and opposition to the dicta-
torship had grafted to one another. Students from the political left lambasted 
the “demagogic ‘university reforms’” the dictatorship was studying, calling them 
little more than means for the military government to impose “ideological domi-
nation” upon students.57 Th ey even equated the invasions of university campuses 
to the military’s use of torture and “murder” as part of the military’s broader 
strengthening of the executive branch’s power.58 Students felt that their demands 
for more openings and more funding would lead to a more “democratic” uni-
versity system than the one the dictatorship was proposing, and by pushing for 
a democratic university they were fi ghting for a democratic society in opposition 
to the military government.59 Even students not involved in more radical politi-
cal groups were increasingly tying the issue of university reform to an end to the 
dictatorship, as the banners that simultaneously called for university reform and 
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“Abaixo a Ditadura!” (“Down with the Dictatorship!”) seen at protests through-
out that year made clear.60 Th e students were not without a strong argument, 
either, given that the arrival of the military had led to an increased military pres-
ence on campuses and the blackballing of “subversive” professors and student 
leaders, which had made university education even more precarious.61 Students 
assumed that, by opposing the state’s interventions in universities and its plans 
for university reform, they were clearly expressing a “democratic and anti-dicta-
torial perspective.”62

Parents also were increasingly entering into the battle as their children were 
caught up in the growing violence. Certainly, parents had been involved in the 
debate on university education previously, such as in 1962, when parents and 
students alike demanded the federalization of the private Mackenzie University 
in São Paulo.63 Still, their involvement was relatively minimal prior to the dic-
tatorship. Between 1965 and 1968, though, many were increasingly shocked at 
the methods the state was employing against their own children. Some parents 
directly challenged the government’s actions, as was the case with one father 
who went to the local prison and threatened to shoot whoever had arrested his 
son, only to discover that the arresting offi  cer had been his other son, who had 
joined the military.64 Although most parents were nowhere near radical enough 
to threaten offi  cers with a pistol, many did join their children in the growing 
public protests like the March of the One-Hundred Th ousand in Rio de Janeiro, 
a march that brought together students, professors, artists, singers, parents, and 
even some politicians to protest the death of Edson Luís and the increasingly 
violent crackdowns on students.65 Even the parents who did not join their chil-
dren in the protests were nonetheless concerned about their own children, and 
actively hoped for a resolution to the growing confl icts of 1968 so that their 
children would be safe.66 Th ey too had a vested interest in how the issue of uni-
versity reform would play out, as they were among the “hundreds of thousands 
of fathers and mothers who never fi nished elementary school” and who hoped 
that a university degree would help their children enjoy greater material and 
social gains than the parents had.67 When these parents began to see the govern-
ment increasingly attacking the children of the middle class, they were forced to 
take sides in the struggle.

By the end of 1968, the issue had reached a turning point of sorts, as the 
military fi nally issued its Reforma Universitária. Th e Reforma Universitária did 
in one way or another address many of the issues that had been facing Brazil’s 
university system for over a decade. Among other things, it acknowledged the 
glaring issue of vagas,68 as well as Brazil’s need for more white-collar professionals 
to lead national development,69 two issues students had been raising since the 
1950s. To address these issues, it proposed expanding the number of federal uni-
versities by establishing new schools and federalizing existing schools, thereby 
creating more openings. It also recommended increasing the number of feder-
ally sponsored scholarships for students to attend college. In all, the state would 
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assume control and monitoring the functioning of universities, expanding both 
the federal funds given to the schools and the number of technicians and bureau-
crats who would monitor the schools on the part of the state. Th roughout the 
reform, down to the tiniest detail, the state’s control expanded, establishing the 
model for university education that would dominate Brazil into the 1990s.70

Conclusion

When the military government of Costa e Silva issued the Reforma Universitária 
at the end of 1968, in one way it marked the culmination of a decade-long de-
bate on Brazil’s universities. Since the late 1950s, university students had been 
fi ghting for university reforms, demanding infrastructural and political changes 
that would give them more opportunities to attend school, a greater voice in 
the administration of the universities, and better infrastructure. And they were 
not the sole voices in the debate for university reforms. Both before and after 
the coup of 1964, pedagogical experts, politicians, white-collar professionals, 
military leaders, parents, and even artists from all parts of the political spectrum 
actively engaged in a debate over the future of the Brazilian university system.71 
While this debate could and did lead to direct confrontation between students, 
professors, leftists, and intellectuals on the one hand, and conservatives, the mili-
tary government, and business leaders on the other, it also witnessed signifi cant 
eff orts at cooperation, collaboration, and more subtle forms of negotiation in 
exactly how the universities should be reformed. And the demands did not re-
main stagnant. Indeed, as the military dictatorship strengthened its control in 
the 1960s and grew increasingly repressive, students increasingly tied together 
university reform and the struggle for democracy in the years leading up to 
1968. All of this demonstrates how the struggles of 1968 in Brazil were not sud-
den, and they were not a simple matter of resistance and repression; rather, they 
were part of much longer processes of contestation and negotiation among and 
within social sectors and the state.

However, the Reforma Universitária did not mark an endpoint in the debate 
on university reform in Brazil. Although it did address issues that the students 
had been raising, such as the number of openings in schools and replacing the 
catedrático system with a departmental structure, students maintained their op-
position, rejecting the Reforma for both ideological and practical reasons. In 
the 1970s, issues that derived directly from the Reforma Universitária, such as 
annual fees and the functioning of the department system, would be the targets 
of fi erce student criticism, and old issues like the ongoing struggle for openings 
and federal funding would continue.72 In the process, 1968 would take on his-
torical meaning as students tried to reconstruct UNE after years of repression.73 
As the 1980s dawned and the dictatorship neared its end, students continued to 
call for “university reform,” and just as it had in 1968, the role of the university 
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in Brazil played a major part in the broader debate on democratization.74 1968 
stands out in the narrative of Brazil’s dictatorship because of the seemingly ac-
celerated pace of events, but 1968 was not an anomalous year. Rather, it was 
but one eventful year in a decades-long process of struggles and debates between 
students, society, and the state over the nature of education, development, social 
justice, and democracy.
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Chapter 6

Speaking the Language of Protest
African Student Rebellions at the Catholic Major 
Seminary in Colonial Zimbabwe, 1965–1979

Nicholas Creary

“Th eir Lordships the Bishops regret that due to the recent events 
they are obliged to order the temporary closure of the Regional 
Major Seminary.” [Th is] marked the end of a process which com-
menced on Monday, [the] 30th September 1974, when the entire 
student body, with the exception of four students, boycotted lec-
tures and retired to the football pitch.1—Kevin Kinnane, secretary 
general of the Rhodesian Catholic Bishops’ Conference, 1974

Between 1965 and 1979 the Catholic Major Seminary of Saints John Fisher and 
Th omas More at Chishawasha, near Salisbury, Rhodesia, experienced extended 
periods of rebellion by African students, resulting in the seminary having to be 
closed on three separate occasions. Th ese dates coincided with the conclusion 
of the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965), the Rhodesian Front’s Unilateral 
Declaration of Independence (UDI) on 11 November 1965, and African nation-
alists waging an armed struggle for the liberation of Zimbabwe (1966–1979). 
Following the student rebellion and seminary closure in 1974, the Rhodesian 
bishops removed the seminary from the administration of the Jesuit fathers who 
had run the seminary since its founding in 1936.

A combination of factors contributed to increased student protests, in-
cluding changes in the canonical administrative structures of the seminary that 
resulted in ambiguous lines of authority in seminary governance, and the infl u-
ence of diff erent missionaries’ perspectives on the church and African culture in 
minor seminaries run by diff erent religious orders from the Jesuits. Th e relatively 
intellectually open environment in the minor seminaries under the Bethlehem 
missionaries and the Carmelites, combined with increasing sentiments of Afri-
can nationalism on the part of the seminarians and an increasingly aging and 
reactionary Jesuit community, set the stage for the rebellions that would shake 
the seminary in the 1960s and 1970s. A failed eff ort to integrate the seminary 
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racially in 1965 ignited African students’ frustrations and aspirations into activ-
ism and protest.

While the escalating political tensions in colonial Zimbabwe certainly con-
tributed to the seminarians’ increasing consciousness of themselves as African 
Christians, the primary cause of the students’ activism in the 1960s and 1970s 
was the Jesuits’ failure to break with the dominant white Rhodesian culture and 
its paternalistic mindset. Th is failure on the part of the Jesuits is indicative of 
their larger failure to inculturate the Catholic Church at their missions in colo-
nial Zimbabwe. As such, African seminarians’ expressions of nationalism were 
part of a broader struggle to decolonize the Catholic Church.

Seminary Beginnings

Two Bantu language–speaking groups populated the territory of contemporary 
Zimbabwe: the VaShona, who entered southern Africa as early as the ninth cen-
tury; and the AmaNdebele, who came to western Zimbabwe during the fi rst half 
of the nineteenth century amid the disturbances associated with the rise of the 
Zulu state.2

Jesuit priests served as chaplains when British settlers fi nanced by Cecil 
Rhodes’ British South Africa Company (BSAC) invaded Mashonaland in 1890 
and Matabeleland in 1893. Th e colonizers seized Africans’ land and cattle and 
established the colony of Rhodesia in 1890. Jesuit superiors received extensive 
land grants to establish permanent mission stations in and around Salisbury 
and Bulawayo. BSAC and settlers established large-scale mining and commercial 
farming operations on lands confi scated from African inhabitants. As in South 
Africa, the fi nancial success of both systems depended on exploiting cheap Afri-
can migrant labor.3

In 1896, the VaShona and AmaNdebele rebelled against BSAC. African re-
ligious leaders played signifi cant roles in planning, organizing, and coordinating 
armed resistance against BSAC. Th e rebellion, called chimurenga in ChiShona, 
drastically impeded Christian churches’ missionary eff orts in colonial Zimba-
bwe. BSAC suppressed the chimurenga in 1897, and after the rebellion, Euro-
pean missionaries began evangelizing aggressively.4

Amid growing African nationalism and pressure from London to allow Af-
ricans to participate in government, Rhodesian settlers sought to maintain white 
supremacy by unilaterally declaring independence in 1965. Rhodesia became a 
pariah state denied offi  cial recognition by other countries and subject to inter-
national economic sanctions. In 1966, the Zimbabwe African National Union 
(ZANU) began the second chimurenga against the Rhodesian state. Th e war 
raged until 1979, and on 18 April 1980, Rhodesia became the Republic of Zim-
babwe with a government chosen by the African majority.
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Th e seminary of Saints John Fisher and Th omas More offi  cially opened at 
Chishawasha Mission on 1 January 1936, with eight candidates for the priest-
hood and four candidates for the diocesan brotherhood of Saint Peter Claver. 
Th e fi rst buildings were made of thatch and mud, and permanent structures 
were built between 1942 and 1945, largely with the labor of Italian prisoners 
of war.5

By 1940, the fi rst seminarians began their studies in philosophy, and the 
seminary offi  cially became a major seminary in 1944.6 Despite the gradual in-
crease in academic standards, the Jesuit staff  geared the course of studies at Ch-
ishawasha to what they perceived as the low educational level of the students 
and focused on preparing the seminarians to be mission or parish priests. As was 
the custom in the pre–Vatican II church, philosophy, and theology courses were 
taught in Latin. Courses for the major seminarians focused mainly on “theoreti-
cal scholastic philosophy and theology … defending theses with three examin-
ers.”7 Th e fi rst seminarians from the Chishawasha seminary to become priests 
were ordained in 1947, and were required to spend an additional pastoral year 
at the seminary.8

Th e Regional Major Seminary and Student Protests

In 1955, the Vatican established the hierarchy in Southern Rhodesia. Salisbury 
became a metropolitan see and suff ragan sees were established in Bulawayo, 
Gwelo, Umtali, and Wankie.9 Aston Chichester was installed as archbishop 
in April.10 In 1956, Francis Markall succeeded Chichester as archbishop of 
Salisbury.11

Th e erection of the hierarchy had a signifi cant impact on the seminary. In 
1958, Jesuit Father Francis McKeown became seminary rector.12 Also in 1958, 
Propaganda Fide decreed Chishawasha a regional seminary.13 Previously, the su-
perior of the Jesuit community served as the de facto superior of the seminary, 
reporting to the bishop and de jure superior of a diocesan seminary. As such, the 
bishop had a canonical right and responsibility to visit the seminary under his 
jurisdiction, even if he entrusted its administration to a religious institute, such 
as the Jesuits in this case. As a regional seminary, however, Chishawasha was to 
serve candidates from all fi ve dioceses in Southern Rhodesia. As such, the semi-
nary became the property of the Vatican and came under the responsibility of 
Propaganda Fide, which entrusted the administration to the Jesuits. Th e bishops 
were free to interact and direct their respective candidates, but did not have the 
canonical right or responsibility to visit the seminary. Rather, they were required 
“to meet each year to receive and discuss the report of the Rector on the moral 
and economic state of the Seminary,” and “any observations they may wish to 
make to the Rector will generally be communicated to him by the local ordinary 
[the archbishop of Salisbury].”14
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Th e change in the seminary’s status resulted in confusion concerning the 
role and authority of the bishops in the seminary’s governance and an ambigu-
ous relationship between the seminary rector and the newly established semi-
nary board of bishops.15 Th is ambiguity was one of the signifi cant factors that 
contributed to the rise and expression of student protests at the seminary in the 
1960s and 1970s.

Th e drive to make Chishawasha exclusively a major seminary was another 
signifi cant contributing factor to the rise of seminarian radicalism. Prior to 1958, 
there had never been more than seven staff  members teaching at the seminary 
at any time, and after 1940, they were required to teach both minor and major 
seminarians.16 By the 1950s, the number of seminarians had increased to the 
point that Chichester had to solicit funding to expand the seminary physical 
plant and seek additional money for their support.17 In 1953, there were 55 
students. By 1956, the number had increased to 76.18

As rector, Francis McKeown pursued the separation of the minor seminar-
ians vigorously, hoping to ease an increasingly acute staffi  ng problem resulting 
from the shortage of Jesuits in the Zambezi Mission, the growing number of 
minor seminarians, and the disparity in ages between incoming minor seminar-
ians and older major seminarians.19 Beginning with the 1963 academic year, the 
Seminary of Saints John Fisher and Th omas More at Chishawasha became a re-
gional major seminary.20 Candidates for the priesthood were then sent to minor 
seminaries at Chikwingwizha near Gwelo or Melsetter in the Umtali diocese.21

As a result of this decision, African candidates for the priesthood were ex-
posed to diff erent perspectives on the church and African culture from those of 
the Jesuits. Th e eff ects of that exposure were signifi cant. Th e Swiss Bethlehem 
Mission Fathers, whom Chichester invited to take charge of the southern part of 
the Salisbury vicariate in 1938, ran the minor seminary at Chikwingwizha. Un-
like the Jesuits, the Bethlehem missionaries took a very positive view of African 
culture, and greatly encouraged the incorporation of African cultural symbols 
and vocabulary into the corpus of the church’s practice.22 By and throughout the 
1970s there were more students from the Gwelo Diocese at Chishawasha Major 
Seminary than from any other diocese, and in 1977 more than from the dio-
ceses of Salisbury and Bulawayo together. Between 1973 and 1976, nine African 
priests were ordained for the Gwelo Diocese, compared with six for Bulawayo, 
four for Umtali, and two each for Wankie and Salisbury.23 Th e relatively intellec-
tually open environment in the minor seminaries under the Bethlehem mission-
aries and the Carmelites, who took charge of the eastern districts of Southern 
Rhodesia beginning in 1946,24 combined with increasing sentiments of African 
nationalism on the part of the seminarians, and an increasingly aging and reac-
tionary Jesuit community set the stage for the rebellions that shook the seminary 
in the 1960s and 1970s.

By the 1950s, African nationalism in Southern Rhodesia was on the rise 
with the renaissance of the Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union (ICU), 
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and the founding of the National Democratic Party in 1959. African national-
ism began to manifest itself in the seminary during this period as well.25 Jesuit 
documents make frequent references to “less visible respect for authority,” “chal-
lenges to authority,” and “lack of respect,” including a seminarian proclaiming 
to a staff  member that Rhodesia needed a “Mau Mau,” and another incident 
in which an African deacon struck a Jesuit priest on staff .26 Th e rector, Francis 
McKeown, reported that “the seminarians seem to be far too conscious of their 
own status and dignity, and too ready to feel slighted and off ended.”27 Th ere are 
frequent references to the seminarians’ awareness of the political situation, and 
that this was causing the problems. African priests who spent their fi fth year at 
Chishawasha were not only becoming less willing to be treated in the same man-
ner as seminarians, but “apparently did not consider themselves as seminarians, 
as was shown by the fact that they tended to ignore notices addressed to seminar-
ians,” and that the seminarians were “slack” in “raising their hats to priests” and 
on “a number of similar points.”28

Francis McKeown noted that “the fi fth year has diffi  culties of its own, the 
chief being the mental or psychological adjustment necessary to live as a priest 
and yet one in statu pupillari.” According to McKeown, bishops should have 
withheld fi fth year priests’ faculties and delayed their attendance at annual dioc-
esan clergy conferences “to help remind them that they are still student priests.”29 
Another Jesuit priest on staff  expressed concern that a fi fth year African priest 
reported that the African workmen at the seminary “were complaining of their 
wages,” and considered it “dangerous if the Seminarians went around enquiring 
into such matters and sympathising with the workmen.”30 Th is attitude is indica-
tive of the Jesuits’ enduring paternalism, and refl ective of their growing isolation 
from the seminarians’ concerns.

During his annual visitation to the seminary in 1961, Salisbury Mission 
superior T. E. Corrigan thought it “incredible” that the seminarians would “talk 
politics” and found it necessary to suggest means “of controlling this.”31 In 1962, 
Corrigan noted that the staff  was “worried” about “the general discipline,” “the 
contact and knowledge of the staff  with regard to the seminarians,” and “the cor-
responding personal confi dence [that] individual seminarians have in the staff .” 
Urging the staff  to make “a very positive eff ort … to know and be at the disposal 
of the students,” Corrigan observed that it seemed “that the [Jesuit] commu-
nity is dangerously isolated from the seminarians, and consequently confi dence 
and discipline are endangered. Th ere is also a very great danger that accurate 
knowledge of individual seminarians is lacking.”32 By 1963, although Corrigan 
commended the staff  for having decided to take two meals per day with the stu-
dents, he also scolded them for not having done anything to improve the lines of 
communication with the seminarians. In fact, the staff  had revised the seminary 
constitutions and custom book in order “to [impose] a stricter regime.” Cor-
rigan urged the cooperation of all “to make it reasonable.”33 According to Jesuit 
Father Patrick Moloney, the staff  had established “a little Jesuit enclave at the 
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seminary.”34 As late as 1974, it was common for Jesuit professors to tell African 
seminarians who asked in-depth philosophical questions in class not to “bother 
with it” as they were being trained to be “simple parish priests.”35

1965: An Attempt at Racial Integration

Th e idyllic enclave came to an abrupt end. In 1964, Francis McKeown proposed 
and received approval from the bishops to enroll two white students at the semi-
nary for the 1965 academic year.36 Apparently he did so without either having 
consulted the other members of the staff  or having notifi ed them that he would 
be stepping down as rector and leaving for sabbatical in 1965. Four students 
arrived from the segregated seminary of St. John Vianney in Pretoria. Less than 
a week after the term began, John Diamond, McKeown’s successor, noted that 
the white students had expressed “great dissatisfaction” with the food, accom-
modations, timetable, and general living conditions. “Th ey have allied them-
selves quickly with the professional malcontents.”37 Th ey adamantly opposed 
manual labor, especially laundry.38 Although two of them—Geoff rey Goodwin 
and Peter Saunders—left the seminary less than three weeks after the term be-
gan, alleging “that they were grossly misled by Fr. McKeown as to conditions 
here,”39 their grievances resonated with the African seminarians, who sent an 
anonymous letter of complaint to the Southern Rhodesian bishops from “the 
Seminary Group,” despite the institution of daily afternoon tea for all the semi-
narians at the end of February.40 Additionally, one of the two remaining white 
students, Anthony Turner, sent a lengthy memorandum on how the seminary 
should be run to Francis Markall, the archbishop of Salisbury and chairman of 
the Seminary Board of Bishops, after Turner left the seminary in April.41

According to Fr. Christopher Gardiner, the fourth seminarian from St. John 
Vianney and the only one to stay past the fi rst term of the 1965 academic year, 
the students were treated “as second class citizens compared to the Jesuits. We 
began talking with the other students about St. John’s, and their eyes opened up: 
Th e Jesuits told them this is how it was at other seminaries. We told them that 
they [the Jesuits] were using and abusing you.”42

Th e four “decided to rebel” by not going to manual labor. “We stayed in 
our rooms and read,” said Fr. Gardiner, “Th ere was confl ict from the beginning.” 
When they were not punished for their disobedience, many of the African stu-
dents questioned what they perceived to be diff erential treatment by the Jesu-
its, a charge John Diamond denied vehemently in the ensuing imbroglio with 
the bishops.43 According to Gardiner, the African students were “disappointed” 
when Saunders, Goodwin, and Turner left.44

Gardiner stated that Saunders, Turner, and Goodwin had approached Mark-
all, their bishop, about transferring to Chishawasha from Pretoria.45 Gardiner, 
the only one of the four born in Rhodesia, spoke with Adolph Schmitt, the 
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bishop of Bulawayo. Whereas Markall had some reservations about admitting the 
white students to Chishawasha, Schmitt was “opposed because the seminary was 
not ready [for integration]. It would cause problems for the staff  and students.”46

Th e letter from the Seminary Group written at the end of February and 
received by the bishops in mid March47 alleged that the students had been com-
plaining to the seminary authorities for years, yet “nobody hears us.” Th ey com-
plained that the books in the library were at least 25 years old, all written by 
Jesuits, and contained no modern philosophy. Th e timetable was too rigid, not 
allowing enough time for study, and they were “merely studying for examina-
tions.” As they wanted more time “to read widely,” accordingly, they proposed a 
new timetable. Th e students also wanted more vacation time and to be allowed 
to spend vacations away from the seminary. With the money they would save 
from not being at the seminary during vacations, they requested that it be used 
to provide morning and afternoon tea. Th e Seminary Group also asked that 
ordinations be moved from December to August–September due to the rains 
limiting access to the event, and that their relatives be allowed to visit, as they 
“are becoming secular priests and not an order or the like.”48

In addition to criticizing every aspect of life at the seminary, Turner also 
accused the Jesuits of being “too paternal” and looking “down on the African 
clergy and students as second-rate.” Consequently, Turner believed, there was an 
anti-Jesuit feeling among the Africans of Southern Rhodesia.

Despite the tensions that the four white students’ presence caused, Christo-
pher Gardiner believed that the Jesuits wanted the experiment to work:

[On Sundays] Breakfast was prepared around fi ve o’clock in the morn-
ing, and those of us who served the mass at Chishawasha [mission] 
didn’t eat until after ten o’clock. [One Sunday in 1966] there were wee-
vils in the porridge [which] had a hard crust on top. I complained to the 
refectorian, who said he couldn’t do anything about it and to complain 
to Fr. Moloney. I was in my second year, so I picked up porridge and 
went to show it to Diamond. Th e other students were afraid of what 
was going to happen. Th ere was a staff  meeting in the rector’s offi  ce, and 
I put it on Diamond’s desk and said, “Would you eat this?!” Moloney 
grabbed me, and yelled, “Down to my offi  ce!” He read me the riot act. 
He told me I was “taking advantage of [my] white skin.” He told me 
to tell everyone to be in the refectory in a half an hour. We went back 
in a half an hour, and at Moloney’s order there were eggs and bacon, 
toast and tea. Diamond then called a meeting and said there would be 
changes: better food and afternoon tea. And there were. Th ings radi-
cally changed.49

Th is is confi rmed by the minutes of the numerous seminary consultors’ meetings 
dealing with the issue of how to keep Christopher Gardiner at Chishawasha.50
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Th e Jesuits frequently complained of the poor educational abilities of the 
African seminarians.51 Yet by the 1960s, they were becoming aware of the prob-
lem of the poor quality of the men that were teaching at the seminary.52 Dia-
mond did not take the criticisms of either the Seminary Group or Anthony 
Turner seriously. He thought Turner’s memorandum was “really only a heavy 
joke,” and he characterized the anonymous letter as “not typical. … [However] it 
is a typical example of a certain type of African opportunism and meanness.”53

Because Turner apparently sent a revised copy of his memorandum to Fran-
cis Markall after he left the seminary on 12 April 1965, on 5 May the board of 
bishops met and decided to ask Propaganda Fide to approve an external inves-
tigation of the seminary by “someone experienced in Seminary administration 
in countries similar to Rhodesia in background,” and commissioned Markall as 
chairman to draft and send the letter of request to Rome.54

Th e bishops’ action sparked an immediate and furious response from Dia-
mond and the Jesuit superior of the Salisbury Mission, Edward Ennis. In a fl urry 
of correspondence between Diamond, Markall, and Jesuit superiors in London 
and Rome, Ennis pressed hard to prevent Markall from sending the letter to 
Propaganda Fide, and by June had succeeded in making the bishops back down. 
Ennis and Diamond argued that in 1958 Chishawasha came under Propaganda 
Fide’s control when it became a regional seminary, which entrusted its adminis-
tration to the Jesuits. Prior to the Rhodesian bishops’ decision of 5 May 1965, 
there had been no criticism of the Jesuits’ administration by either the bishops 
or Propaganda Fide. Th us, calling for an external investigation of the seminary 
without having previously notifi ed either Diamond or Ennis was not only a 
gross discourtesy, but an unwarranted drastic measure that would signal a vote 
of no confi dence by the bishops in the seminary administration, the rector in 
particular; would undermine the authority of the seminary administration and 
compromise discipline among the students; and would signal to the seminar-
ians that such behavior could achieve results and reward malcontents for inap-
propriate behavior. Th is latter reason was particularly unpalatable to the Jesuits 
given their view that the failed eff ort at integration had caused such diffi  culties 
through no fault of their own, but because the four whites from Pretoria were 
not the right students with whom to try such an experiment.55 Evidently, Dia-
mond kept all information of the confl ict between the bishops and himself and 
Ennis not only from the students, but from the seminary staff  as well.56

Although Diamond had not taken the seminarians’ letters seriously, and had 
intended to let matters at the seminary cool off  by themselves, the events of May 
1965 were not lost on him. On 22 June, he held a seminary staff  meeting and 
asked his fellow Jesuits to “consider whether any modifi cations of existing rules 
and arrangements are desirable.”57

Resulting from this failed integration experiment, Christopher Gardiner 
and the African seminarians were allowed to go home for the vacation between 
the second and third terms, the daily order was changed to include more time 
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for study and less time at manual labor, ordinations were held in August, and 
washing machines were installed.58

Th e 1967 Crisis

Th e year 1967 brought another crisis to the seminary.59 According to Diamond, 
discipline declined throughout the year, including “representations … for in-
creased study time and abolition of manual works, culminating in an ultimatum 
delivered by the beadle, Constantine [Mashonganyika].”60 Although Diamond 
noted that study time had been almost doubled to four hours per day since 
1965, he decided to close the seminary on 10 October 1967, and send the stu-
dents home “for further refl ection.” On 1 November, when all the seminarians 
except Mashonganyika were allowed to return, they were required to sign an 
“understanding to abide by seminary rules, manual work, etc.”61

Given that, unlike the 1965 integration episode, the seminary closed in 
1967, there is relatively little documentation of the incident. On 12 October, 
Diamond sent a letter to the bishops and to Edward Ennis explaining his ra-
tionale for closing the seminary: the white students in 1965 “had succeeded 
in conveying to our seminarians the impression that they were receiving treat-
ment inferior to that of seminarians elsewhere just because they were Africans.” 
Mashonganyika had been away from the seminary on pastoral probation in 1966, 
and upon returning brought demands for more study time and morning tea, and 
an end to manual works, culminating in the petition signed by 15 seminarians. 
According to Diamond, subsequent investigation revealed that Mashonganyika 
coerced younger seminarians to sign the petition, and the decision to close the 
seminary was an eff ort to prevent irreparable damage to the vocations of the 
younger seminarians as well as to “facilitate getting rid of the unhealthy elements 
who were at the root of the troubles.”62 Mashonganyika, however, claimed that 
he was merely bringing the concerns of the majority to the seminary administra-
tion in his capacity as prefect, and that “there wasn’t any defi ance of authority.” 
Th e petition came from the “majority of students,” and there were four or fi ve 
who “didn’t want anything to do with it,” of whom three were asked to remain 
behind to answer staff  questions, alleging coercion.63

As in 1965, the bishops apparently wanted “to call in an external commis-
sion to make a visitation of [the] seminary,”64 and Diamond responded with the 
same argument against an external investigation. Unlike 1965, however, there is 
only one letter from Diamond extant, which appears to be the only evidence of 
Jesuit resistance to episcopal interference in the seminary administration. Th ere 
was also no process of self-refl ection on the part of the seminary staff  or any ef-
fort to consider student demands.

Th ere was, however, a confi dential two-page summary of comments on 
seminary training by fi ve recently ordained African priests, which indicated a 
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perception of a condescending, paternalistic attitude on the part of the Jesuits; a 
narrow focus on scholastic philosophy and “no knowledge of African life” on the 
part of the staff ; and an overemphasis on the seminary constitution and custom 
book, “too much manual work,” and priests having to observe the same rules 
as seminarians (“[the Jesuits] did not regard you as a priest.”) Th e young priests 
concluded that

there was no contact, let alone dialogue, between staff  and students. 
It was a master-servant attitude. … Th e trouble in October was not a 
matter which came suddenly, nor was it instigated by one seminarian, it 
could and should have come 3 years earlier. It was brewing all the time. 
Fr. Diamond tried to improve things but was too hesitant and did not 
have the cooperation of the other staff  members.65

During the 1960s, although the seminary staffi  ng crisis became more acute, 
Diamond and his confreres at the seminary fl atly refused a suggestion that the 
Carmelites and Bethlehem missionaries be invited to assist in staffi  ng the semi-
nary.66 In 1970, Edward Ennis advised the bishops that staffi  ng at the seminary 
was “minimal” and that the majority of the staff  was “of an advanced age.” He 
believed it “a matter of great urgency” that an African priest be appointed to the 
staff , and that “thought should be given to preparing selected seminarians for 
future teaching in the Seminary.”67 Although the bishops “agreed” with Ennis’s 
points and sent two African priests for higher studies,68 they made no eff ort to 
appoint an African priest or a priest of a diff erent religious order to the seminary 
staff  until 1975.

Th e 1974 Strike

By 1974, African seminarians were no longer willing to endure feeling like 
they were “being trained to be second class priests.”69 Private studies for O- and 
A-levels were rampant, and lectures “challenged [the seminarians] to want to be 
liberated not just politically but intellectually, socially, and spiritually. … We 
wanted to have the totality of liberation.”70

Th e 1974 strike began Saturday, 28 September, when seminary rector John 
Berrell dismissed Deacon Ernest Mukuwapasi for extended improper conduct.71 
Th e following day, the theologians met on the football pitch to determine a 
course of action, and drafted a letter to Berrell in support of Mukuwapasi signed 
by six recent ordinands.72 Th e students were “very disturbed” by the manner in 
which Berrell tried to remove Mukuwapasi “secretly.”73 Th ey feared that “what 
has happened to Ernest may be going to happen to many more and, therefore we 
feel in conscience that things be put right for the good of the Church of God,” 
and asked to meet with the rector following night prayers.74 Th e two sides met 
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after afternoon tea, and Berrell refused to discuss the reasons for Mukuwapasi’s 
dismissal. Th e priests informed their fellow students that “the meeting had been 
a complete failure”75: “One can say that it was here on Sunday evening that the 
students decided to speak a language that was going to make Fr. Rector see that 
he was badly understanding the students and that he was underestimating their 
deep feelings. Th is language, sorry to say, took the form of a protest.”76

On Monday, 30 September, the strike began in earnest with the boycot-
ting of classes until Ernest Mukuwapasi returned to the seminary. All but four 
of the students, including two priests, withdrew to the football pitch, except 
for meals and spiritual duties.77 During meals the strikers maintained “a rigid 
silence.” Berrell notifi ed the bishops’ secretary general who in turn notifi ed Arch-
bishop Markall. Th e rector and seminary consultors decided that they could not 
meet the students’ demands.78 Th e following day, the priest-organizers tried and 
failed to meet with Patrick McNamara, the Jesuit superior, and with Archbishop 
Markall and Bishop Patrick Chakaipa.

Tensions escalated on Wednesday, 2 October. At mass that morning, one of 
the non-striking priests was the principle celebrant. All the strikers “declined to 
make the sign of the cross at the beginning of Mass, declined to answer the re-
sponses (except those to the Reader) and when [the celebrant] and a deacon were 
distributing Communion only 12 or 15 came to receive the Sacrament.”79 At 
meals, those students who were working in the kitchen “were outrageously rude 
to the Sisters in the kitchen.”80 Berrell and some of the consultors met with the 
student-priests (strikers and non-strikers) in an eff ort “to save the seminary from 
moral and physical ruin and destruction … if a way could be found.” Th e priests 
claimed that Mukuwapasi’s dismissal was the only issue when Berrell asked if 
there were “deeper issues,” and they asked for “a Kissenger [to] be brought in as 
a facilitator to take the heat out of the situation: His Grace [Markall] or Bishop 
Chakaipa was suggested.”81 Neither were available to mediate. Later that night, 
anonymous threatening letters were placed under the doors of several staff  mem-
bers. On Th ursday, 3 October, eff orts to secure a mediator failed again, and the 
incidents of “rude” and “insulting” behavior on the part of the strikers toward 
the non-strikers and staff  increased.82

On Friday, 4 October, the students’ eff orts to contact Bishop Chakaipa 
failed again. Th e bishops’ secretary general, Fr. Kevin Kinnane, informed the 
other bishops of the strike, and eff orts at negotiation between the seminary staff  
and the strike leaders also failed. In the afternoon, a reporter from the Rhodesia 
Herald came out to the seminary, and Markall fi nally arrived to meet with Berrell 
and the seminary consultors. Markall told the staff  that the seminary would have 
to be closed, and left the details to Berrell.83

On the morning of Saturday, 5 October, Berrell gave Fr. Ignatius Mhonda, 
one of the strike leaders, a letter announcing the closure of the seminary. Mhonda 
read the letter to his fellow strikers, and they all withdrew to the football pitch. 
Mhonda and two other priests
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returned from the football pitch with the notice of closure saying the 
Rector’s signature was not suffi  cient. Th ey needed a document from 
Fr. Kinnane to prove that the Bishops really did endorse the closure of 
the seminary. … Fr. Kinnane kindly consented to come at once and 
brought the necessary documents from the Archbishop and the Secre-
tariat, going with these to the football pitch and eventually convincing 
the strikers that they must pack and go.84

Th e strikers asked if they could stay until the morning of Monday, 7 October, 
as transportation to their home dioceses would be easier than on Saturday or 
Sunday. Berrell agreed on the condition that the strikers behave themselves.85 
According to Berrell, “silence and surliness and worse rudeness to the Staff  con-
tinued. … Some spent Saturday night annoying and attempting to terrorise 
members of Staff  on the internal telephone system, which had to be discon-
nected. Th e same rudeness and surliness continued through Sunday.”86

On the morning of Monday, 7 October, the seminarians attended mass at 
5:30, ate breakfast at 6:00, and then loaded the bus that would take them to 
Salisbury. “Th e Seminarians then ascended the terrace steps, formed a group and 
sang “Ishe komborera Afrika” (God Bless Africa)87 and a folk hymn about going 
home after all these wasted years, whilst the Rector and Staff  members stood by. 
Th e whole group of Seminarians were then solemnly blessed by Fr. Mhonda, 
entered the bus in silence and departed.”88

Following the 1974 strike, against Jesuit objections, the bishops appointed 
an external commission to investigate the causes of the strike and to make rec-
ommendations for the long-term restructuring of the seminary. Th e commission 
concluded that the situation in the seminary had been tense for some time and 
Ernest Mukuwapasi’s dismissal was the spark that set it off . It recommended that 
the seminarians not be punished collectively, rather that each bishop deal with 
each seminarian individually, and that the seminary be reopened for the fi rst 
term of February 1975 with Berrell as rector through the end of the year and 
an African priest as vice rector with right of succession in 1976.89 Th us, after 40 
years the seminary’s administration passed from the Jesuits to African priests. 
Approximately 40 of the 107 seminarians returned in 1975. Several of those who 
did not return joined guerrillas fi ghting against the Smith regime.90

Th e atmosphere at the seminary under Fr. Tobias Chiginya improved sig-
nifi cantly. Chiginya was “quite adept and defused many of the students’ con-
cerns,” including granting them an elected student representative council.91 He 
removed many of the petty rules that had been in force under the Jesuits and 
“treated us as adults,” which was a great “relief ” to the students: “It was what we 
were waiting for all along,” refl ected Fr. Walter Nyatsanza.

Th ere were, however, tensions between Shona and Ndebele students that 
generally followed the divisions between the nationalist parties, the Zimbabwe 
African National Union (ZANU) and the Zimbabwe African Peoples Union 
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(ZAPU). “Hell broke loose” shortly before the 1979 elections when ZAPU sup-
porters tore down a ZANU poster.92 Francis Mugadzi, Chiginya’s successor as 
rector, “had very little choice” but to close the seminary, as there was “almost war 
between the students.”93 Th e seminary did not reopen until after independence 
in April 1980.

Conclusion

In a commentary assessing the causes of the 1974 strike, Jesuit W. F. Rea opined 
that many Africans became Catholics and entered the seminary for “unworthy 
motives, and mixed ones,” alleging that they did so for the only higher edu-
cational opportunities available to them at the time. “But when they see their 
contemporaries in secondary schools and the Universities making more progress 
than they,” he continued, “they cannot face up to the fact that this is due to their 
own lack of capacity and blame everyone and everything except themselves.” 
He similarly alleged that Africans chose to become priests for the social status 
that the advanced education that seminary training would bring them, and ulti-
mately absolved the seminary administration of any responsibility for the strike, 
which, in his view, was the product of African frustration at the lack of status 
recognition combined with the political situation and bad treatment of the semi-
nary by the bishops.94

It seems, however, that Rea himself was determined to place blame for the 
strike everywhere except with his brother Jesuits. Th e seminary staff  repeatedly 
refused to change in the face of rising student expectations and demands: they 
did not heed T. E. Corrigan’s admonitions between 1961 and 1963; John Dia-
mond thought the seminarians’ complaints to the bishops in 1965 were a joke; 
nor did the staff  take any action on the comments of the young African priests 
in 1967. While the escalating political tensions in colonial Zimbabwe certainly 
contributed to the seminarians’ increasing consciousness of themselves as African 
Christians, the primary cause of the students’ activism in the 1960s and 1970s 
was the Jesuits’ failure to break with the dominant white Rhodesian culture and 
its paternalistic mindset. Th e Jesuits’ failure at the seminary is indicative of their 
larger failure to inculturate the Catholic Church at their missions in colonial 
Zimbabwe. As such, African seminarians’ expressions of nationalism were part 
of a broader struggle to decolonize the Catholic Church.
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Chapter 7

1968 and Apartheid
Race and Politics in South Africa

Chris Saunders

In the now quite extensive literature on 1968 there is all too little discussion 
of South Africa. Mark Kurlansky, for example, in his well-known book 1968: 
Th e Year that Rocked the World, only mentions the country twice, in passing. 
While both events he mentions were related to the racial politics of the country, 
this chapter will argue that he misses the greater signifi cance of 1968 for South 
Africa.

Kurlansky fi rst records that 1968 was the year in which the surgeon Chris-
tiaan Barnard performed the world’s fi rst successful heart transplant operation 
in Cape Town. Barnard had in fact carried out the fi rst such operation at Groote 
Schuur, Cape Town’s leading hospital, on 3 December 1967, but the patient had 
died 18 days later. Th at fi rst operation, and the more successful one Barnard car-
ried out on 2 January 1968—this time the patient survived for 19 months—cer-
tainly brought South Africa more international media attention than any other 
single event in 1968. When the operation was performed in January 1968, much 
was made in both the local and the international media of the fact that Barnard 
had saved the life of a white man by implanting in him the heart of a black 
man, for this seemed to show up the absurdity of the country’s racial politics, 
which were dominated by the apartheid idea that races should be kept separate. 
Th e apartheid regulations that required Groote Schuur to be racially segregated 
meant that there were separate wards for white and black patients, but white 
doctors treated black patients and black nurses attended white patients.1

Barnard himself was a critic of apartheid, though he never came out strongly 
against the system. Th e second South African–related story that Kurlansky 
mentions is that the president of the International Olympic Committee spent 
much of 1968 lobbying to ensure that a South African team could participate 
in the Olympic Games held that year in Mexico, despite the South African 
government’s insistence that the country’s sport be racially segregated.2 While 
the president’s lobbying was successful and South Africa did not participate in 
those Olympic Games, the country was then barred from all subsequent games 
because of the application of apartheid to sport, and the bar was only lifted after 
the end of apartheid in 1994.  
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Th e heart transplant operation and the issue of taking part in the Olympic 
Games both therefore relate in diff erent ways to the dominant fact of South Af-
rican life at the time: the obsession with race by the state. Th ey are not, however, 
the most signifi cant events aff ecting the country in 1968. More signifi cant in 
the long run was the resistance that was emerging to the race-based policies of 
the state, and this chapter focuses on three aspects of that resistance, all of which 
had transnational dimensions. First, 1968 saw the beginning of a new phase in 
resistance to apartheid in South Africa, with the birth of the Black Conscious-
ness Movement (BCM). Much infl uenced by the Black Power movement in 
the United States, the BCM was to become the dominant resistance movement 
of the 1970s, one that would pose a serious challenge to the apartheid regime. 
Th ere was, secondly, a new wave of protest on South Africa’s university campuses 
in 1968, the key event being the sit-in at the University of Cape Town’s admin-
istration building in protest over the university’s failure to confi rm the appoint-
ment of a black African lecturer. Th irdly, in 1968 the South African government 
vetoed the selection of a former South African to the cricket team to tour South 
Africa from England, on the grounds of his race, a veto which, as we shall see, 
had important consequences in terms of sporting sanctions against the country. 
Race, and more particularly South Africa’s apartheid policy, the most extensive 
system of racial segregation ever devised anywhere,3 clearly lay at the center of 
the signifi cance of 1968 in the southern part of the African continent, and this 
chapter places the three key events of 1968 in context to show how they relate to 
apartheid and resistance to it.

South Africa had of course become notorious for the policy of apartheid 
long before 1968. Th at policy took many diff erent forms, from the creation of 
so-called Bantu Homelands, black African areas that were in 1968 in the process 
of being led toward nominal independence,4 to the petty restrictions on inter-
racial contact. Resistance to apartheid had largely gone underground after the 
banning of the African National Congress (ANC) and Pan-Africanist Congress 
(PAC) in 1960. From its base in exile in Zambia the ANC, working together 
with the Zimbabwe African People’s Union, launched its largest-ever attempt 
to send guerrilla fi ghters back into South Africa in 1968. Th e new president of 
the ANC, Oliver Tambo, watched as men of the organization’s armed wing, Um-
khonto we Sizwe (MK), crossed the Zambezi River from Zambia into what was 
then Rhodesia. But what became known as the Wankie campaign, from the area 
in Rhodesia that the guerrillas entered, soon failed, for the guerrillas were either 
killed by the Rhodesian and South African security forces sent against them or 
were forced to fl ee into neighboring Botswana. Th e ANC retained its commit-
ment to the armed struggle after this failure, but from the 1970s was only to 
send a few individuals at a time back into the country covertly, and the focus 
was then on attacks on government targets in the urban areas. In the long run 
it was mass internal resistance, rather than the armed struggle, that would bring 
apartheid down. Of greater long-term signifi cance than the failed attempt at a 
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guerrilla incursion, then, was the birth of a new internal resistance organization 
in 1968 inside the country.

Th e Black Consciousness Movement

As 1968 began, there was little overt resistance to apartheid in South Africa. Af-
ter going underground, the ANC and the PAC had relatively soon been crushed 
by the state: by the end of 1963 most PAC activity in the country had been 
suppressed and in 1964 the main ANC leaders, including Nelson Mandela, the 
commander-in-chief of MK, which had been engaged in sabotage and planning 
a campaign of guerrilla war, had been sentenced to life imprisonment. Mandela 
and his colleagues then languished in prison and in the late 1960s were virtually 
forgotten fi gures; it would be over a decade after 1968 before the attention of the 
world began to be focused on their fate, when a campaign for their release began 
to gather momentum and was to become known around the world under the 
slogan “Free Mandela.” In 1968 not only were the leading fi gures in the struggle 
largely forgotten, but also the apartheid regime seemed all-powerful, and it was 
willing to use any means, including torture and even the killing of opponents, 
to suppress any attempt at resistance.5 Th at year saw it pass new apartheid leg-
islation through Parliament—the Prohibition of Political Interference Act—to 
ban multiracial political activity. Th e fi rst non-racial political organization, the 
Communist Party of South Africa, had been banned in 1950, at the time of Mc-
Carthyism in the United States, and in 1968 there were two political parties that 
had both white and black members: the small but infl uential multiracial Liberal 
Party, which had been formed by a group of whites in 1953 and remained under 
white leadership but had more black than white members, and the Progressive 
Party, which had been launched in 1959 by members of the opposition United 
Party in Parliament fed up by their party’s failure to oppose apartheid legislation. 
In 1968 the Progressive Party had only one member of Parliament, the redoubt-
able Helen Suzman, who missed no opportunity to speak out against apartheid 
legislation in the all-white House of Assembly and argue for the introduction of 
a constitutional democracy. In the face of the new legislation, the Liberal Party, 
which had put up candidates for elections to Parliament, none of whom had ever 
been returned, decided to disband.6 Th e Progressive Party chose to become a 
whites-only party in order to continue to exist, meaning that it abandoned such 
black members as it had, and it would be two decades before the party was once 
again able to accept black members and again become a non-racial organization. 
Suzman was able to continue in Parliament until 1989, and from 1974 was 
joined there by other Progressives, who kept the idea of a non-racial democracy 
alive, but the party’s decision in 1968 to abide by apartheid legislation would 
forever damn it in the eyes of those who did not believe in any compromise with 
so evil a system.
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Despite the overwhelming strength of the apartheid state in 1968, new re-
sistance now came from an unexpected quarter. By 1968 a new generation of 
black students was emerging at the segregated, apartheid-created universities and 
the “non-white” section of the Medical School at the University of Natal. Some 
of these students had read Frantz Fanon and Malcolm X, and knew that the 
Civil Rights Movement headed by Martin Luther King Jr. in the United States 
had been followed by the more militant Black Power movement. In July 1968, 
at the annual conference of the non-racial, but white-dominated, decades-old 
National Union of Students (NUSAS), to which between 20,000 and 30,000 
students were affi  liated at the English-speaking, predominantly white universi-
ties, the charismatic young Steve Biko and other black students discussed among 
themselves what they regarded as their second-class status as blacks in NUSAS. 
After attending another multiracial conference the following month they re-
solved to break away from NUSAS and form an all-black student organization. 
In December 1968, at a meeting at Marianhill, near Durban, they founded the 
South African Students’ Organisation (SASO), which was open only to blacks, 
whom they defi ned as all who were oppressed by apartheid, whether black Af-
rican or of mixed descent. According to a BCM publication, the Black Review, 
“It was felt that a time had come when blacks had to formulate their own think-
ing, unpolluted by ideas emanating from a group with lots at stake in the status 
quo.”7 Biko believed that most black South Africans had come to accept the idea 
that they were inferior, and that what was required was psychological liberation: 
for a people to be free, he said, they had to realize that they had as much right 
as anyone else to be equal citizens in the land of their birth. Th is challenge to 
the mental self-enslavement of blacks by Biko and SASO was a decisive turning 
point in the long history of resistance politics in South Africa. SASO spawned 
many other BCM organizations in the early 1970s—organizations that would 
be banned after the extensive Soweto Uprising of 1976, which the state was to 
blame on Black Consciousness.8 After the Soweto Uprising the apartheid state 
was on the defensive, and many scholars have seen that uprising as beginning the 
process leading to the fi nal collapse of apartheid in the 1990s.

Student Protest at the University of Cape Town

Of all the events that took place in 1968 in South Africa, the founding of BCM 
was to have the greatest signifi cance in the long run, but the event in student 
politics in South Africa that year that received the greatest attention in the media 
occurred on the almost entirely white campus of the University of Cape Town 
(UCT). UCT was the leading English-medium university in the country, with 
many ties to Britain, and its liberal ethos was strongly opposed to the ruling 
Afrikaner National Party, headed by John Vorster, the dour politician who had 
succeeded the assassinated H. F. Verwoerd as prime minister of South Africa in 
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1966. Many students and staff  on the UCT campus shared the anti-apartheid 
views that Helen Suzman of the Progressive Party voiced in Parliament. Th ough 
there was no television in South Africa, and strict censorship was meant to pre-
vent the spread of any literature deemed “subversive,”9 material relating, say, to 
the Civil Rights Movement in the United States circulated on the UCT campus, 
including recordings of Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I have a dream” speech. King’s 
assassination in April 1968 sparked a wave of emotion among those who identi-
fi ed with him as the leading black fi gure of the time, the man more than any 
other who had been responsible for what seemed a successful challenge to racial 
segregation in the United States. A few months later came the news that Robert 
Kennedy had been assassinated. His visit to South Africa in 1966, arranged by 
NUSAS, had, the country’s leading newspaper said at the time, “blown clean air 
into a dank and closed room.” Kennedy had attracted enthusiastic crowds on 
his visit, and had delivered what many have considered his greatest speech ever 
in the Jameson Hall at UCT, as the keynote speaker on UCT’s annual Day of 
Affi  rmation. Kennedy had drawn attention to similarities between the United 
States and South Africa and had emphasized how any individual could work to 
help bring about change for the better.10 It was on that same campus in August 
1968, in that very same venue, that students, who had read and heard on the 
radio of the student revolts that had taken place in Europe and the United States, 
and especially of the confrontations that had taken place on the streets of Paris 
in May and June, decided to stage their own protest.

At issue was the decision by the Council of UCT to withdraw an off er of a 
senior lectureship to Archie Mafeje, a black South African anthropologist who 
had studied and worked at UCT and had then gone on to Cambridge Univer-
sity in England. Th e government put pressure on the University Council not to 
make the appointment, not wanting blacks to teach at what were regarded as 
white universities. Th e vice chancellor and Council of UCT feared that if they 
did not withdraw the off er to Mafeje, the continued employment of one or two 
other blacks already on the staff  of the university would be jeopardized.11 On 16 
August 1968 some 1000 mostly white students condemned the Council’s deci-
sion at a mass meeting in the Jameson Hall, and then, wanting to do more than 
merely pass a resolution, 300 students marched down the hill from the upper 
campus to the university’s administration building, entered the building, and 
refused to leave until the Council had reversed its decision. In the administrative 
building they set up a virtual “alternative university,” at which left wing lecturers 
spoke on topical issues. Th eir actions outraged the government, on which the 
University was dependent for the bulk of its funding, and captured the atten-
tion of the local media and of student bodies around the world, many of whom 
sent messages of solidarity. Some of these messages explicitly linked what was 
happening in Cape Town to what had happened in Paris and elsewhere, and 
encouraged the UCT students to see their movement as part of a global chal-
lenge to authority, albeit it in a particular environment, where the challenge was 
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to a very explicit and overt form of racial oppression. After 10 days of occupying 
the administration building, the students, faced with the increasing likelihood 
of police intervention, were persuaded to abandon their protest and leave the 
building. Th e University Council had not backed down and the government’s 
racial policy had not been threatened, but the lives of many of those who took 
part in the protest were changed by the sit-in.12 Its leading fi gure, Raphie Kaplin-
sky, was one of many who soon left the country, in the face of police harassment. 
Th e University’s dean of arts resigned from UCT in protest at the Council’s ac-
tion and emigrated. When veterans of the event held a reunion in 2008, 40 years 
after the event, many of them pointed to the sit-in as shaping their later careers 
and political involvement. On the UCT campus the sit-in was long remembered 
as the most important student protest, and the memory of it inspired later gen-
erations of students to continue anti-apartheid activity, though there was never 
to be another sit-in. On the 40th anniversary in August 2008, the University 
fi nally made a formal apology for its treatment of Mafeje, and the main venue 
in the administration building, where the students had held their sit-in, was 
renamed the Mafeje room.13

Th e D’Oliveira Aff air: Cricket, Race, and Apartheid

Later that same month in 1968 what became known as the “D’Oliveira aff air” 
began. Basil D’Oliveira, or “Dolly,” as his fans knew him, was a South African 
of mixed descent who had left the country because of apartheid and become an 
English citizen and had become one of that country’s leading cricket players. 
In the conservative world of English cricket, the idea that teams should not 
tour South Africa because of apartheid had won little sympathy by 1968. But 
when the team was chosen to play in South Africa, D’Oliveira was initially not 
selected. Many assumed that the selectors had capitulated to the known wishes 
of the apartheid government, for in terms of South Africa’s racial classifi cation 
system D’Oliveira was “colored” and apartheid’s severe segregation meant that 
he could not be treated in South Africa as an equal member of the English team. 
Whether or not the selectors had this in mind in their initial selection, when an-
other player dropped out, D’Oliveira was then named as a member of the team 
to tour South Africa. When he heard this, Prime Minister Vorster announced 
that his government was “not prepared to receive a team thrust on us by people 
whose interests are not in the game but to gain political objectives which they do 
not even attempt to hide.”14 Th e tour was therefore cancelled. Th ere was then a 
successful campaign in Britain to stop the South African team, the Springboks, 
from touring Britain in 1970. After one further Australian tour had taken place, 
South Africa did not play offi  cial test cricket again until the 1990s. It was then 
too late for D’Oliveira to play for his country in South Africa, for he had by then 
retired after a long and very successful cricketing career.15
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In itself the ending of a cricket relationship was not of great signifi cance, 
and rugby players from Britain were to continue to tour in South Africa for some 
years,16 but white South Africans took their sport very seriously, and the ending 
of cricket tours was a major blow to their identifi cation with the country from 
which many of them had come, the country’s main trading partner, and regarded 
as one of the most friendly toward South Africa in an increasingly hostile world. 
Th e cancellation of the tour in 1968, along with the pressures that year and after 
against South Africa sending a team to the Olympic Games, was evidence that 
a major campaign was now underway to isolate South Africa. Th is campaign 
would take a long time to gather momentum and to include a ban on the supply 
of arms and eventually to include fi nancial and other economic sanctions, but 
eventually, in the late 1980s the isolation of South Africa would contribute sig-
nifi cantly to the ending of apartheid. Th ough South Africa did try to send a mul-
tiracial team to the Olympic Games in 1968, sport within South Africa remained 
highly segregated, and after those Games the Olympic movement decided not to 
allow any further South African participation while apartheid remained in place.

Conclusion

Th e events discussed in this chapter are only three among many that took place 
in South Africa in 1968, but they are emblematic. Th ey show that for South Af-
rica 1968 must be understood in a particular racialized context, even if that local 
context was inextricably linked to the wider world, whether through intellectual 
infl uences, international student contacts, or sporting tours. Th ese three events 
were not directly related: the government’s decision to bar D’Oliveira from play-
ing in South Africa did not have anything to do with student protest; the white 
students who took part in the sit-in at UCT did not know that black students 
were about to form an organization that heralded the start of a major new phase 
in the opposition to apartheid; and for black students elsewhere what happened 
on the UCT campus was not particularly signifi cant, for they saw white students 
as privileged and not part of the oppressed masses. But these events were all re-
lated in that they arose from the policy of apartheid, and they did not take place 
in isolation. When black students at the University of Fort Hare began their own 
sit-in later in the year, to protest the way their leaders had been victimized, police 
invaded the campus and broke up the protest, and in response white students at 
other campuses, including UCT, came out in support.17

Th ese three events were further evidence of growing resistance to apartheid, 
and they heralded the build-up of new pressures, pressures that would in time 
begin to erode the fundamentals on which apartheid rested. At the time, it was 
diffi  cult to see the signifi cance of these events, though they showed that South 
Africa was not immune from global infl uences. It would be another two decades 
before the end of apartheid was clearly on the horizon, and that was only the 
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case because of the build up of much more overt resistance within the coun-
try, increased pressure from abroad, and South African military adventures in 
neighboring states. Th ese together would eventually destroy the capacity of the 
apartheid regime to continue its oppression. As the year 1968 came to an end, 
there was no likelihood that apartheid would end in the near future; it seemed 
impregnable to most observers. But those opposed to apartheid could hold out 
more hope for change than when the year began. It would take many years for 
the consequences of what happened in 1968 to manifest themselves fully. While 
those consequences could not be anticipated in that year, with hindsight we can 
see that 1968 was a signifi cant year in the long history of apartheid and its fi nal 
collapse.
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Chapter 8

Brother Wally and 
De Burnin’ of Babylon
Walter Rodney’s Impact on the Reawakening 
of Black Power, the Birth of Reggae, and 
Resistance to Global Imperialism

James Bradford

In October 1968, riots rocked Kingston, Jamaica. Th e riots were a reaction to 
the expulsion of black activist and scholar Dr. Walter Rodney from Jamaica 
by the Jamaican Labor Party. Th e following weeks massive riots wreaked havoc 
upon the economic infrastructure of the island. Th is chapter will explore how 
Walter Rodney’s ideas on imperialism, Black Power, and the Jamaican political 
system had a profound impact on the politicization of reggae music, Rastafarian 
culture, and the role of reggae in Jamaican and global politics.

Inspired by the Black Power movement in the United States, Dr. Rodney 
sought to reawaken black consciousness and empowerment among the poor, 
black community. He used his academic background to explain the social and 
political situation of the Jamaican people. In doing so, he helped forge a new 
self-awareness that had a direct impact on the reshaping of cultural expressions 
and political representations. Dr. Rodney was a catalyst in the reemergence of 
the self-consciousness of the Jamaican people, which in turn, aff ected the change 
in musical expressions found in the evolution of Jamaican music from ska and 
rocksteady to reggae. Ultimately, the exploration of Walter Rodney’s teachings 
and his impact on Jamaican culture demonstrates that the rise of reggae music 
and Rastafarian culture in Jamaica indicate a mass movement, of which reggae 
plays a key role in substantiating political and cultural self-understanding.

Dr. Rodney and the Riots

Th e long history of slavery and racial confl ict in Jamaica had a profound infl u-
ence in shaping the political and social foundations from which reggae would 
eventually emerge. Jamaica gained its independence from Britain in 1962, and   
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prided itself on being one of the only peaceful independence movements. Out 
of its sovereignty emerged two diff erent political entities: the People’s National 
Party (PNP) and the Jamaica Labor Party (JLP). Th e JLP appeared the most 
competent and powerful of the two parties, and was put into power. Many in 
Jamaica expected radical social and political transformations since for the fi rst 
time in its history, Jamaicans, and not the British, would make decisions. How-
ever, that change never came. Rex Nettleford argued, “Th ings certainly did not 
fall apart. In fact, a great many things, like the class structure underlined in 
color, continued to appear immutable … the political order merely moved from 
one phase to the next.”1 Th e JLP demonstrated the authoritarian character of 
its rule, censoring all oppositional material and violently oppressing the Rasta-
farian communities, all the while claiming to be the embodiment of peaceful 
multiracialism.

Th e JLP created a national motto that would symbolize the direction of 
the new independent nation: “Out of many, One people.” “Th e motto,” writes 
Nettleford, “targeted social cohesion, political unity, the bliss of multi-racialism, 
and peaceful, civilized socio-political interaction as goals of independence.”2 Th e 
new identity refl ected the aims of the government and those in power; however, 
it contradicted the stark realities on the island. Michael Manley, PNP leader 
elected president in 1972, stated: “Either one belonged to the great majority 
who could not escape from the world of manual labor; or one belonged to the 
minority who enjoyed a privileged status.”3 Jamaica could not escape the in-
tensifying pressure “to address the problems of its identity, or the correspond-
ing emergence of a whole new generation of young radicals anxious to pry the 
society out of its ostrich-like refusal to face the reality of a black underclass 
dispossessed in a lop-sided polity structured and operated to enrich a traditional 
few and strengthen their leverage of power in national decision making.”4 Th e 
question of Jamaican identity would serve as the root of political and social 
grievances later in the decade. Walter Rodney would address this issue directly 
with his book Th e Groundings with My Brothers and help galvanize the masses 
into discovering and embracing a new, more realistic Jamaican identity rooted 
in its African heritage.

Prior to the Rodney Riots, there were a large group of Jamaicans who re-
sisted British colonial culture and also a number of civil disturbances, which 
foreshadowed the radical change to come. Th e most obvious element of civil 
resistance to the British colonial rule and, later, the JLP government were the 
Rastafarians. Th e Rastafarian community originated in Jamaica in opposition 
to the slave trade that displaced millions of Africans. Rastas openly rejected the 
repressive culture of white supremacy and colonial society. In the 1930s, Ras-
tafarians united under the leadership of Marcus Garvey, who believed that all 
black people should return to Africa. As Horace Campbell notes, “it is the iden-
tifi cation with Africa which laid the foundations for the doctrine of Rastafarian 
ideology which combined the resistance against oppression with an underlying 
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love for the freedom and emancipation of Africa and African peoples.”5 Th e Ras-
tafarian community was in perpetual confl ict with the authorities on the island 
and had little to no political representation. Eventually, every aspect of Rastafari 
culture, from symbols to style to speech, came to represent the support of Af-
rican heritage and the resistance to cultural norms forced upon them by their 
colonial oppressors.6 Both the British government and the JLP did everything in 
their power to keep the Rastafarian community a silent and powerless entity.

Th e Chinese riots of 1965, the general elections of 1967, and radical move-
ments on the Univeristy of West Indies campus throughout the 1960s indicated 
that social unrest was growing in Jamaica prior to the Rodney Riots in 1968. To 
make matters worse, the PNP and JLP had been fi ghting an urban war in the 
slums of Kingston (Trench Town), battling over territory and political hegemony. 
Th is decade-long battle was an extreme microcosm of the confl ict enveloping the 
whole island. It was clear the JLP was defending its claim to hegemony and 
privilege, while the PNP was trying desperately to unify the poor, despondent 
black majority to confront the JLP. However, as poor, unemployed youth battled 
over the political territories, Rastafarians struggled to gain any just political and 
social representation. Th ough disregarded by the JLP as a cult, the visit of Haile 
Sellasie7 in the summer of 1966 to Jamaica demonstrated fully the potential 
Rastafarians had as a political entity over the misrepresented government, while 
also signifying the emergence of a black-consciousness and a re-examination of 
Jamaica’s African heritage.8

In October 1968, with political tensions running high, the JLP tried des-
perately to identify the roots of the burgeoning Black Power movement in Ja-
maica. Immediately, they blamed Dr. Rodney. When he fi rst arrived in Jamaica 
he noted: “the quality of justice dispensed by the legal system still depends on 
the color of your skin.”9 Dr. Rodney combined arguments of race and class in a 
way that attacked the very structure of the Jamaican political system; arguments 
that had hitherto been prevented from reaching the public forum; arguments 
that the government was most vulnerable.10 Dr. Rodney targeted the root of 
the JLP’s political justifi cation—the multiracial myth of Jamaica—and spoke 
directly to those who lived through the dilemmas he discussed: poor students, 
the unemployed, and the Rastafarians. Obika Gray comments that “this contact 
with the urban poor broke new ground, because it was the fi rst time that a 
member of the radical intelligentsia became directly involved with that sector of 
the population which was most opposed to the regime.”11 During the latter parts 
of the summer, the government had pressured the chancellor of the university 
to fi re Dr. Rodney; however, he was unsuccessful. But when Dr. Rodney left for 
Canada in October, the government took full advantage of the opportunity. He 
was denied reentry into Jamaica, and cited for instigating violence and treason. 
Th at night, hundreds of thousands of students, youths, and Rastafarians took to 
the streets in protest.

Th e New York Times reported that the Rodney Riots were becoming the 
most debilitating issue for the Jamaican government. Th e article states:
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Offi  cials and leading citizens had long been annoyed with the concen-
tration here of what they considered radical students and professors, 
and the exclusion of one set off  last Oct 16 the most destructive rioting 
in memory.

Th e exclusion order was issued against Dr. Walter Rodney, a young 
Guyanese lecturer in African History. He advocated a combination of 
black power and Castroism and … he was a subversive danger to the 
country.12

Th e Rodney Riots demonstrated that there was a signifi cant threat to the power 
of the JLP. Most politicians feared this riot would lead to a revolution, much 
like what had occurred in Cuba; however, the riot took on a very diff erent char-
acter. “Th e Rodney Riots were frightening,” writes Terry Lacey, “because they 
manifested a reservoir of antagonism against the Jamaican government and the 
national bourgeoisie, and because they pointed to a source of political strength 
… political violence.”13 Th e authorities noted that the riots were aimed primar-
ily at property, causing more than a million pounds of damage.14 Th ough some 
would assume that the riots failed to achieve the revolution Dr. Rodney desired, 
there were two signifi cant consequences of note. First, the riots demonstrated an 
emergent political alliance among students, intellectuals, the unemployed, the 
working class, and the Rastas that had been previously nonexistent. Secondly, 
the actions of the JLP and the reaction to Dr. Rodney’s exile showed the vulner-
ability of the JLP, and its reliance on force to uphold its rule.15

Much of the motivation for the resistance to the JLP can be credited to 
the Civil Rights Movement in the United States, especially the Black Power 
movement. Th e Black Power movement inspired Dr. Rodney. He sought ways 
to transpose the ideas of activism and change to Jamaica and the West Indies. 
He states in his book, Groundings: “Th e present Black Power movement in the 
United States is a rejection of hopelessness and the policy of doing nothing to 
halt the oppression of blacks by whites. It recognizes the absence of black power, 
but is confi dent of the potential of black power on this globe.”16 Dr. Rodney 
further states: “Th e Black Brothers in Kingston, Jamaica moved against the gov-
ernment of Jamaica … what has happened in Jamaica is that the black people of 
the city of Kingston have seized upon this opportunity to begin their indictment 
against the government of Jamaica.”17 Th us, the Rodney Riots came to symbol-
ize the fi rst mass movement of the Jamaican people in resistance to the JLP and, 
more importantly, the residue of white colonial society.

In Groundings, Dr. Rodney also talks a great deal about his visits to the 
slums of Kingston, where he spoke with local youths, students, and Rastas about 
Black Power, imperialism, and race. His discussions did not focus on just ex-
plaining the current social and political situation—more importantly, he off ered 
solutions. His belief in Black Power served as a vital tool in creating a new sense 
of hope and activism. He states: “Th roughout the country, black youths are 
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becoming aware of their possibilities of unleashing armed struggle in their own 
interests. For those who have eyes to see, there is already evidence of the begin-
nings of resistance to the violence of our oppressors.”18 Th ough most youths and 
Rastas understood the grievances stated by Dr. Rodney, militancy was a step that 
invoked violent retribution from the government, and in many ways limited the 
extent to which many Jamaicans were to express their objections.

Despite Dr. Rodney’s call for armed resistance, his ideas on Jamaican heri-
tage and the expression of black unity garnered the most attention. He outlined 
the three main tenets of the Black Power movement and the escape from op-
pression: (1) the break with imperialism, which is historically white racist; (2) 
the assumption of power by the black masses in the islands; and (3) the cultural 
reconstruction of society in the image of the blacks.19 Th ese three points would 
be the staple of his Black Power ideology, and would be reiterated by reggae art-
ists in the future. He also made a call for action to change the interpretation and 
presentation of Jamaican history that resonated deeply within the black popula-
tion, who were forlorn with the government’s misrepresentation of the past, 
demanding that the eff ort must be directed solely toward freeing and mobilizing 
black minds from knowledge of African history seen as relevant but secondary to 
the concrete tactics and strategy necessary for black liberation.20

Ultimately, Dr. Rodney presented an argument against the JLP government 
and the need for black unifi cation. He showed the Rastas, youths, and students 
that “these men (government) serve the interests of a foreign white capitalist 
system and at home they uphold a social structure which ensures that the black 
man resides at the bottom of the social ladder.”21 Dr. Rodney presented the black 
community with a coherent ideology of resistance that both represented the 
racial problems affl  icting Jamaica and the world, but also the social and political 
contexts that justify and protect the current political system. Dr. Rodney’s great-
est achievement could well have been that he combined the political and social 
problems with racial oppression, and in doing so, awakened the sleeping giant 
that was the black majority.22

Dr. Rodney and the Rastafarians

Th e Rodney Riots are important in showing that Dr. Rodney had a special con-
nection to the people of Jamaica. Th ough born a Guyanese, he was, like the 
black population in Jamaica, an African at heart. He had spent his entire life up 
to this point studying the history of Africa and the cultural aff ects of colonial-
ism and slavery upon the black populations in the Americas. When he moved 
to Kingston to teach at the University of the West Indies at Mona, he made a 
concerted eff ort to take his teachings outside university walls. In Groundings, he 
laid the groundwork for black academics to become activists: (1) the black intel-
lectual, the academic, within his own discipline, has to attack those distortions 
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that white cultural imperialism has produced in all branches of scholarship; (2) 
the black intellectual has to move beyond his own discipline to challenge the 
social myth (the myth about a multiracial Jamaica); and (3) the black intellectual 
must attach himself to the activity of the black masses.23

His meetings with local youths and Rastas, called “groundings” by the Ras-
tas, demonstrated his unique connection to the poor population in Jamaica. 
He used his intelligence to help educate others about the social and political 
situation of blacks in modern Jamaica, and what they could do to change their 
scenario. Rupert Lewis notes that Dr. Rodney used his academic background 
“to clarify the past and challenge the interpretations of colonial and bourgeois 
historians” and “many people commented on Rodney’s genuineness. To them he 
became Brother Wally.”24 Unlike other academics, Dr. Rodney felt the need to 
immerse himself in the ghetto culture of Kingston. His wife, Pat, remarked upon 
the profound impact he had on her when he took her to the slums and ghettos 
of Kingston: “Because Walter took me down to Trench town and I met a lot of 
his friends. I saw the poverty. I saw the other side of Jamaica. It upset me a lot 
because I saw people rummaging through dustbins. But Walter said he never 
wanted me to get a false image at any time of wherever we lived, or what life was 
really like for the majority of the people.”25 By looking at this close connection to 
the black community, and how his teaching fused previously separate ideologies, 
we can see his impact on Jamaican history. Th e people’s response to Dr. Rodney’s 
expulsion seen in this context reveals their deep connection to the ideas of Black 
Power, African liberation, and cultural recreation presented by Dr. Rodney, and 
the fi rst signs of a burgeoning mass movement of the oppressed majority. But 
Dr. Rodney also aff ected the Jamaican community in a way that is less obvious 
than the riots indicate, for he helped bring in the emergence of a new political 
and social force, the Rastafarians.

Unlike other social movements of the time, Jamaica had an existing popula-
tion that represented the black pride and African heritage that Dr. Rodney ad-
vocated so eloquently. Th e Rastafarians had a signifi cant presence on the island 
since the days of Marcus Garvey.26 Even after Jamaican independence, Rastafar-
ians remained at the bottom of the social and political ladder. Th eir lifestyle 
was grounded in the realities of poverty, and their dreadlocks and their love of 
marijuana led to a constantly volatile relationship with the Jamaican govern-
ment. But as a spiritual force, the Rastas represented the African roots of the 
majority of the Jamaican population. For Dr. Rodney, the Rastas symbolized the 
distinctly African heritage of the entire West Indies population, and as a result, 
largely explains why he placed “Groundings” in the title of his book.27

During his “groundings,” Dr. Rodney discovered the amazing similarities 
between his teachings and that of the Rastas. Rastafarian teachers like Ras Negus 
and Ras Planno found common ground with Dr. Rodney on the idea of politi-
cal liberation in Africa.28 In many ways Planno and Negus represented the black 
youths in Jamaica the same way Malcolm X did to the youth of the Black Power 
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movement in America.29 During Dr. Rodney’s time in Jamaica, he had forged a 
relationship with the Rastas, and it resonated in their involvement in the riots 
and their growing urge for black liberation. Dr. Rodney viewed the Rasta’s as the 
key to the freeing of black minds.30 Yet, despite there being a large population of 
Rasta’s on the island, they lacked political representation, and more importantly, 
had no sympathizers, particularly the politically empowered black middle class. 
Dr. Rodney, however, would change that. One major impact of his teachings 
was that he did not alienate, but rather, he captured the attention of the middle-
class black population by connecting them to their African heritage found in the 
Rastafarian community. When students and workers saw Dr. Rodney immerse 
himself in the culture of Trench Town, they started to acknowledge their own 
cultural connection with the Rastas and Africa.31

Th e Rise of Reggae

Th e Rodney Riots showed that the black community in Jamaica was starting 
to unite. However, their political representation was still long off . With most 
Jamaicans reluctant to take on the authorities, who were more than willing to 
fi ght, Rastas, students, workers, and the middle class embraced alternative medi-
ums to direct action in order to better understand their situation and rediscover 
their African heritage. Soon elements of Rastafarianism were being adopted by 
wealthier middle-class blacks: people began wearing African head dresses, grow-
ing dreads, smoking ganja, using Rasta phrases such as “I and I,” and listening to 
Rasta music.32 Of all of the cultural characteristics associated with the Rastafar-
ian faith, it was its music that would inspire Jamaica.

In Jamaica, the social culture, especially for the middle-class black popula-
tion, was found in the sound systems. Restaurant and club owners purchased 
enormous amplifi ers, and blasted tunes into the open air, resulting in massive 
dance parties. It was a part of everyday life for most black Jamaicans. Th e sound 
systems were also an important factor in substantiating the growth of a purely 
Jamaican music industry.33 In the mid 1960s, Jamaican music consisted of rock-
steady and ska. Rooted in jazz and Motown, ska and rocksteady gave a mild 
portrayal of life in Jamaica. Th ey both found happy homes in the sound sys-
tems of Jamaica. But the government was also paying close attention to lyrics 
of the music, strictly censoring any song that commented on the harsh political 
environment. Rastafarian music—reggae—was very political in nature because 
it refl ected the oppression and poverty that Rastas faced every day. Th e gov-
ernment did everything in its power to prevent reggae from getting radio play 
and ruthlessly attacked DJs who played reggae at the sound systems. As Anika 
Waters writes, “One Rasta respondent told me that whenever he was at a dance 
and heard the Wailer’s song ‘Fire, Fire,’ he ran. Th e police would be certain to 
raid, because they heard only the words ‘Babylon burning’ and knew well that 
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Babylon was a Rasta term for police.”34 As reggae surged into the public eye the 
government worked more aggressively to combat its message, and the prophecy 
of the lyrics was in many ways fulfi lled.35

As the political and social climate become more explosive, Jamaicans 
searched for music with critical political and social messages. Soon reggae was 
playing at every sound system. Reggae took a giant leap where other music styles 
would not. Horace Campbell states, “Th e transition from rock steady to reggae 
was, like the transition from ska to rock steady, an imperceptible process which 
was both a response to and a refl ection of the changing social condition of the 
society. Where rock steady had the legacy of singing the sex and romance songs 
… reggae laid emphasis on Africa, black deliverance and redemption.”36 Reggae 
became the voice of political and social distress, and a vehicle for the Rastafar-
ian community to preach African liberation. Soon Rastafarian ideology, which 
existed in the dredges of Jamaican society for so long, would fi nd itself speaking 
for an entire population of people through reggae.

Following the Rodney Riots, politics took center stage in the minds of many 
artists throughout the island. Musicians like Desmond Dekker, the Ethiopians, 
and Bob Marley and the Wailing Wailers changed not only their musical style 
from the up beat rocksteady to the slower, more deliberate reggae sound, but also 
attached lyrics with a more poignant political and spiritual message. Th e term 
reggae was coined by Toots Hibbert of the Toots and the Maytals, who claims 
that it meant regular people are suff ering and don’t have what they want.37

Many artists responded directly to the Rodney Riots. Th e Ethiopians wrote 
the song “Everything Crash,” which talked specifi cally about the social situation 
at the time, and became an instant sound system hit: 

Look deh now, Everything Crash / Firemen strike, watermen strike / 
Telephone pole men, too / down to the policemen, too / What bad by 
the morning / can’t come a good evening / Every day carry a bucket 
to the well / One day the bucket bottom must drop out / Everything 
Crash.38

Th e popularity of the song was found in the widespread use of “its opening line, 
‘look deh now,’ which became an oft-repeated phrase during the next election, 
usually preceding an antagonistic observation about the JLP government.”39 
Other songs spoke about the violent aftermath of the Rodney Riots. As the sound 
systems throughout Jamaica blasted the reggae anthems, the political, social, and 
Rastafarian elements of the lyrics started to speak to a broader audience.

Jamaicans found solace in the political and social criticisms found in the 
lyrics, but more importantly were drawn to the African liberation and black 
conscious elements of the Rastafarian community. As demonstrated earlier, Ras-
tafarians were virtually powerless until they found an eff ective medium, reggae, 
to help spread their culture. “Th e Rastafarian movement, in eff ect,” as Ian Peddle 
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points out, “co-opted reggae music as its chief medium of communication.”40 
Th e best example of Rastafarian ideals embraced by reggae artists, and in turn, 
embraced by Jamaica as a whole, is the Abyssinians, “Satta Masagna.” With lyrics 
written in Amharic, the Ethiopian dialect, the song spoke of a utopian resting 
place for the black faithful.41 David Katz notes that it “has since become one of 
the most-versioned songs ever recorded in Jamaica, and an all time Rasta an-
them.”42 Th e song portrayed the growing Rastafarian sentiments in the country, 
and its popularity is a prime example of how Rastafarian ideology found the 
perfect medium in reggae.

By the late 1960s and early 1970s, reggae artists were using music and the 
sound systems to comment and refl ect on the highly charged political and social 
environment. Arguably two of the most infl uential and recognizable reggae art-
ists, Bob Marley and Peter Tosh expanded on the ideas that emerged from the 
chaos of 1968 and the teachings of Dr. Rodney. Th ey began to attack the JLP 
and its justifi cation for hegemony, in particular the myth of peaceful multiracial-
ism. In Peter Tosh’s, “400 years” he confronts the tarnished past of Jamaica and 
the terrible misinterpretation by the JLP government: 

400 years / and it’s the same / the same philosophy / I’ve said it 400 
years / Look how long / and the people they still can’t see / why do they 
fi ght against the poor youth of today? / And without these youths they 
would be gone / all gone astray.43

Th e domination of reggae music on the sound systems of Jamaica demonstrated 
the signifi cance reggae played in freeing the minds of youths and openly defying 
the laws of the government. Reggae and the Rastafarian culture were helping 
reconstruct Jamaican culture in the eyes of the black majority, just as Walter 
Rodney had stated.

Reggae artists also expanded upon the ideas of black pride, and the resil-
iency of the black people in the New World. Dr. Rodney spoke about the amaz-
ing cultural impact the black population had in the Americas. He states:

Now we have all gone through a historical experience through by all 
accounts we should have been wiped out … not only have we survived 
as a people but … the black people in the West Indies have produced all 
the culture that we have. … Black bourgeoisie and white people in the 
West Indies have produced nothing! Black people who have suff ered all 
these years create. Th at is amazing.44

Bob Marley reiterated the ideas on his last two albums, Survival and Uprising. 
Survival was a direct response to the statements made by Dr. Rodney about the 
resiliency and strength of the black people in Jamaica.45

Th ese concepts were not just pertinent to Jamaicans though, as they were 
widely shared by oppressed blacks and minorities all over the world. In many 
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reggae songs, the combination of various social, political, and spiritual ele-
ments led to a unique cohesion that broke down nationalist identities and racial 
boundaries, and contributed to the growing popularity of reggae music around 
the world. An example of how reggae combined spiritual, political, and social 
observations can be found in Bob Marley’s great song, “War”:

Until that philosophy which hold one race superior / and another / 
inferior / is fi nally / and permanently / discredited / and abandoned / 
everywhere is war / me say war.

Th at until there no longer / fi rst class and second class citizens of any 
nation / until the color of a man’s skin / is of no more signifi cance than 
the color of his eyes / me say war.

Th at until the basic human rights / are equally guaranteed to all / with-
out regard to race / dis a war.

Th at until the day / the dream of lasting peace / world citizenship / rule 
of international morality / will remain in but a fl eeting illusion to be 
pursued / but never attained / now everywhere is war / war!46

Th e lyrics for “War” were taken from a speech by Haile Selassie during a visit to 
the United States in 1964. Th e song addresses the obvious political and social 
discontent and a sharp criticism to the world order: “that until there no longer 
fi rst class and second class citizens of any nation.” Th e song also contains Ras-
tafarian infl uences, since the lyrics are from Haile Selassie himself. But it is the 
combination of all three elements that make “War” such an important tune, for 
it not only speaks to the obvious hardships of the people of Jamaica, but also 
makes connections to oppressed peoples all over the world who identify with 
the plight of the Jamaican people. As the seventies wore on, and the political 
and social dilemmas across the globe came to a climax, reggae emerged as an 
important cultural and political voice of not only Jamaica, but for the much of 
the Th ird World as well.

Reggae and Politics

Following the Rodney Riots and reggae’s rise in popularity, the country of Ja-
maica was bound for change. Reggae artists began to recognize the profound 
impact they were having on the political and social processes of the island. In 
producing music critical of the social and political structures on the island and 
the world, combined with the link to African heritage through the Rastafarian 
community, reggae artists began to recreate the culture of Jamaica, as Dr. Rod-
ney perceived. And with their alliance to the PNP and its leader Michael Manley, 
the oppressed black majority was fi nally garnering political clout. Leading up to 
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the 1972 general elections, the JLP and PNP fought for the support of Rastafar-
ians and the endorsements of popular reggae artists. Horace Campbell states: 
“Th ese artists, who were spearheading the development of a popular culture, 
were uncompromising in their identifi cation with Africa, such that in 1969 both 
the ruling party and the opposition leader made pilgrimages to Africa and Ethio-
pia in an eff ort to keep abreast of this new pace.”47 Naturally, the PNP found a 
great deal of support in their promises to change the country.

Songs became focal points of the presidential campaign. For Michael Man-
ley and the PNP, Delroy Wilson’s “Better Must Come” became the most famous 
campaign song. According to PJ Patterson, one of the leaders of the PNP, the 
song “drove the Michael Manley government from the very fi rst day of its elec-
tion to do everything possible to improve the social conditions and economic 
welfare of the people of Jamaica.”48 Michael Manley overwhelmingly won the 
election of 1972 mainly because his campaign focused on the issues of poverty, 
racial discrimination, and unemployment, the inspiration for reggae music. But 
this is nothing new. Politicians in every country around the world use music to 
garner support. So why is reggae any diff erent?

Reggae infl uenced politics and social structures so profoundly that it cannot 
simply “refl ect” the Jamaican culture. PJ Patterson explains: “It’s fair to say that 
while the political situation infl uences music, it also works the other way around 
and the music infl uences the political situation. Both the music and the culture 
interact upon each other and with each other.”49 If reggae acted solely as a “refl ec-
tion” of society, the desire for change would never be achievable, it would “re-
main a fl eeting illusion to be pursued, but never attained.”50 As much as reggae 
was a response to the political and social situation of Jamaica in the late sixties, 
it was also the major force in changing the social and political consciousness of 
the country and the world in the seventies. Reggae used Rastafarian elements to 
reconstruct the social and political landscape to acknowledge the African heri-
tage of displaced blacks around the world and demand equal political rights for 
the oppressed. In doing so, reggae became not just a cultural construct, but also 
a mass movement embodying the struggles of the politically and socially op-
pressed peoples of the world (and those in solidarity?).

Reggae is an excellent example of the symbiotic relationship between mu-
sic and politics, together forging a mass movement of cultural transformation 
through music. Timothy S. Brown has argued that music does not simply “re-
fl ect” society, but actively works to reconstruct it. Brown notes that “the ties 
between popular music and radical politics become visible: the creation of an 
alternative sphere of cultural production by the bands themselves.”51 In other 
words, political music can create a new culture through a mass movement, rather 
than mirror a pre-existing form. One way to understand how reggae creates a 
mass movement is to look at how the expression of Rastafarian ideals helped 
combat the myth of peaceful multiracialism put forth by the JLP. Another is to 
look at how reggae exposed the social and political injustices, not just of Jamaica, 
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but of the entire world system, in which blacks are overtly disenfranchised and 
oppressed.

Th e Rastafarians used race as way to defi ne themselves, but also as a way to 
resist cultural norms that put them in direct opposition to the myth of a mul-
tiracial Jamaican culture. “It was here, quite literally on the ‘skin’ of the social 
formation, that the Rastafarian movement made its most startling innovations. 
Refracting the system of black and white polarities, turning negritude into a 
positive sign, a loaded essence, a weapon at once deadly and divinely licensed.”52 
Th e Rastas were the incarnation of resistance to the Jamaican and global eco-
nomic system. Th ey stood as the direct link to Jamaica’s African heritage and 
history, something that the Jamaican government had sought so long to prevent. 
As Walter Rodney said, “the government of Jamaica recognizes Black Power—it 
is afraid of the potential wrath of Jamaica’s black and largely African popula-
tion.”53 To Dr. Rodney, the Rastafarians were the vital force in supporting the 
emergence of black consciousness and African liberation on the island. Th e mu-
sic, the speech, and the lifestyle were all ways of confronting the cultural myth 
while simultaneously, with the help of reggae, creating a new Jamaican culture 
born from this resistance.

Th e Rastafarian ideology proved malleable enough to translate to a variety of 
peoples all around the world. Th e oppressed minorities and disenchanted youths 
all over the world looked to reggae as a source of inspiration to resist political 
and social inequality. In Britain, oppressed blacks immediately identifi ed with 
the message and aim of reggae music. Dick Hebdige writes: “It was during this 
period of growing disaff ection and joblessness, at a time when confl ict between 
black youths and the police was being openly acknowledged in the press, that 
imported reggae music began to deal directly with problems of race and class, 
and to resurrect the African heritage.”54

However, reggae does not only represent Rastafarian music, as much as its 
languages and customs permeate the culture of the music. In a broader base, 
reggae speaks to social and political injustices that billions of people around the 
world can identify with.55 Burning Spear, one of the great reggae artists, believes 
that reggae has become an international phenomenon because people identify 
with the struggles of oppression and poverty. He states: “Th e international mar-
ket people will be listening for music with quality, music with understanding, 
music wherein they could gain something from, music that could become a 
help in their life or life style of living.”56 Th e Rastafarian mythos of the war on 
Babylon can be easily applied to all peoples who feel as though they are part of 
the unfortunate oppressed majority. Hebdige explains: “Th is war had a double 
nature: it was fought around ambiguous terms of reference which designated 
both an actual and an imaginary set of relations (race-class nexus / Babylon; eco-
nomic exploitation / Biblical suff ering), a struggle both real and metaphorical, 
which described a world of forms enmeshed in ideology where appearance and 
illusion were synonymous.”57
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Bob Marley, the most popular reggae artist ever and considered by many a 
prophet of Rastafarianism, exploded onto the scene in the 1970s. Bob Marley’s 
message of love and hope in the face of oppression and hatred, while loaded with 
Rastafarian mythos, made him one of the most universally recognized musical 
artists in the world.58 Where Walter Rodney desired a force to recreate Jamaican 
culture, Bob Marley went further, becoming the voice of the oppressed in the 
Th ird World. “Th e Th ird World had never produced a global superstar: in his 
dress code, hairstyle, drug habits, speech patterns, Bob Marley’s impact on his 
audience was in far more ways than merely musical.”59 When the South African 
government exploded a nuclear device in 1979 to intimidate the freedom fi ght-
ers, Marley responded. In his last album ever recorded, Uprising, he sang, “Have 
no fear for atomic energy for none dem can stop de time.”60 “Redemption Song” 
was one of his many attempts to not only chastise the actions of oppressive 
governments, but to off er hope and encouragement to those still battling for 
equal rights and justice. In Marley’s song “Zimbabwe,” from Survival, he calls 
for his brothers and sisters in Zimbabwe to unite and fi ght for their rights. His 
career and the body of his work stand in defi ance of a global system that could 
not contain him. Marley, and all other reggae artists who emerged from 1968, 
brought forth political and social grievances in such a way that people could 
fi nally comprehend the causes of their struggles, and more importantly, could 
themselves be the solution in their act of rebelliousness and resistance. Just by 
listening to reggae, dancing to reggae, speaking Rasta speech, and smoking ganja 
people stood in direct defi ance of a system that sought to subjugate them and 
force them into a cultural, political, and social structure substantiated by racial 
and class segregation. Yet, all of the elements of reggae culture, which Jamaica 
and the world held so dear, were a product of Walter Rodney’s teachings and 
work in Trench Town.

In so many ways, Bob Marley represents the amazing depth and authentic-
ity of reggae music and reggae culture. For despite selling millions of albums 
and playing for millions of fans, Bob rarely changed. As Lloyd Bradley says: 
“Why the world listened to Bob Marley was because he remained unadulterated 
by the business he chose to operate in … what he delivered was pure Trench 
Town. Right up until he died.”61 Th e same can be said of most reggae artists; 
they represent the struggles of race and class, they live the struggles of oppres-
sion and poverty. And by listening to reggae, and confounding in its political 
and social message, many unite in defi ance of a system rooted in privilege and 
segregation. For many oppressed peoples of the Th ird World, Reggae embodies 
a mass movement inspired by the struggles of Th ird World peoples trying to 
break themselves from the restraints of an imperialist system rooted in white 
hegemony. Yet, reggae is not only the embodiment of struggle, poverty, and op-
pression, it is also the culture of resistance, self-awareness, and hope. And this 
culture would never have come to pass had Walter Rodney not set foot in the 
slums of Trench Town.
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Chapter 9

Th e Destruction of the University
Violence, Political Imagination, and the 
Student Movement in Congo-Zaire, 1969–1971

Pedro Monaville

Violence: … Th e emotional power of the word can then be very 
confusing.
—Raymond Williams, 19761

On 4 June 1969 soldiers opened fi re on a student demonstration in Kinshasa, 
killing tens of marchers. Th e exact number of casualties—estimations vary be-
tween less than 10 and more than 100 victims—is impossible to establish. After 
the killing, the army seized the corpses of the dead students and buried them 
anonymously in a mass grave. Th ese bodies could testify to the scale of the mas-
sacre, and identifi ed graves would have constituted material reminders of the 
event.2 However, the eff orts to make the dead bodies disappear failed to put a 
closure to the massacre. June 4th remained an unfi nished business.3 Th e struggle 
to complete the story of the massacre during the following couple of years—op-
posing the state to the student movement—ultimately radically transformed the 
face of Congolese universities.

Violence and Legitimacy

Personally, the moment I became revolted against Mobutu was 
June 4th 1969. On June 4th 1969, all Congolese students were 
asked to participate in a pacifi c demonstration. And we did go and 
demonstrate. I was here on Rond-Point Victoire. And they fi red. I 
was in the fi rst rows of the demonstration. … I did not realize that 
they were. … We had seen the soldiers who were there, but we 
thought: “there are just here to intimidate us.” And then suddenly, 
they started to fi re, and everybody yelled: “lie down.” And I lied 
down. And then at the moment when … I noticed that one of my 
friends did not stand up. And I had blood on me. And then I saw 
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that one of my friends was dead. And this. … It was the fi rst time 
I was seeing a dead body. And it changed me completely. And 
today, this image. … It is as if it had happened yesterday.4

A local group of activists, the Kinshasa Student Circle (C.E.K.), planned the 
demonstration of June 4th. C.E.K.’s leaders tried to keep their project secret. At 
Lovanium—the country’s most prestigious university, located in the outskirts of 
Kinshasa—they informed the vast majority of students only on the eve of the 
march, during an assembly on the so-called Red Square, the center of student 
politics on the campus. A few hours later, still in the middle of the night, stu-
dents started to leave their dormitories en masse to get prepared for departure. 
Th e turnout was impressive. Nearly all of Lovanium’s 3000 students participated 
in the march. Nevertheless, nearly none among them reached the city center and 
the Ministry of Education, where C.E.K. had planned to end the demonstration.

Informed of C.E.K.’s project, the authorities intended to stop the demon-
stration by any means possible before it reached the city center. Soldiers un-
successfully tried to use tear gas to disperse the marchers. Students seized the 
grenades and threw them back at the soldiers, as they had been instructed to do 
by the C.E.K.’s activists. No one, among the students, imagined that the govern-
ment would allow more violent means of repression to contain the march. How-
ever, soldiers started to open fi re and targeted marchers a few hundred meters 
farther away, around what is today called Yolo-Medical, and then around rond-
point Victoire, in the very populous Matonge district. Hearing the shots, many 
students thought that soldiers were using white bullets. Once it became obvious 
that this was not the case, the demonstration broke down. In the memories of 
many marchers, rond-point Victoire marks the end point of the demonstration. 
Nevertheless, a few did continue to progress in the direction of the Ministry of 
Education and went as far as Kinshasa’s Central Station, where they met students 
from other schools. Soldiers assaulted female students, and fi nally opened fi re 
one more time on the marchers. Scores of protesters were arrested and brutally 
handled in a military camp.5

Th e Congolese government had already used unrestrained violence against 
its citizens many times during the 1960s. Nevertheless, the events of June 4th 
marked a rupture with previous massacres. Th e spirit, if not the techniques, of 
counterinsurgency, engineered through the help of the Belgian and American 
governments and tested between 1963 and 1965 in rural areas conquered by the 
Simba and Mulele rebellions, was for the fi rst time deployed in the space of the 
capital city.6 Quite unsurprisingly, Congolese and foreign observers directly asso-
ciated the events of 1969 with the colonial police operation of January 1959 that 
had overcame an insurrectional movement in Kinshasa at the expense of more 
than 100 deaths.7 Th rough the repression of the student movement in 1969, the 
Congolese government adopted a form of violence inescapably reminiscent of 
this brand of colonial management of “trouble.”
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Using violence against unarmed students dangerously jeopardized the post-
colonial state’s legitimacy. Th roughout the 1960s, student politics remained 
isolated from society. Students rarely received support outside of campuses. As 
one former student from the 1960s remembers it, “every time Lovanium stu-
dents denounced the regime through demonstrations, the public understood it 
as a manifestation of youth’s unbridled unruliness. People did not dare mixing 
with protesters … ; on the contrary, they would run away in their houses, yell-
ing: ‘Ba Etudiants ba bandi lisusu mobulu na bango’ [Students are starting to 
make trouble again].”8 Regardless of their lack of success in attracting a follow-
ing among Kinshasa’s non-educated urban masses—a failure that was repeated 
on 4 June 1969—students were not legitimate targets of state violence in the 
public’s mind. Students were seen as children in need of protection, as well as the 
emerging social fraction through which the promises of “development” would 
be accomplished. Ordinary Congolese interpreted the 1969 massacre—the un-
restrained use of violence against a vulnerable part of the national body—as 
totally illegitimate.9

For the students themselves, the event marked a turning point. Pius Ngandu 
Kashama’s autobiographical novel La mort faite homme takes place on 4 June 
1969, and poetically articulates how the massacre came to defi ne his own stu-
dent generation.10 Th eir dead comrades, deprived of a proper burial, remained 
haunting presences in the consciousness of the marchers of June. Concurrently, 
Joseph Mobutu, the Congo’s president since 1966, and the man unanimously 
held as responsible for the massacre, came to embody the fi gure of death after 
1969 in the eyes of many students. Mobutu remained in power for nearly 30 
more years after the massacre, and the memories attached to him are very com-
plex.11 Nevertheless, 4 June 1969 is often remembered as a turning point in the 
history of his regime.

Th e antagonism between the state and the students at the end of the 
1960s—dramatically manifested in the 1969 killings—remained centered on 
issues directly related to the organization of the higher education system. In spite 
of this, the confl ict about the future of universities produced eff ects that were 
felt outside of campuses. Indeed, in the process, certain forms of political imagi-
nation disappeared and were replaced by a new political vocabulary. Lovanium 
was both the source of student contestation and at the same time provided the 
regime with a legitimizing rhetoric.

Decolonizing the University

Beware! International imperialism is making plans for the future. 
Its method: leading insidious surveys on tomorrow’s elites. Scru-
tinize their private lives. Get to know their secret motives. Th is is 
the case of the current survey led by a German team. … Foreign-
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ers are still seeing us as their guinea pigs. Th ey take advantage 
of our weaknesses and divisions. You are young, refuse to be 
colonialism’s guinea pigs.12

Global 1968 off ered an interpretative context against which the Kinshasa dem-
onstration was read and understood by the diff erent actors, and many in the 
Congo had paid a lot of attention to the French case in particular. Th e infl uence 
of Benoît Verhaegen, a Belgian professor of political science and the director 
of the Institute of Social and Economic Research based at Lovanium (IRES), 
can be traced even more easily.13 A self-proclaimed Marxist, Verhaegen off ered 
students an entry to revolutionary ideas that lacked a relay in Kinshasa in the 
mid 1960s. Even though the Congolese student association offi  cially opted for 
socialism in the early 1960s and some semi-clandestine Marxist reading groups 
existed on Congolese campuses,14 Marxism retained an exotic fl avor, especially 
at the very Catholic Lovanium. Verhaegen certainly played a role in the articula-
tion of the student rhetoric at the University. As one former student remember-
ing Lovanium’s intellectual environment in the 1960s told me,

researchers … were ordering books for the library from [the Parisian 
leftist editor] Maspero, [such as those of Frantz] Fanon. When we were 
reading these books in 1968, we did not even know that these people 
were dead. We thought they were still alive. And then, May ‘68 hap-
pened, of course. … All those ideas … and Verhaegen’s conferences … 
and we were receiving a lot of guest speakers on campus. Th ere was a 
real circulation of ideas that made certain things impossible for us to 
accept.15

Verhaegen strongly opposed Lovanium’s alienation from Congolese society. 
To a great extent, the University, created by Belgian Catholics in the mid 1950s, 
remained a foreign body in the independent Congo. Th e great majority of pro-
fessors were foreigners. Academic life and programs totally mirrored the Belgian 
system. Academic authorities adopted elitism as their offi  cial religion, and a great 
number of students failed every year.16

In 1964, at the occasion of Lovanium’s 10th anniversary, Verhaegen gave 
a talk, during which he attacked the institution and condemned its inability to 
remake itself in the post-colonial context. Th is intervention infl uenced the Gen-
eral Assembly of Students at Lovanium (AGEL) that led an impressive successful 
strike on the campus a few weeks later. Student leaders were in agreement with 
the Belgian professor that while the country needed a form of “authoritarian 
socialism,” universities had to be democratized. Th e strike succeeded in creating 
awareness and fostering unity across the campus. A great number of students 
took an oath and swore fi delity to the “revolution” and to the student movement. 
Nevertheless, the strike ended after one week, when AGEL believed it could ob-

  

 
 

 



Th e Destruction of the University | 163

tain satisfaction through negotiations. Th is strategy ultimately failed, as profes-
sors and academic authorities allied to block most of the students’ claims.17

AGEL’s unsatisfi ed demands reappeared regularly in the following years, and 
the strike’s memory continued to fi re student leaders’ imagination. Th is greatly 
contributed to the antagonistic atmosphere at Lovanium, while more activists on 
other campuses started to mobilize their peers on a similar basis. In 1967, Lova-
nium’s authorities expelled a few students after yet another strike on the pretext 
of violent acts committed against security agents. Th e government ordered the 
Belgian Monsignor Gillon, Lovanium’s rector, to reintegrate the students. He 
was then forced to resign and Th arcisse Tshibangu, a Congolese, became the 
new rector. Students interpreted the event as a clear victory in their fi ght for the 
University’s Africanization.18

Others signs let students think that they could fi nd an ally in Mobutu’s 
regime. Mobutu’s sudden rediscovery of Lumumba particularly helped galvanize 
the student left. Mobutu had seized power with the support of Western govern-
ments. However, infl uenced by some former leaders of the Congolese Student 
Union (UGEC), he progressively oriented his political discourse toward nation-
alism in 1966–1967. Th e regime’s new rhetoric legitimized protests against the 
enduring colonial nature of universities.

By 1968, the student movement’s political platform more clearly than ever 
centered on the issue of decolonization. Most students were very familiar with 
the main issues: co-gestion, Africanization, démocratizasion, and déconcentration. 
Th e movement’s main grievances only targeted power structures inside uni-
versities. Students were not opposing the state—on the contrary, they tried 
to mobilize the government as an ally in their attempt to promote a reform of 
universities.

As polarizing as Patrice Lumumba remained in Congolese society, students 
held him as a tutelary fi gure. Th e tacit alliance between Mobutu’s regime and the 
students was made possible by Lumumba’s rehabilitation as national hero. Th eir 
quarrel resulted from an incident that also related to Lumumba. On 4 January 
1968, the government organized a ceremony to celebrate the memory of the fi rst 
prime minister and martyr of independence. Th e government made the serious 
political mistake of inviting United States Vice President Hubert Humphrey to 
attend the ceremony. Student activists considered Humphrey’s presence as an 
overt provocation. Th e anti-imperialist students not only opposed the United 
States’ involvement in Vietnam, but even more so, they could not stand that an 
American offi  cial attended this ceremony while his country was believed to be 
one of the main organizers of Lumumba’s assassination in 1961. UGEC lead-
ers organized a protest on the day of the ceremony to denounce this hypocrisy, 
and the trust between student organizations and the government disappeared. 
Between January and March, several leaders were arrested, detained in prison for 
a short time, and, for some of them, expelled from the university.19 Th e crisis 
ended with the dissolution of UGEC by the government and the forced promo-
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tion of JMPR, the youth-branch of the state party, on campuses. Th is rupture 
between the student movement and Mobutu was the fi rst step that made June 
4th conceivable.

In July 1968, Lovanium’s board of directors decided to create a working 
group in charge of reforming the university’s status for good, and putting an 
end to the continuous tensions on the campus. AGEL and PASCOL (the as-
sociation of Congolese professors and assistants) refused to integrate the work-
ing group unless it received voting rights and included a majority of Congolese 
participants. Th e crisis intensifi ed over the fall, and in January 1969, anonymous 
pamphlets invited students to refuse all dialogue with Lovanium’s authorities.

A demonstration was planned for the end of the month, which provoked 
a reaction from Mobutu. He called a national conference in Goma to discuss 
the reform of universities. Th e delegates at the conference, presided over by the 
minister of education, agreed on “co-responsibility” as the principle that should 
transform the governance of all institutions of higher education. Th is did not 
meet the demands of the most radical student groups—and especially of Lova-
nium’s delegation—but it was at least a fi rst step in the sense of the universities’ 
democratization. However, Lovanium authorities could not accept the principle 
of voting rights for students in all academic institutions and councils—which 
was the core of the co-responsibility model. Once the conference was over, they 
sent a memorandum to the government, making explicit that democratizing 
universities would ultimately threaten the authority of the government: “Th e 
natural form of the nation’s organs risks then to be aff ected by the spirit of this 
reform, and one should be conscious of this risk.”20 Following the reception of 
the memorandum, Mobutu dismissed the minister of education and adjourned 
Goma’s decisions. Th is alienated the students from Kinshasa and pushed them 
to opt for a direct confrontation with the regime through the organization of a 
mass demonstration in the city.

Food, Generational Confl icts, and Violence

Could I imagine, even one moment, being the peacemaker I have 
always been and the family dad that I am, could I imagine—was 
I saying—that those I always loved without limits would go so 
far as, through means unknown to the Congolese people and 
borrowed from abroad, to force me to announce to the Congolese 
nation news so sad and so tragic for some households, for some 
families, and for the whole nation?21

Beyond the increasing tensions between Mobutu’s government and the student 
movement, other reasons explain the success of the march of June 1969. Micro-
political stakes also contributed greatly to convince so many students to defy a 
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regime that was not reputed for its tolerance of dissent and opposition. Clearly, 
many of the students who marched on June 4th cared more about the improve-
ment of their daily life than about the more “ideological slogans” of student 
groups. Nevertheless, students’ displeasure at the amount of state scholarships 
was highly political. Th e amount of scholarships in 1969 only represented a fi fth 
of what students received in 1960. And, far from being abstract, slogans such as 
democratization directly evoked the recent clash with academic authorities over 
the forced assignation of disciplinary orientation to second-year students.

It was a certain idea of the student and a social status that was defended 
on June 4th when marchers asked for a re-evaluation of their living conditions. 
University students were a small elite. Most of them had studied in Catholic in-
stitutions, spending many years in boarding schools, separated from their fami-
lies. Many of Lovanium’s students were coming from rural regions—particularly 
from the Jesuit high schools in Kwilu, Bas-Congo, and Katanga—and once in 
Kinshasa, they were convinced that all their eff orts and sacrifi ces had paid off  
and granted them an access to the higher strata of society. Food particularly 
embodied the work of social diff erentiation that students expected from their 
access to higher education. Th e post-colonial promises of development and of 
social mobility could be assessed through the quality of food off ered on cam-
puses. Complaints about food expressed students’ anger at the discrepancy they 
perceived between their real social status and the hopes they had invested in edu-
cation. In 1964, the call for the strike issued by AGEL already asked both for a 
democratization of the University and for better conditions of living, which was 
expressed through a complaint about food: “We can not accept any longer a diet 
that is nearly unworthy of dogs”22 Mundanely, many students at Lovanium rode 
the university buses for their weekly visits to the cités, and used their food tickets 
—and negotiated their access to University dinners—to seduce the women they 
were meeting there.

Th e participation of students in the demonstration of June also happened in 
a context of particularly tense relations between generations and of generalized 
indiscipline against authority fi gures. Yoka Mudaba Lye’s fi ctional narrative on 
June 4th, about a gravedigger who happens to bury in the mass grave his own 
son among the other victims of the demonstration, encapsulates one dimension 
of the generational dynamics at play in the event—and the deceived hopes of 
social mobility invested in education.23 Remembering his Catholic education 
with Belgian missionaries and his access to colonial knowledge in the late 1950s, 
philosopher V. Y. Mudimbe wrote that he then became his “father’s father.”24 In 
1969, the generational inversion was pushed even further: in Yoka’s story, not 
only is the son much more educated and politically conscious than his father, 
but it is up to the father to bury the son.

Memories of the generation that came of age in the 1960s abound with sto-
ries in which authority is contested, challenged, and inverted. Anecdotes about 
confl icts with and rebellions against fi gures of authority—fathers and uncles, 
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priests, teachers—are often linked to memories of the troubled political context 
of the Congo in the aftermath of its violent decolonization. Violence remained a 
prominent dimension of political life during the 1960s. It permeated social rela-
tions and fi gures prominently in stories about generational confl icts.

Th e student movement throughout the 1960s also used violence to be taken 
seriously. Th e threat of violence became a way to assert the students’ commit-
ment and force their claims. Already in 1964, AGEL’s call for a strike ended 
with the following capitalized sentences: “TO WAIT ANY LONGER! NO! RE-
SISTANCE AND VIOLENCE! YES.”25 On 21 May 1969, the C.E.K. sent an 
ultimatum to the government, in which they expressed their “right and duty” to 
defend their interests “by all means necessary, including revolutionary violence, 
with the same determination as our comrades from Africa, Latin America, Eu-
rope, and Asia.”26 June 4th is remembered as a pacifi c demonstration—a central 
point for the accession of the victims of the march to the status of martyrs. 
Nevertheless, as early as 1971, students reinscribed violence in the narrative of 
June 4th: “Students were forced to use violence to express their anger. Legitimate 
anger, anger created by the government. Th rough its silence in face of students’ 
fair demands, the government invited students to leave their classrooms and to 
invade the streets.”27

Th e student movement’s rhetoric of violence ultimately served the narrative 
of the events of June 4th authored by Mobutu’s regime. Th e offi  cial discourse 
on the demonstration did not deny acts of violence. It worked instead, through 
a series of moves, to displace the responsibility of violence from the center of 
power (Mobutu, the government, the army, “real” Congolese) to its outside (the 
students, the “politicians’, “fake” Congolese and “fake” students, communists, 
foreigners. Th e regime denounced an anti-Congolese coalition, composed of stu-
dent leaders, politicians, and malevolent foreigners, and cemented through the 
circulation of money. Students were accused of “mimicking the Parisian month 
of May” and of being manipulated by foreign Maoist militants. On 7 June, when 
Congolese students at the University of Brussels decided to bring a letter protest-
ing the recent killing to the Congolese ambassador and were received by embassy 
employees armed with metal rods, it was foreigners, once again—“mostly stu-
dents from Northern Africa, Latin America, and Europe”—who were accused of 
having caused the trouble.28

From the Campus to the Military Camp: 
Destroying the University

Th e African University must understand that what is true in 
Europe or America may not be so in Africa and that it bears great 
responsibilities towards the Nation which did so much for its 
sake. So, while the student from the old World exhausts himself 
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in paralysing contest without causing much harm, the African 
student is faced after fi nishing his studies by the grave tasks of 
reconstruction and development, and any tiny loss of the little we 
have acquired can cause regression in the way towards progress.29

Our education system must aim at modeling an authentically 
Congolese youth, that think as Congolese, reason as Congolese, 
act as Congolese and see the future as Congolese. … We are now 
starting back from scratch, because we intend to dispose of disci-
plined youth and not any more of profaners and uncivil students. 
Th anks to the army, to the medical inspection we have done, we 
can see that our youth in Lovanium was rotten, not only morally 
but also physically.30

Mobutu needed to remake June 4th into an insurrectionary and foreign move-
ment in order to restore the legitimacy of his regime. Likewise, by capturing 
the generational dimension of the movement and replacing himself as the na-
tion’s father, Mobutu rewrote, appropriated, and inverted the students’ political 
rhetoric.31 Two years after June 4th, the regime indeed totally transformed the 
national higher education system and off ered a pyrrhic victory to the student 
movement.

Th e dead students’ symbolic capital allowed clandestine activists at Lova-
nium to maintain strong feelings against the regime on the campus after June 
4th.32 Students continued to fuel Mobutu’s anger. In 1970, at the occasion of the 
presidential elections, the only ballots against Mobutu’s candidacy in Kinshasa 
were cast at precincts around the University. More crucially, in May 1971, pam-
phlets and inscriptions on the University’s buildings insulted Mobutu’s recently 
defunct mother, publicly calling her a “whore” who did not deserve the national 
burial she had just received while the bodies of their comrades had never been 
given a proper sepulture. So, when a commemoration of the killing was planned 
on 4 June 1971 at Lovanium, the tension between students and the regime was 
at its highest. After a mass and the spontaneous building of a memorial to the 
dead students, the army invaded the campus and arrested the Belgian priest who 
had led the celebration. A group of students took Lovanium’s rector hostage 
for a few hours, asking for the release of the priest. Th e army intervened again. 
Mobutu decided to close the university, and to draft all the 3000 students from 
Lovanium into the army. Most students were allowed to return to school after a 
few months of military service, even if they still had to wear their uniform and 
participate in military exercises. Fifteen student activists were condemned to 
life-long sentences in prison.

Th e higher education system was totally transformed. A national university 
was created, incorporating Lovanium and Kisangani, the two private universi-
ties, as well as Lubumbashi, previously the only public institution. Th e creation 
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of this new entity, Université Nationale du Zaire (UNAZA), entailed many 
changes for academics, administrative employees, and students. Departments 
and faculties were spread and redistributed throughout the country: pedagogy 
and psychology in Kisangani; humanities and social sciences in Lubumbashi; 
medicine, engineering, sciences, and law in Kinshasa. Material, moral, and po-
litical conditions of university life were strongly aff ected.

By 1971, Mobutu had fully adopted the student movement’s vocabulary 
and appropriated the themes of nationalism, Africanization, and decolonization. 
When he claimed that military service would reform syphilis-ridden students, 
he did not diverge from the accusation published by the radical student activists 
against the moral corruption of prostitution, dime novels, and pornographic 
movies that they saw plaguing their peers.33 When he reformed the universities, 
he seemed to apply the slogans that students proclaimed on June 4th before 
the army started to open fi re against them. Mobutu’s tour de force consisted of 
neutralizing most of the political vocabulary that the student movement had 
used against him.

Mobutu’s nationalization and reform in several ways brought concrete 
answers to claims long defended by student activists. To some observers, the 
reform constituted a decisive step in decolonizing and democratizing universi-
ties. Nevertheless, the democratization supposedly brought by the reform (i.e., 
democratization as massifi cation) was irreconcilable with the democratization 
asked for by the student movement (democratization as co-gestion). For a French 
anthropologist who praised the reform, universities had to be authentically Con-
golese, which meant breaking their isolation from society. Th e particular status 
of students—their privileged access to state resources—therefore appeared as 
a legacy of colonialism. In this sense, the post-1971 decline of students’ living 
standards and, more generally, the deterioration of the material conditions of 
teaching was not only inevitable, but welcomed: “In a poor country, there is in 
nothing shameful for the university to be poor. On the contrary, it must be poor, 
and it is an act of realism to maintain it in a state of poverty.”34

Th e 1971 reform marked a real turmoil for universities. It was a violent dis-
ruption of the institutions’ daily lives. It deplaced entire departments, libraries, 
and laboratories from one part of the country to the other. It politicized cam-
puses and bracketed academic freedom. It undermined the student movement 
for years. More students were accepted every year, while less money was spent in 
education. Th e reform provoked a physical and intellectual decay in universities 
that has put their survival into question many times and to this day.

By an ironical twist, Mobutu nearly came to apply the program defi ned by 
a radical advocate of the student movement in 1971, for whom Congolese uni-
versities and the research conducted inside them did not “serve the knowledge 
of real persons, real things, or real needs, but it serves the abstract speculation 
that create a useful smoking screen for imperialism.” Th e remedy was therefore 
radical and resembled the slogans uttered against bourgeois universities by many 
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other students around the globe: “Th e University should be neither reformed, 
neither rethought, nor adapted. Th e university should simply be destroyed.”35
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Chapter 10

Revolution on the National Stage
Mexico, the PRI, and the Student Movement 
in 1968

Julia Sloan

Scholars of the 1960s generally view 1968 as the culmination of the global revo-
lution that was that decade. In 1968 the dynamics of the post–World War II era, 
the realities of the Cold War, and the exigencies of governance and citizenship 
in a period of globalization coalesced into a groundswell of popular, oftentimes 
youthful protest in dozens of countries around the world. Th e target of these 
protests generally was authority, most commonly governmental, but also some-
times racial, gendered, and socioeconomic. Th e impact of these protests was 
felt socially, politically, culturally, and even diplomatically as countries from the 
developed to developing worlds weathered the unrest and navigated a new post-
1968 normalcy.

Th e character of the 1968 revolts, however, was refl ective of changes occur-
ring globally since 1945. Populations and economies boomed. Popular access 
to education expanded. Bipolarity altered national, regional, and global politics 
and the nuclear arms race raised the stakes on each. Media, communications, 
and transportation eased and quickened the movement of people, products, 
ideas, and information from country to country. Corporate capitalism created 
global consumers of everything from soft drinks to music. Th us, the protestor in 
the streets in 1968 was typically a relatively affl  uent, educated (or in the process 
of being educated) young person who consumed the same news, entertainment, 
and commodities as his or her counterparts abroad. Th e result was a global ideol-
ogy of protest.1

Th e manifestations of this ideology of protest in Mexico, however, were 
almost wholly national. Th e student movement that emerged in Mexico in 1968 
refl ected all of the global infl uences mentioned above, but had a profoundly 
homegrown character as well. As educated, middle-class nationalists who read 
Herbert Marcuse, cheered Che Guevara, and wore blue jeans and mini-skirts, 
the Mexican student protestors were products of post–World War II globaliza-
tion.2 Th eir most forceful and ultimately eff ective attacks on the legitimacy of 
the Mexican state, however, came not from foreign ideology, but rather from a 
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critique of the core tenets of the dominant Mexican political narrative of revo-
lutionary nationalism.

In the midst of and unquestionably infl uenced by the global tumult of the 
1960s, the student movement and the government of President Gustavo Díaz 
Ordaz engaged in a battle for control of the contemporary meaning and future 
of the Mexican Revolution. Th e protesting students and the ruling Partido Revo-
lucionario Institucional (PRI) had confl icting visions of what that future should 
be, but drew on the same history of revolutionary nationalism to justify their 
positions. Th ey waged their battle in the public spaces, the parks, the plazas, and 
the streets of Mexico City as well as in the hearts and minds of its residents.

An Institutionalized Revolution

It might sound strange to say that in their struggle the students and the gov-
ernment of President Díaz Ordaz were fi ghting over the future of the Mexican 
Revolution since the Mexican Revolution lasted offi  cially from 1910 to 1917 
and had, thus, been over for fi ve decades. However, the Mexican Revolution 
was very much alive and part of the political life of 1960s Mexico because of a 
concept called the institutionalized revolution. Th e issues that had motivated 
the fi ghting in 1910—eff ective suff rage, land redistribution, workers rights, and 
economic nationalism—were more than seven years of fi ghting could resolve. At 
the end of that fi ghting and with a new constitution granting important conces-
sions to the major stakeholders, the Mexican Revolution ended and the country 
started down the path toward institutionalized revolution.

Th e institutionalized revolution is a political ideology rooted in the idea that 
Mexico can complete the unachieved goals of the Revolution through politics 
and government action rather than through violence. Th e redistribution of land 
to the peasant revolutionaries, for example, was a massive undertaking that, once 
agreed to politically, required signifi cant government bureaucracy to accomplish. 
Similarly, the task of hiring and training the army of teachers needed to make 
good on the 1917 constitutional pledge of universal education took a generation 
to come to fruition. Similarly, Mexico waited until 1938 to assert its economic 
nationalism and expropriate its vast oil reserves from the foreign companies that 
had been exploiting them for decades. Th us, the institutionalized revolution was 
a process fueled by a commitment to revolutionary ideals and tempered by the 
realities of size, scope, and resources.

Th e institutionalized revolution, however, also became a political ideology 
in and of itself. Th e Revolution ushered in a new political elite whose power 
rested on its ongoing commitment to revolutionary ideals. Th is elite deeply 
embedded the institutionalized revolution into the nation’s political discourses 
and culture. Meanwhile “La Revolución” itself was becoming a mythic part of 
the nation’s political life. Undertaken by voceros de la revolución, or “insurgent 
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literati,” La Revolución represented an eff ort in the 1920s and 1930s to create 
a revolution with a capital R and involved the writing of offi  cial histories, the 
use of popular culture, and the manipulation of public space. It meant focus-
ing public attention on a shared past and a collective or offi  cial memory that 
celebrated Mexico’s cultural heritage and national achievements while defl ecting 
attention away from the problems still apparent in Mexican society. Th e words 
of President Plutarco Elias Calles in 1934 in his Proclamation of Guadalajara 
perhaps sum up this eff ort best. Calles said: “We have to enter a new phase, 
one that I would call the period of psychological revolution: we must enter and 
conquer the minds of the children, the minds of the young, because they do 
and they must belong to La Revolución.”3 Th e youth of 1968 were among those 
whose minds had been “enter[ed] and conquer[ed] under the auspices of Presi-
dent Calles’s “psychological revolution.”

Th e symbols of the Revolution, as promulgated by the government, created 
a “set of social and moral values and a normative ‘world view’ of social life that 
had widespread acceptance throughout Mexican society and has served to legiti-
mate the actions of the state.” Th e belief that Mexico did indeed have an ongoing 
social revolution was the most important national myth.4 Th e events of 1968 
laid bare that myth and the sizeable distance between it and Mexican reality.

From Schoolyard Brawl to Social Protest Movement

Th e causes and trajectory of the Mexican student movement of 1968 lie in one 
basic circumstance, the absence of true and meaningful democracy in Mexico. 
Mexico under PRI leadership was a bureaucratic-authoritarian regime in which 
the party was critical to the maintenance of hegemony. Th e student movement 
began as a result of an act of police aggression and escalated in response to 
mounting governmental repression throughout the summer and fall of 1968. 
On 22 July, when riot police—the granaderos—entered a Mexico City campus 
to break up a fi ght between youths from rival schools, the events that would 
culminate in Mexico’s most serious social protest movement in decades and most 
egregious act of state-sponsored violence in a generation were set in motion. Th e 
granaderos’ presence on the campus was a violation of university autonomy, a 
closely held protection akin to academic freedom but extending to the physical 
space of the campus as well as the intellectual activities taking place therein. In 
addition to the violation, the granaderos’ typically aggressive deportment during 
the altercation raised claims of police brutality. Th is seemingly inconsequential 
event marked the beginning of the movement that would take a still undeter-
mined number of lives, shake the nation’s political establishment to its core, and 
haunt a generation for decades.5

Protests over the granaderos’ violation fell on deaf governmental ears and 
tensions escalated. Th e security forces’ actions prompted a student demonstra-
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tion in response to protest the brutality. Th e demonstration elicited a police 
presence and once again their eff orts to control the scene proved heavy handed. 
Once again, the youth protested and once again the granaderos showed up. Th e 
students and the riot police became locked in a cycle where violence begot pro-
test begot violence begot protest and so on.

Th is student agitation became an organized movement in the wake of a July 
26th confrontation with police. Two separate student marches, both with offi  cial 
authorization, converged and turned rowdy in downtown Mexico City. Th e stu-
dents broke windows, overturned cars, and clashed with the riot police called in 
to quell the unrest. Injuries and arrests resulted and eight people were left dead. 
Th e day’s events served to intensify the scale, scope, and public attention paid 
to the youthful dissidence. Once again protests met with no governmental con-
cessions or admissions of wrongdoing. After July 26th, the students organized 
themselves into a National Strike Council (CNH) and their agenda coalesced 
around the issue of police repression.6

Th e CNH developed a list of demands called the pliego petitorio. Th eir 
demands were: repeal of the Law of Social Dissolution, removal of Generals 
Cueto and Mendiolea from their positions as leaders of the granaderos, disband-
ing of the corps of granaderos, fi nancial compensation for the victims of police 
violence and for the families of those killed by the police, governmental admis-
sion of guilt, and release of all political prisoners. Th ese six demands remained 
the centerpiece of the student agenda for the remainder of their movement. 
While each of these six points related directly to the repression the youth had 
been suff ering at the hands of government forces, each point individually and 
taken together amounted to a critique of the political status quo in Mexico.7 
Th e pliego petitorio was, in eff ect, a commentary on the absence of democracy 
in Mexico and the authoritarian nature of the Díaz Ordaz Administration. As 
such, it opened the door to a far more sweeping indictment of the president 
and the PRI, an indictment in keeping with much of the rhetoric of the 1960s 
circulating elsewhere in the world, but also with Mexico’s own revolutionary 
nationalism.

Global Strategies, Local Resonance

While the youthful participants in the Mexican student movement protested 
against their government, they also contextualized the global unrest of 1968 
according to Mexican political narratives. For example, signs and banners at 
student rallies often carried slogans in support of Ho Chi Minh and against what 
the Mexican youth characterized as United States’ imperial aggression in South-
east Asia. Many Mexicans felt their own country had too been victimized by the 
United States and thus felt an affi  nity for the plight of the people of Vietnam. 
While the rank and fi le members of the student movement integrated such in-
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ternational issues into their demonstrations and rhetoric, they never made them 
their focus.8

Th e focus remained on the failings of the Mexican government. While the 
government attempted to delegitimize the student cause by alleging its associa-
tion with foreign entities and its vulnerability to outside agitators, the students 
focused on Mexican issues and situated their movement and its demands within 
the narrative of revolutionary nationalism. If the students hoped to have any role 
in reforming their political system, however, they could not do it alone. Th us, 
the students took their message to the people, made their demands public, and 
pressured the government for dialogue by occupying several of the most literally 
and symbolically signifi cant sites in Mexico City.9

No site was more signifi cant that the Zocalo. In the heart of the Centro 
Historico in downtown Mexico City, the Zocalo is perhaps the site with the 
strongest literal and symbolic importance in the governance of the nation.10 Th e 
students fi rst occupied the Zocalo in July and occupied it several more times 
during August and September.

Th e Zocalo or “gran tortilla” as it is also known, has served, since the co-
lonial period, as the locus of some of Mexico’s most signifi cant events. As poet 
Alfonso Chase wrote: “plazas are the palaces of the people.” Further, Setha Low 
argues that the “plaza also provides a physical, social, and metaphorical space for 
public debate about governance, cultural identity and citizenship.” Th e hotels, 
cafes, and high-end retail stores that front the Zocalo cater to an affl  uent, often-
times foreign clientele and, as such, further reinforce the hierarchical structure 
of Mexican society spatially displayed on the plaza. Framed on two sides by the 
National Palace and the Cathedral, the Zocalo also houses the physical mani-
festations of governmental and ecclesiastical authority in Mexico. As such, the 
Zocalo has long been a place where those seeking to combat that authority have 
gathered. Th is central plaza has also, however, been a place where those seeking 
to reinforce their authority have come.11 For example, every year during the In-
dependence Day celebrations, the president performs the Grito de Dolores from 
a balcony overlooking the plaza and the tens of thousands of revelers gathered 
there.12 In addition to this traditional event, in 1968 the Zocalo also played host 
to the opening of the Olympic Games. Th us, the Zocalo occupies a prominent 
place not just in Mexico’s history, but also in its ongoing political discourse.

On certain occasions, however, the students purposely stayed out of the 
Zocalo. Th e most notable example was on Independence Day in 1968. As 
mentioned above, the president gave the Grito de Dolores from the Zocalo to 
symbolize Mexico’s continued adherence to and celebration of the ideals of the 
Liberator, Padre Miguel Hidalgo. By staying out of the Zocalo that night, the 
students were implicitly rejecting the authority of President Díaz Ordaz. Th e 
CNH instead held its own festivities at the University City replete with the grito 
and attended by thousands of people.13 Th us, the student movement in 1968 
was not rejecting the message, just the messenger.
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Díaz Ordaz however refused to respond to the nation’s youth with anything 
other than repression. Th eir repeated requests and outright demands for a public 
dialogue with the president went unanswered. Díaz Ordaz was a conservative, 
paternalistic politician who believed the people should look up to him, respect 
him, and trust him. In his view, the students’ repeated criticisms and insults 
signaled not only disrespect and disloyalty to him, but to Mexico as well. Th e 
president and his advisors dismissed the idea of a public dialogue with the stu-
dents as ridiculous.14 Th e students, however, believed it to be in keeping with the 
highest ideals of the institutionalized revolution.

Meanwhile, the student movement became more organized and more so-
phisticated in its manipulation of public space and its own public image. No 
student spectacle refl ects this maturation of the movement more clearly than 
the Silent March. Held on 13 September, this demonstration included some 
200,000 students and was, save the sound of thousands of pairs of marching feet, 
completely quiet. Th is impressive display of solidarity, discipline, and restraint 
marked the high point of the student movement.15 Nonetheless, the prospect of 
thousands of youth pouring into the Zocalo alarmed those living and working 
in the Centro Historico. As a result, cafes emptied, stores closed, hotels locked 
their doors, and the crowds in the streets thinned in advance of the student 
marchers and the ubiquitous busloads of granaderos that were sure to follow. 
Th us, by virtue of their sheer numbers, the students controlled the public space 
and infl uenced the political discourse the moment they assembled en masse. Th e 
positive, virtually shocked media coverage of the Silent March signaled a shift 
in public perceptions of the student movement. Th e restraint of the individuals 
and the control of the leadership to successfully conduct such an event brought 
newfound respect to the student cause.16

While clearly of central importance, the Silent March was but one of many 
student demonstrations and the Zocalo was but one of several sites the stu-
dents utilized in their assault on the Diaz Ordaz government. Chapultepec Park 
and the Museo de Antropologia y Historia were also favorite staging grounds 
for student marches. Oftentimes these marches proceeded down the Paseo de 
la Reforma, one of Mexico City’s central thoroughfares and a key north-south 
artery. Th us, student marches along the Paseo created severe traffi  c congestion 
in the downtown area. Equally if not more troubling for the government than 
the traffi  c, however, were the buildings the students passed as they marched. 
Reforma was home to foreign-owned commercial outlets, banks, hotels, and 
the United States and Soviet embassies. Several other embassies were located in 
the immediate vicinity and Mexico City’s central tourist area, the Zona Rosa 
adjoined the far side of the boulevard. Th us, student protests down this bustling 
street brought the government much unwanted attention and laid bare Mexico’s 
political turmoil for international visitors and the nation’s commercial and fi -
nancial elite. As these marches proceeded onward, they typically moved in the 
direction of the Alameda Park. Moving through this congested section of the city 
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also guaranteed the students an audience, but in this case, one predominantly 
Mexican and less affl  uent. Th e Alameda, for example, fi lled up in the afternoon 
with middle- and working-class Mexicans socializing and enjoying the respite 
from urban life that the park could provide.17 Th ese landmarks were historically 
and culturally relevant points of reference on the Mexico City landscape. Th e 
Museum, for example was a crowning achievement in the celebration of “na-
tive” Mexico in the post-revolutionary period and artistic chronicler of the in-
stitutionalized revolution, Diego Rivera immortalized the Alameda in his work. 
Th ese locations, however, also were of contemporary importance due to their 
popularity with residents and the resultant levels of pedestrian and vehicular 
traffi  c. Th us, by occupying these areas, the students guaranteed themselves not 
only a sizeable impact, but also a symbolically signifi cant one as well.

Th e most infamous of the sites student leaders frequently chose for mani-
festaciones, the Plaza de las Tres Culturas, sat adjacent to a sprawling middle-class 
housing complex known as Tlatelolco, three miles north of downtown Mexico 
City. Th e plaza took its name from Mexico’s past and functioned as a tangible 
reminder of the nation’s mestizo nature and heritage. Th e buildings surrounding 
the 100-square-yard plaza; high-rise apartments, government offi  ces, a school, 
a church built during the colonial period, and Aztec ruins signifi ed the nation’s 
indigenous, Spanish, and Mexican cultures. Th e housing complex retained the 
zone’s pre-conquest name. Th is large plaza, which colonial Spanish chroniclers 
had said dwarfed the plaza at Salamanca, had been the site of Hernan Cortes’s fi -
nal victory over the Aztec Empire. Despite the area’s auspicious place in national 
history however, for modern Mexicans the name Tlatelolco is synonymous with 
tragedy.18

Th e roots of that tragedy lie in the confrontation between the students and 
the government over who would legitimately lay claim to the discourse of revolu-
tionary nationalism and who would exert greater infl uence on its future course. 
While the student movement was actively engaged in critiquing Mexico’s au-
thoritarian governmental structure and thus implicitly trying to reform it, Presi-
dent Díaz Ordaz was not simply trying to maintain the status quo or prevent the 
reversal of President Calles’s psychological revolution. Rather, the Díaz Ordaz 
Administration was itself aggressively manipulating revolutionary nationalism as 
well. Díaz Ordaz’s concern, however, was less a domestic audience than an inter-
national one. Díaz Ordaz and the PRI over which he presided sought to move 
Mexico increasingly toward corporate capitalism as practiced in the fi rst world. 
Th e PRI, since the 1940s had been increasingly repositioning itself to measure 
the ongoing success of its institutionalized revolution, not in higher pay for 
workers or land for peasants, but in infrastructure development, international 
trade, and technical innovation. Th e skyscraper—not the ejido was—became the 
new symbol of revolutionary nationalism.19

Most visibly in 1968, the Díaz Ordaz Administration was engaging in this 
eff ort through hosting the Olympic Games. Díaz Ordaz initially opposed Mexi-
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co’s bid to host the Games, but upon being elected president became a principal 
architect of the Mexican Olympic agenda. Th e centerpiece of that agenda was 
to improve Mexico’s international image by presenting a modern, progressive, 
stable nation to the world, a nation that was the product of the Revolution and 
institutionalized revolution.20

As such, Díaz Ordaz and Mexican Olympic organizers used symbolic 
spaces, images, and rhetoric in much the same way the students did. Obviously, 
the student movement and resultant police repression called the desired image 
of a modern, progressive, stable Mexico into question. Th us, in the days and 
weeks prior to the massacre at Tlatelolco, the Olympics and the student move-
ment collided literally and fi guratively in the public spaces of Mexico City and 
the minds of student leaders, government offi  cials, and would-be Olympic visi-
tors. Th e students declared publicly and repeatedly “we want a revolution, not 
Olympic Games!” Less enthusiastically, but also publicly, however, the student 
leadership pledged to do nothing to disrupt the games once they began.21 None-
theless, the Mexican government, the International Olympic Committee, and 
foreign countries sending athletes and spectators to Mexico expressed increasing 
concern throughout the fall of 1968 over the security of the games. Some such 
concerns were no doubt earnest given the proximity of Olympic venues to cam-
puses, most prominently the location of the Olympic Stadium adjacent to the 
campus of the National Autonomous University of Mexico.22

Th e Olympic preparations exacerbated the already hostile relationship be-
tween the youth and their government because the games were emblematic of 
the grievances the students had with the ruling party. Th e athletes in the Olym-
pic Village enjoyed a standard of living, at government expense, for the brief 
period of the games that was far better than millions of Mexicans would know 
in a lifetime. Th e PRI, not the people, would reap any potential benefi ts. Simi-
larly, the Mexican Olympic Committee’s eff orts to portray Mexico as a progres-
sive, modern nation were in sharp contrast to the Díaz Ordaz Administration’s 
response to the youth protests. “Todo es posible en la paz,” the Olympic slogan, 
seemed more than a bit disingenuous coming from a government that was shoot-
ing students in the streets of the capital city and holding hundreds of political 
prisoners in its jails.23

Th e student movement represented a public relations and security liability 
that threatened Mexico’s signifi cant political and economic investment in the 
games. Whether as a result of that liability or not, the student movement ended 
suddenly and tragically just 10 days before the start of the Olympic Games 
on 2 October at Tlatelolco when the government ordered the slaying of the 
people gathered there. Th e horror of this event forced student leaders not dead 
or jailed into exile and signaled the beginning of the end of the movement.24 It 
forced the student activists out of the public spaces and the dialogue they had 
attempted to start with the government out of the national discourse. Mean-
while, the Olympics opened with fanfare, celebrations, the release of doves, and 
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hearty congratulations to Mexico on a job well done. Th e Olympics, it seemed, 
signaled Mexico’s arrival on the world stage and the success of the games became 
an enduring source of pride for the nation.

Th e massacre, however, signaled the end of the president’s legitimacy and 
that of his party and his political style. Th e student movement, though brutally 
defeated, in fact, because of that brutal defeat, succeeded in ushering in an era of 
gradual political reform and democratic opening. It changed the way Mexicans 
thought about their government and in so doing changed the government itself. 
Gustavo Díaz Ordaz’s successor, Luis Echeverría, moved back toward the PRI’s 
populist roots and future presidents actively sought to incorporate intellectu-
als and members of the generation of 1968 into the state bureaucracy.25 Th e 
collective popular voice raised in 1968, and temporarily silenced at Tlatelolco, 
returned stronger and louder to help set the course for the nation’s future.

Th ough chronologically separated by just 10 days, the gulf between the 
Tlatelolco Massacre and the Olympic Games spanned a great distance. Th at 
distance was the diff erence between the promise and the reality of the Mexican 
Revolution institutionalized as it was in 1968. Th e use of revolutionary rhetoric, 
ideology, and symbolism by both the students and the government refl ects the 
broad-based acceptance of revolutionary nationalism. Consensus as to what rev-
olutionary nationalism should look like in 1968, however, was harder to come 
by. What was clear in 1968 is that while domestic politics were inexorably linked 
to international circumstances, ideologies, and agendas, the power of Mexican 
revolutionary nationalism was undeniable. Th e fi ght for control of the insti-
tutionalized revolution in 1968 was made more intense by the international 
climate, but was a product of uniquely Mexican realities.
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Chapter 11

Student Activism and 
Strategic Identity
Th e Anti-Communist Student Action Front (KAMI) 
in West Java, Indonesia, 1965–1966

Stephanie Sapiie

Th is chapter examines the collective identity processes of the Anti-Communist 
Student Action Front (KAMI) formed in the aftermath of the 1 October 1965 
coup in Jakarta. After a discussion of events just prior to and following the coup, 
I describe and analyze the collective identity processes at work in the formation of 
this organization. I regard collective identity as a movement’s conceptualization 
of self, or its self-defi nition as a movement, which is in turn particularly depen-
dent on cognitive frameworks of action, or action-frames utilized by movement 
participants.1 A movement’s self-defi nition also includes assumptions about 
boundaries delineated between allies of the movement and its adversaries. 

KAMI protests relied on repertoires that replicated themes in nationalist 
history, particularly a narrative of young patriotism from the Indonesian revolu-
tion in 1945. KAMI activities and marches were deliberately nationalistic and 
emphasized students’ patriotism and identity as opponents of political corrup-
tion and tyranny. Th is would not seem particularly remarkable except for the im-
mense bloodshed and violence that formed the backdrop to KAMI actions. It is 
estimated that approximately 500,000 Indonesians lost their lives in the killings 
that took place throughout Central and East Java and Bali in violence carried out 
by vigilantes and the Army’s Special Forces from November 1965 to June 1966. 
As the countryside ran awash in bodies that clogged rivers and rice-paddies, the 
urban streets of Jakarta were the scenes of student demonstrations orchestrated 
by army generals to provide legitimacy for a ruthless seizure of power. 

KAMI’s emergence was supported by the Indonesian armed forces (ABRI) 
who had recruited among Catholic and Muslim students at the prominent Uni-
versity of Indonesia amongst students opposed to Sukarno’s initiatives in the 
Guided-Democracy period (1959–1963). KAMI helped accomplish ABRI’s 
objectives of wrestling power from Sukarno during a period when Sukarno 
had dominated national politics through his own action fronts and his well-
known ability to move an audience through speech and rhetoric. KAMI ac-
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tivities, marches, and demonstrations helped establish new symbols designed to 
supplant the period of Guided Democracy. Student protests relied on symbolic 
campaigns to demonstrate the ineptitude of Sukarno and his cabinet. Student 
protests pointedly cast blame at the presumptive culpability of the Indonesian 
Communist Party (PKI) in the alleged assassination of nine army generals and 
accused the PKI of sabotage and treachery.

KAMI’s development as an action-front demonstrated how its identity 
shifted from networks of oppositional speech to actual organizations capable of 
public actions, symbolic protests and recruiting and socializing new members. 
KAMI’s collective identity consisted of particular narratives and repertoires that 
emphasized student’s duty and patriotic spirit. At times, actions resonated with 
themes from nationalist history, such as the duplication of the 1927 Oath of 
Youth that KAMI students used as a template to declare their intent to protect 
the country from the PKI. Other actions were designed to demonstrate a unifi ed 
presence of youth in the streets. During an era when students routinely served as 
an audience for Sukarno’s addresses, marches and public demonstrations around 
the capital city, KAMI rallies demonstrated a counter-narrative to Sukarno’s 
power. Th e spectacle of military-directed student opposition followed years of 
army mistrust in civilian leaders. Student graffi  ti against “stupid [government] 
ministers” were not just immature slogans: they refl ected the sentiment shared 
by both students and the army’s young anti-communist offi  cer-corps in civilian 
leaders’ incompetence. 

Analysis of KAMI demonstrations shows the symbiotic role between KAMI 
and ABRI. Students marched on the streets in brigade-style formation. Th eir 
marches often followed routes past the private homes of various ministers in 
Sukarno’s cabinet en route to symbolic demonstrations at gas stations and the oil 
ministry, where students could protest rising gas prices. Student graffi  ti scrawled 
public insults against parliamentary ministers closely linked with Sukarno’s poli-
cies of importing rice. KAMI’s identity, however, was one that was not entirely 
under the army’s control. It was also rooted in close identifi cation with academ-
ics, many of whom were similarly opposed to Sukarno and his cabinet’s eco-
nomic and cultural policies. 

Th e KAMI-sponsored seminar on the economy at the University of Indone-
sia (“Th e Leader, the Man and the Gun,”) was a forum which served to legitimize 
the new regime as well as to signal a shift in political opportunities for formerly 
dissident economists exiled in the Guided Democracy period. Despite early sup-
port for the New Order, academic support for the New Order was short-lived, 
especially as the regime postponed long-awaited elections and electoral reforms.

Th e Coup

Th e events of 1 October 1965 marked the end of a year of rising tensions on 
college campuses throughout West Java. Politicized under Sukarno’s Guided De-
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mocracy program, university students were opposed to the curriculum changes 
and indoctrination implied by new requirements imposed in 1963 under new di-
rectives known as the Political Manifesto, or MANIPOL USDEK. Th e growing 
number of student groups active with the PKI known as Communist Concen-
trations or (CGMI) on campus alarmed both traditionally Muslim and Chris-
tian students who clashed openly on campus with leftist students over screenings 
of foreign movies and imported science and economic textbooks. In the post-
coup period, the army’s role was further institutionalized in universities where 
the army had formed cooperative bodies with students, ostensibly to train them 
through marching-drills for military campaigns in West Irian and Malaysia.

Th e September 30 coup itself was triggered by the discovery of the bodies of 
six dead generals were discovered in a dry well at the Halim Air Force Base out-
side of Jakarta. A group of “left wing generals who called themselves the “Revo-
lutionary Council”—all of whom were identifi ed as top-ranking generals who 
led “luxurious lives,” contrary to the national ideology—claimed responsibility 
for the coup, which was designed at eliminating counter-revolutionary elements 
in the armed forces. Th e ABRI’s response to the coup was initiated by Suharto, 
who was one of two senior commanders still alive and who commanded the 
Army’s Strategic Reserve (KOSTRAD) units who would assume the task of es-
tablishing control over Jakarta under martial law.2

Classes were disrupted in Jakarta by martial law. At ITB students continued 
to go to campus but stopped attending classes.3 During this time, university stu-
dent leaders met informally in private homes and in various organizational head-
quarters.4 Mobilization of students in these early days came from those groups 
that had grievances during the pre-coup period. Confrontations between the 
Leftist Student Communist Concentrations (CGMI) and the Muslim Student 
Association (HMI) had become worse. In 1964, HMI had been deposed from 
the Presidium of the Indonesian Student Federation (PPMI), by CGMI (whose 
membership had grown in the 1963–1964 period to upward of 32,000,5 and 
whose growth had come at the “expense” of HMI). 

Among their immediate actions following the coup, the army attempted 
to mobilize anti-communist youth into an organized federation. Th is eff ort de-
pended on demobilizing PKI groups, particularly its leaders and literary (LEKRA) 
and women’s groups (GERMANI). KAMI’s ability to act was a function of its 
collective identity developed under close army supervision. KAMI was closely al-
lied to the army offi  cers, who became the dominant forces in Indonesian politics 
over the next decade, including Suharto, who was heralded as bringing order to 
Jakarta in the wake of the coup; the former army chief of staff , General Nasu-
tion and Sarwo Edhie, paratrooper commander and an active KAMI promoter. 
KOSTRAD Commanders Idris and Sarwho as well as Intel members Ali Moer-
topo and Yoga Sugama acted as intermediaries with student groups at the Uni-
versity of Indonesia. ABRI also provided students with protection and supplies.6 
KAMI was central to the army’s eff orts to promote a “student opposition” to the 
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Indonesian Communist Party and against Sukarno. Contact between students 
at the University of Indonesia, such as with Soe hok-Gie and KODAM Colonel 
Witono, established the army’s preference for what Gie recognized as students’ 
“disciplined nature.”

Reacting to the Coup: Youth Mobilization 
against PKI and PKI-Youth

Collective identity in the immediate post-coup period was constructed around a 
narrative of an anti-PKI sentiment and revenge seeking in the days immediately 
after 1 October.7 Student groups reportedly

used this as an opportunity not only to suppress leftist Communist op-
ponents more eff ectively but also as a chance to recast the overlapping 
structures of the student/youth world in forms more suited to their 
minority interests. Success, of course, depended upon the coincidence 
of their limited objective with those of major national forces such as the 
Suharto group and other sympathetic elements.8

Vigilante acts were openly encouraged and students played prominent roles 
in the eff orts to destroy the private home of PKI Chairman D.N. Aidit and ran-
sack the PKI-youth headquarters.9 In the days that followed the army sanctioned 
purges of communist-youth groups, closing their organizations on campus and 
rounding up members of the PKI’s women’s group (GERWANI) and members 
of its literary organizations, LEKRA.

Anti-PKI youth groups were mobilized outside Jakarta in the provincial cap-
ital of Central Java, Yogyakarta.10 Anti-PKI youth also congregated “in groups 
on street corners” outside PKI headquarters in Solo.11 In Yogya, brawls between 
PKI-youth and NU-sponsored youth groups took place, while in Bandung stu-
dents held rallies at CGMI’s headquarters the day after the big HMI rallies in Ja-
karta.12 Th e rector of ITB reportedly issued orders forbidding students affi  liated 
with any of the leftist organizations—CGMI, the PKI-youth group Pemuda 
Rakyat, and communist groups such as Lekra and Gerwani—from attending 
classes, seminars, borrowing books, or being physically present on campus.13 At 
the Institute of Technology in Bandung, students formed night-watch contin-
gents on campus to enforce these orders, and a battalion of students was ordered 
to assemble. Campus communication was interrupted by the closing down of 
the student radio station and the daily newspaper, ITB News.14

Initial opposition in Jakarta came from HMI and PMKRI, the Christian 
student organization.15 HMI “urged its members to ‘work closely to crush Ge-
stapu … and the September 30 movement organizationally, all communists and 
anyone however faintly sympathetic to either to its roots.”16 Th e PMKRI’s parent 
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party also had signifi cant grievances with the Guided Democracy system (the 
Indonesian Christian party, PARKINDO, had been banned by General Nasu-
tion for not conforming to “retooling” of the political party system in 1960).17 
PMKRI, like HMI, had also been presidium members with signifi cant grievances 
against CGMI. Compared to HMI it was much smaller, with a membership es-
timated at “several thousand” compared to HMI’s nearly 100,000 members.18

Abdul Gaff ur was a medical student and HMI member in 1965. He recalled 
HMI’s grievances had begun “as early as July 5, 1960 … when the rector of 
University of Jember Prof. Utrech declared HMI was forbidden to meet. Only at 
state universities after 1960 was HMI active. HMI was up against other student 
groups like CGMI, GMNI and Germindo. Utrech’s commands to destroy HMI 
lit the spark.”19

After the coup, HMI was the most vocal advocate for a quick response.20 
A media frenzy accompanied the desire to purge and HMI members recalled 
“Pictures of the mutilated bodies of the slain generals were disseminated through 
newspapers and televisions accompanied by anti-communist propaganda from 
the army. For the fi rst time in years open criticism of the PKI was legitimized, 
and … HMI was one of the fi rst groups to exploit this opportunity.”21 Leaders 
of HMI and the Catholic student group (PMKRI) called for a united student 
front against these actions.22 A number of other student groups joined in these 
events. Students recalled that HMI was the fi rst to act. It was, as Roger Paget 
(1970) argues, best to act:

HMI’s … advantage in the fall of 1965 was clear innocence of any 
September 30 movement involvement … [and] freedom from politi-
cal party strings. … Th is freedom which had served the group well in 
the aftermath of PRRI/Permesta … once again proved to be a special 
advantage in the post–October 1 period. HMI was not a federation or 
a front and therefore had no incriminating friends. It had great promi-
nence nationally both as the enemy of PKI and a strong, relatively in-
dependent minded organization in its own right.”23

Others soon followed HMI. Th e Muslim party, Nahdlatul Ulama, and its 
student youth groups issued a joint statement condemning the “coup” and the 
30 September movement.24

In the fi rst days after the coup, protests against the PKI were allowed, as 
were students’ actions directed at ransacking and burning down the PKI Party’s 
offi  ces in Jakarta, PKI Chairman D.N. Aidit’s house, the headquarters of the 
PKI-sponsored women’s group Gerwani,25 and SOBSI, the Federation of La-
bor.26 HMI organized the fi rst public protest on 5 October, demanding that 
the PKI be banned.27 By the end of the fi rst week of October, “HMI and other 
students demolished the headquarters of the PKI and the home of its fi rst sec-
retary, D.N. Aidit, while armed detachments of the Indonesian army looked 
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on.”28 Paget’s descriptions of this period suggest certain actions (“tracking down 
Communist leaders, sacking their houses, attacking the headquarters of various 
leftist organizations, including the PPMI building in Jakarta”) were carried out 
by “masses of youth” in “partially spontaneous outbursts.”29

Paget (1970) described these events as evidence of intensifying “contacts 
and a mutually benefi cial relationship developing between “certain military lead-
ers” and “young people.”30 Th e military did not immediately restrict all youth 
groups because, as Vince Boudreau (2005) argued, the army required local youth 
groups to help their eff orts to “organize social support against President Sukarno. 
ABRI agents worked closely with students and rural Islamic institutions to build 
anti-communist groups.”31

Youth, in particular, were described as useful to the military because they 
could take part in actions that would not identify perpetrators with ABRI agents. 
Youth

“Provided a corps of vigilantes for the performance of some tasks such 
as nighttime interrogations and seizures of property, deemed by offi  cers 
to be inappropriate activities for their own troops. Th e army, in part, 
gave the students much needed protection. … Th is political symbiosis 
came to be called the “partnership”; it was at the core of the move-
ment which crushed the PKI and eventually displaced Sukarno and his 
guided democracy system.”

Counter-mobilization, like the kind undertaken by pro-Sukarno group 
GMNI, were heavily symbolic, stressing their group’s patriotism and calls for 
“civic clean-up campaigns, national and regional conferences and mass-initia-
tions.”32 To emphasize their patriotism, the youth group affi  liated with Sukarno’s 
party, the PNI, pledged their loyalty and allegiance to the president. Th e empha-
sis on GMNI’s rallies was likely to demonstrate that Sukarno could also quickly 
mobilize youth in his support.33

KAMI’s Collective Identity

KAMI activities and marches were deliberately nationalistic and played on senti-
ments and actions that were associated with themes from the Indonesian revo-
lution. Its oppositional consciousness, at fi rst explicitly anti-communist, also 
changed through episodes of contention. KAMI marches and demonstrations 
helped legitimize the Army’s consolidation of power by establishing a narrative 
that the military was capable of restoring order and economic health. KAMI 
marches were designed to undermine civilian power in the parliament and to 
question the legitimacy of Sukarno, who called for “calm” in the days following 
the coup. KAMI marches, seminars, and demonstrations helped the military 
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demonstrate that it was capable of tackling problems that civilian leaders had 
long neglected.

While there was an identifi able element of KAMI that was evident through 
its street marches and protests, KAMI became a movement that demanded more 
than simply a ban on the PKI. By late January 1966, the organization was com-
mitted to the articulation of ideas of sweeping reform, to removing ministers 
from Sukarno’s cabinet, and to stabilizing infl ation and reorienting the Indone-
sian economy toward integration in the global economy.34

To coincide with the commemorations of the 29 October “Oath of Youth” 
day, KAMI was offi  cially founded as a “federation” with “territorial level of com-
mand and organization.”35 Students asserted that they were essentially commit-
ted to “stronger action” against the PKI and its mass organizations, “newspapers,” 
and ideology.36 Th ey also stated that they were “completely and unreservedly 
behind H.B. the President/Supreme Commander of the Armed Forces/Great 
Leader of the Revolution Bung Karno,” who was still president, although in 
name only.

Th ese actions provide important clues to how KAMI would act. First, they 
stood behind all ABRI objectives. Second, KAMI did not outwardly articulate 
any of the grievances against Sukarno until late January 1966. Th is refl ected 
the fact that Sukarno was nominally in charge during this period. However, it 
also demonstrated that KAMI was controlled by the army. Th e particular way 
that KAMI framed its actions, as pledges or pleas to the army to carry out their 
demands while stating their sincerity, demonstrated the subordination of KAMI 
to the army’s directives.

By January 1966, KAMI’s street protests and demonstrations were evidence 
of an expansion of themes to KAMI’s earlier “anti-PKI” identity to include con-
cern for economic matters37 as well as criticism of Sukarno.38 Student marches 
were composed almost entirely of students and professors, with protests tar-
geted at a variety of strategic sites: the homes of government ministers in the 
elite neighborhoods of Jakarta like Menteng, or at government ministries. When 
students did assemble outside the private homes of cabinet ministers, they were 
greeted without hostility.39

Student marches began at the University of Indonesia with students and 
faculty “leaving the university” in the morning40 in long columns or “lines … 
emulating military discipline” often in “silence.” While professors and students 
marched together,41 students deferred to their professors, who led the way.42 Stu-
dents shouted slogans, such as “DESTROY THE PKI, HANG INDECISIVE 
MINISTERS, BRING DOWN THE PRICE OF GAS!”43 Th e KAMI marches 
were regimented walks through Jakarta streets to specifi c locations.44 ABRI sol-
diers helped stop traffi  c when it was necessary and who provided students with 
water, snacks, and trips back to campus when people became too tired.45

Occasionally, students blocked traffi  c by sitting down and singing songs or 
chanting slogans. One such chant went as follows:
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Who has never been on a bus?

Who wants to raise the price of gas?

Who likes making empty promises?

Who thinks everyone should eat only corn?

Who are the ones who like to throw money around?

Who saves our national wealth in overseas accounts?

MINISTERS

Do you want to be ruled by people like this?46

From 10 to 15 January, students marched daily from the campus in central 
Jakarta to various locations, including parliament (13 January 1966), the Hotel 
Indonesia (12 January 1966), the old Jakarta neighborhood of Kota near the 
docks (14 January 1966), the Presidential Palace (10 January 1966), and the 
Oil Ministry Pertamina (11 January 1966). According to one account, “students 
marched down Jakarta’s main thoroughfares to outside the presidential palace; 
we sat down on the ground facing the [Cakrabirawa Regiment guarding the 
palace] and shouted ‘ABRI Live!’”47

One of the fi rst street protests KAMI sponsored took place on 10 January 
1966 following the increase in gas fares from 4 to 250Rp per liter.48 Th e demon-
stration took two days to coordinate and began at the University of Indonesia’s 
medical school at the campus located in the Salemba area of Jakarta. Th e march 
started early with students congregating by eight o’clock in the morning.49 One 
observer estimated that more than 200 students took part in these marches.50

Participating in the KAMI marches heightened students’ awareness of their 
own unique identity as both provocateurs and moral opponents to a regime 
entrenched in corruption and scandal.51 Students wanted to be seen by the peo-
ple52: “Th e people will see and they will know that students don’t just live in an 
ivory tower. I was the architect of this ‘Long March,’ although in fact I didn’t do 
that much. I wanted students to come and join us, to boycott class and forget 
about their lectures for a day. … It’s important to show the people that the uni-
versity is patriotic.”53

With the exception of protests outside the Presidential Palace, the Oil Min-
istry, and the Ministry of Foreign Aff airs, students’ actions were largely against 
the main ministers within Sukarno’s administration: Chaerul Saleh, the coor-
dinating minister for economic aff airs, and Subandrio, the minister of foreign 
aff airs.

During these protests, students chanted,

Near or far, two hundred [referring to the new bus fares]

Lower the price of gas

DPR banci (Parliament is powerless)
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[Government] Ministers are stupid

Chaerul is a stupid minister54

Th e KAMI repertoire often involved the written word either through chants 
like the one above or expressed through “hit-and-run” tactics such as graffi  ti writ-
ten in ink or with colored felt-tip pens.55 As an indication of the lawlessness of 
the early days of KAMI protests in January 1966, the walls of government build-
ings, the parliament, and fence posts along the gates outside parliament were 
fi lled with angry scribbles.“We put up our posters, wildly yelling in the streets 
‘STOP IMPORTING WIVES; ONE MINISTER, ONE WIFE, CHAERUL 
SALEH IS STUPID,’ all of this before 10:00 clock.”56

Chaerul Saleh was coordinating minister for the economy and his decision 
to raise bus fares was one that particularly angered students. As Harsjah Bachtiar 
noted,

the relationship between the students and the central government was 
aggravated by [Saleh’s actions], who attempted to bring some order to 
the wide discrepancy between offi  cial and black-market prices by in-
creasing the price of gasoline from 4 to 250 Rp a liter. … Most of the 
students, who were already fi ghting a frantic struggle against the high 
cost of living in the urban centers, suff ered severely from the increase in 
the price of gasoline.57

Anger over gas prices was no doubt behind the sequence of protests in which 
students seized gas stations in the old Jakarta neighborhood of Kota.58

Th is event, unlike the KAMI marches and graffi  ti, did not spread through-
out the city, suggesting, “it was an isolated incident rather than the develop-
ment of a new form of protest.”59 Its meaning was to protest the Coordinating 
Minister for Economic Aff airs Chaerul Saleh’s “clumsy” decision to increase fares 
from 4Rp to 250 Rp.60 “Th ere, students [began] to block the entrances to the 
gas stations. I started to think that students could be perceived negatively by the 
public. Th e army could also come down on us if we blocked the gas stations. It 
was a moot point it turned out, the plan to block the gas stations didn’t happen 
that day.”61

Th e blocking of gas stations was not repeated; whether this was because 
students were ordered not to repeat this action is unclear. Student marches did 
not return, at any rate, to the Kota neighborhood of Jakarta. Instead, the fol-
lowing day student marches were directed toward the Bank of Indonesia where 
“students were on top of cars and borrowed bikes to form barricades. Th ey were 
told not to; eventually the army threw tear gas, apologizing fi rst to the students 
… from the looks of it, the military supports the students.”62 Th e protests re-
mained good-humored throughout: “We continued along, blocking traffi  c when 
we could. One car was refusing to stop, there was almost an accident. Th e driver 
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of the car, an important person, got out and started to yell, ‘let us pass.’ Th ere 
was no commando in sight, just about 15 students. We let him through.”63

Despite student protests against “stupid ministers,” there was not much 
animosity between students and ministers. From Gie’s journal we know that 
students were often greeted warmly “with smiles” or “waves” from ministers or 
were off ered rides by them64:

In front of Ruslan Abdulgani’s house we yelled “long live Mr. Rus-
lan!!”—he had a good name among students … he had once joined 
Sjahrir in the PSI, but then joined the PNI. … Outside the buildings 
of Parliament, we sat down on its steps in our dirty clothes … students 
started scribbling on the walls “Ministers Th row Money Around,” “De-
stroy the PKI,” “Ministers, don’t only fi nd out the hard way.” … Indeed 
a lot of slogans were dirty, but this was the voice of the people. Th is 
is what people saw all the time: opportunistic politicians and empty 
slogans.65

Recruitment to KAMI

By the end of January the student movement had expanded beyond its initial 
organization and participants. Not only had students developed a series of rep-
ertoires that became affi  liated with the KAMI identity, these were also used by 
new groups eager to exploit or continue KAMI’s popularity. Even groups op-
posed to KAMI utilized the public poster campaigns and graffi  ti that KAMI 
fi rst utilized.

KAMI’s activities and reputation created new incentives for new members 
who were eager to join the action-front in January 1966. As pro-Sukarno youth 
converged on Jakarta’s streets in late January, KAMI began to expand beyond its 
original size and composition of college students. By the end of January 1966 
it changed from a protest movement involving only college students to one in-
creasingly joined by high school–age youths. Th e entry into activism by a much 
larger and less disciplined contingent of youth shows the scripted nature of the 
fi rst protests organized by KAMI.

At the end of January 1966, KAMI protests were attended by more than 
simply KAMI-organized groups; about 3000 high school students formed new 
action fronts such as KAPPI (Kesatuan Aksi Pemuda Pelajar Indonesia). 79 in-
structors from universities in Bandung66 formed the action front KASI (Kesatuan 
Aksi Sarjana Indonesia).67 KASI soon expanded beyond its Bandung contingent 
to include KASI groups at universities across Jakarta including of about 100 
University of Indonesia instructors and their graduates.68 

From the end of January through March 1966, a period when KAMI was 
in fact banned and classes resumed, new battle lines were drawn between groups 
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who had begun with the fi rst organized actions of KAMI protests in January and 
those who became involved as the movement developed in late January. Th ese 
groups included KAPPI and KASI. When KAMI students returned to classes 
for a week in February, KAPPI students “staged an impressive demonstration in 
support [of KAMI] at the University of Indonesia.”69

While initial protests in January 1966 had focused on early demands of 
KAMI called the “TRITURA” or “Th ree Peoples’ Demands,”70 KAMI actions 
after February focused more specifi cally on Sukarno and his cabinet ministers. 
Student groups began to also fi ght each other and battle the palace guards.71 
KAMI students increasingly sought to defend their movement in the context of 
actions that had occurred in the past: the counter-revolutionary actions of the 
coup leaders and the PKI that were supposedly benefi ting from the unrest.72

By March 1966, KAMI had helped create and legitimize a new role for the 
student movement. KAMI-affi  liated newspapers, journals, art exhibitions, and 
student-initiated radio stations also created a new sense of energy on campus 
that appealed to a wide range of students eager to be part of the new movement. 
In this way, KAMI generated a new interest in the student activism that appealed 
to students’ personal identities and creative inclinations.73 Th us, while students’ 
antagonism to Communist Concentration CGMI had created in the pre-coup 
period an initial interest in joining KAMI, many students remained involved in 
the KAMI “movement” long after KAMI had ceased to function for its partici-
patory culture and student-driven activities, newspapers and journals.

Having been a member of KAMI was also to acquire, for a short while, a 
new sense of status that conferred upon students in the “New Order” positions 
of some political prominence. Th erefore, KAMI created both a series of short-
term opportunities to act—initially based on its anti-communist credentials—
as well as longer-term commitments among activists who took part in KAMI 
marches and meetings. While initially KAMI was formed to demand a ban on 
the PKI, in the long-term, KAMI mobilization created new opportunities for 
the student movement as a whole and led to the creation of a student movement 
that attached prestige and status to membership and participation in student 
demonstrations and mobilization.

Notes
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Chapter 12

Putting up a United Front
MAN in the Rebellious Sixties

Erwin S. Fernandez

While in Rome, Claro M. Recto, the vanguard of the Filipino nationalist move-
ment, died on 2 October 1960. His untimely passing signaled the end of the 
1950s during which he fi gured prominently for challenging the pro-American-
ism of Presidents Elpidio Quirino and Ramón Magsaysay by advocating an in-
dependent foreign policy, a self-reliant economy geared toward industrialization, 
and a sovereign nation free from iniquitous provisions of Philippine–US military 
bases treaty. Four days after his death, Philippine Ambassador to London León 
María Guerrero spoke before the Manila Rotary Club to pay his last respect to 
his mentor and friend. In a splendid delivery with his baritone voice, he correctly 
pointed out Recto’s pivotal role in the development of what seemed to him the 
drama called Filipino nationalism. Wanting to anticipate the next act, now that 
Recto was dead, he asked: “What turn of the plot is to be expected? What new 
protagonist is to appear upon the stage?”1

If Recto’s death marked the closing of a scene in Philippine nationalism, 
it was also the beginning of another by new protagonists claiming to fi ll the 
vacuum and all proclaiming to be heirs to his legacy. Th e Movement for the Ad-
vancement of Nationalism (MAN) arose out of a desire to resurrect Rectonian 
nationalism from its momentary slumber and unify all progressive forces in the 
Philippines at a time of crisis in the 1960s. Indeed, the 1960s represents a tur-
bulent era when the confl uence of various forces of dissent, often with students 
leading the way, surfaced worldwide. Th e era has been characterized often as the 
culmination of resistance directed against the conservatism of the preceding de-
cade. Despite the widespread resistance, each society responded uniquely to the 
circumstances they found themselves in. To understand the 1960s in the Philip-
pines, it is necessary to look into the internal processes as well as the external 
developments that the main actors reacted to against the backdrop of Philippine 
society.2

Th is chapter examines the history of the Philippine Left, particularly the 
dynamics in the organization and dissolution of MAN from 1966 to 1971. Th e 
fi rst section deals with the factors leading to the organization of MAN. Th e next 
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section discusses contending claims about its creation and the basic principles 
the group professed. After the split in the communist movement, MAN had to 
contend with two opposing forces each wanting to get the upper hand. Th e next 
two sections look at the vicissitudes of MAN amid these confrontations and 
contradictions, and its failures and successes until its dissolution. Th e conclusion 
assesses the signifi cance of MAN in the context of the history of the Philippine 
Left.

Magsaysay to Marcos: A Nation 
in Search of an Alternative

Th e history of post-war Philippines is a history of a nation in search of an alter-
native to a corrupt and manipulated society.

In the 1950s it was Recto who articulated nationalism as the way out of 
this neocolonial condition that Magsaysay misunderstood, thus becoming its 
defender. Carlos P. García, who assumed the presidency after Magsaysay’s death 
and was also elected to the same position, recognized the validity of Recto’s ideas. 
He launched the “Filipino First” policy to promote national industrialization, 
earning him enemies from local and foreign quarters.3

But the CIA-funded election of Diosdado Macapagal reversed the gains of 
the policy. He lifted exchange controls, ended import controls, and devaluated 
the Philippine peso. Th e net eff ect was immediate and complete: decontrol al-
lowed the free entry of US-made goods, crippling the Philippine manufactur-
ing sector. Unrestricted fl ow of imports coupled with the remittance of profi ts 
siphoned off  the foreign exchange reserves, plunging the Philippines into a debt 
trap.4

Closely monitoring the decontrol measures as they aggravated the plight 
of laborers, local business, and peasants, the Partido Komunista ng Pilipinas 
(PKP, Communist Party of the Philippines), which had directed the Huk insur-
gency in Central Luzon, stepped up its mass actions. It initiated the formation 
of Lapiang Manggagawa (LM, Labor Party) in early 1963, and the Malayang 
Samahang Magsasaka (MASAKA, Free Union of Peasants) and Kabataang Mak-
abayan (KM, Nationalist Youth) in 1964. Th ese front organizations spearheaded 
demonstrations in protest of the Laurel-Langley Agreement and the parity 
awakening the nationalism and anti-Americanism in the country. Th e criminal 
jurisdiction issue in the US military bases stimulated the resurgence of anti-
American feelings when American soldiers shot to death two Filipinos in two 
separate incidents at the bases.5

Although Macapagal agreed to send an engineering battalion to Vietnam to 
appease the US, the latter supported Ferdinand E. Marcos who won the elec-
tion. While in opposition, Marcos was against Philippine participation in the 
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Vietnam War. Now in power, Marcos endorsed it and got his wish to send a 
Philippine contingent to Vietnam. Philippine participation in Vietnam added 
fuel to the strident nationalist, anti-American, and anti-war sentiment of the 
more militant sectors of the Philippine Left. A huge student rally led by the 
KM and workers was held in front of the US embassy and at the Manila Hotel 
where US President Lyndon B. Johnson and other heads of states were billeted 
for the October 1966 summit meeting. Accused of being communist inspired, 
the student demonstrators were severely beaten by the police, which led to a 
congressional investigation. Th e KM gathered an assembly to condemn police 
brutality in November, the same month that an idea was conceived to unify all 
progressive forces in one movement.6

Birth of Unity

As to who initiated MAN, there were three claims. Th e PKP, one source said, 
“instigated” its creation. Jose Maria Sison claimed that he “initiated” its forma-
tion as the chief liaison of mass organizations like the KM and LM. It seems 
that the two versions could be reconciled since Sison was a member of the PKP’s 
Executive Committee. It becomes problematic when Sison tries to repudiate 
his PKP connection more in the spirit of revisionism than historical accuracy. 
Renato Constantino mentioned a small informal group that included himself 
and Senator Lorenzo Tañada, Recto’s vice presidential candidate in the 1957 
election and head of the Citizens Party, which discussed the need to revive the 
nationalist crusade. He was said to have been instrumental in the idea behind 
MAN, which was to be a united front of all nationalists from the various sectors 
of Philippine society. MAN, based on three accounts, was not the initiative of 
one but a meeting of minds of a select group of people, mainly the leading lights 
of the nationalist movement at that time.7

Th e informal group took more than three months from November 1966 to 
February 1967 to gather adherents for its cause from the progressive forces not 
only around Manila but also nationwide. Th rough invitations, frequent meet-
ings, and discussions, the group was able to enlist the membership of 12 sectoral 
representatives: business, labor, peasant, youth and students, women, educators, 
professionals, scientists and technologists, writers and artists, mass media, politi-
cal leaders, and civic leaders. Th us, at the outset, MAN was able to rise above 
ethnic, class, or gender diff erences. An Organizing Committee was tasked with 
hammering out its program for the upcoming founding congress set on 7–8 
February and coming up with MAN’s principles and declarations to be released 
to the public.8

At the National Library auditorium, where the Congress was held, barong-
clad youthful-looking ushers and granny-dressed usherettes attended to the needs 
of the delegates. Recto was alive in the atmosphere; the second day commemo-
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rated the approval of the 1935 Philippine constitution whose convention Recto 
had presided over. KM delegates, most of whom were youth and students, were 
there, including MASAKA, whose members came mostly from Central Luzon 
barrios. One member got everyone’s attention when he stood up and insisted 
on using Tagalog in all speeches and deliberations. Tañada then mesmerized the 
audience with impeccable Tagalog while others tried hard to speak the language, 
eliciting some frowns and grins. Ignacio Lacsina led the LM contingent, some 
in starched white shirts.9

Th e fi rst day was devoted to listening to speeches containing references to 
current national issues. Teodoro A. Agoncillo, University of the Philippines (UP) 
professor and chair of the history department, discussed the development of Fili-
pino nationalism, its causes and transformations from the late nineteenth century 
to the situation in which MAN had emerged by tackling the Retail Trade Na-
tionalization Law. Suspended to take eff ect by Macapagal, the law was affi  rmed 
by a lower court decision on 16 December 1966 and validated the next day by 
a Supreme Court decision, jolting American businessmen who were opposing 
the law because it violated parity. Hilarion M. Henares Jr., former chair of the 
National Economic Council, after clearly pointing out that “economic peonage” 
was “the Philippine manifest destiny under American design,” demolished the 
myth that foreign capital was needed to jumpstart Philippine industrialization. 
Alluding to the Philippine Investment Incentives Act being debated in Congress, 
Henares argued that although foreign vested interests now acknowledged the 
Philippine need to industrialize, they wanted to control the type of industrial-
ization. As a colonial strategy this meant tying the light industries they invested 
in as captive markets with their heavy industrial plants abroad. Dr. Horacio 
Lava, School of Commerce dean of Manuel L. Quezon University, seconded 
this thesis on his lecture on “the economics of underdevelopment,” underscoring 
that genuine industrialization was the key to national development and that the 
presence of foreign capital, instead of accelerating development, actually did the 
reverse. Lacsina talked about the nexus between Filipino nationalism and labor 
in the struggle for national development. Dr. Sotero H. Laurel, son of the late 
nationalist Senator Jose P. Laurel and university president of the Lyceum of the 
Philippines, emphasized the need to infuse nationalism in Philippine education. 
Taking pot shots at Marcos’ Vietnam policy, Congressman Ramon V. Mitra Jr., 
the last speaker, echoed what had been said before by Recto that Philippine for-
eign policy should anchor on what could best serve the national interest.10

On the second day, after the keynote address by Constantino, who spoke 
on the type of leadership Filipinos deserve at a time of crisis, Tañada was cho-
sen executive board chairman. Tañada presided over the deliberations, recalling 
fi rst his participation in the nationalist movement since 1957, reasserting how 
nationalism was imperative to Philippine survival and fi nally defi ning the tasks 
of MAN, which was to carry out an education campaign. Deliberation on the 
ratifi cation of the constitution continued past lunch. In the afternoon sessions, 
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Sison, elected general secretary, rendered a general report on MAN and oversaw 
the passing of a general declaration describing MAN as “a national crusade” 
for national liberation and economic emancipation, and four resolutions calling 
for the abrogation of the military bases treaty and all unequal agreements with 
the US, nationalist industrialization, the opening of relations with the People’s 
Republic of China, and the Filipinization of education and mass media. At one 
point in the sessions, some MAN national council members intimated participa-
tion in national and local politics, though in a limited scale by fi elding candidates 
in 1969. Getting elected could be facilitated because its constitution recognized 
municipal chapters as the basic unit followed by district and provincial chapters 
envisioned to be organized in the whole country within two years before its 
second national congress.11

With more than 300 charter members from 12 sectors of Philippine so-
ciety scattered throughout the country, MAN’s task of undertaking an anti-
imperialist parliamentary struggle seemed possible. Yet, internal discord within 
the PKP dimmed whatever promise MAN may have had before and after the 
founding congress.

Unity Doomed: Confronting Issues amid Dissensions

Th e arrest of Jesus Lava, PKP general secretary, in 1964 marked PKP’s transition 
from armed to legal struggle. Th e creation of mass organizations like the LM, 
KM, MASAKA, and the Bertrand Russell Peace Foundation (BRPF) founded in 
1965 refl ected this tactical shift. Th e KM, instigated by Sison as head of PKP’s 
youth section (although he would deny that it was a party assignment later on) 
began a nationalist resurgence campaign among students in leading universities 
in the city that heightened youth militancy all over the country. Under Sison, 
KM, however, would pose a serious challenge to Lava leadership resulting in 
factionalism inside MAN and the Filipino Left as a whole.12

Recruited in 1962, Sison developed his own faction inside PKP consisting 
of loyal adherents from the KM at a time when the Sino-Soviet split escalated 
and deepened the division between pro-Soviet and pro-Chinese parties in the 
Comintern. Having been to Indonesia on a study grant, Sison associated with 
the pro-Peking Partai Komunis Indonesia (PKI) three years before the bloody 
military coup d’etat. Aspiring for greater leadership in the PKP, he tried to pro-
ject in a number of speeches and articles his commitment to Maoism. Th e PKP 
underwent reorganization in 1965 when the ties with the Communist Party of 
the Soviet Union (CPSU) was reestablished. Th is made Sison’s posturing for 
Maoism an obvious deviation from the party line.13

Taking stock of the situation in which new recruits had arrived on the scene 
and veteran leaders were released from prison, the PKP leadership decided to 
hold a plenum to elect a central committee two months after MAN’s inaugural 
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convention. Th e PKP had now known Sison’s critical yet valid review of the 
leadership, which the old guard, the pro-Lava, could not ignore. To them, how-
ever, it reeked of revisionism and manifested an attempt to delegitimize their au-
thority. A rectifi cation campaign began, and the party gradually isolated Sison. 
Knowing that his clique was outnumbered, Sison refused to attend the plenum 
and began attacking the PKP publicly. Suspended by the PKP, MAN’s general 
secretary was expelled from the party in April 1967, complicating the fragile 
alignments inside MAN.14

Th e expulsion did not prevent PKP-allied trade unionists from associating 
with Sison, perhaps either out of sympathy to his ideas or simply ignorance 
of the decision. On 1 May, the Socialist Party of the Philippines (SPP) was 
founded, absorbing Lacsina’s LM, one of the founding organizations of MAN. 
Lacsina was elected chairman, while Sison became its fi rst deputy chairman and 
Atty. Felixberto Olalia Sr., MASAKA’s fi rst president, its general secretary. Lac-
sina and Olalia held national positions in MAN as member-at-large and labor 
representative of the National Council respectively.15

One could imagine the diffi  culties arising from mutual suspicions between 
pro-Lava and pro-Sison camps in the annual meeting of the National Coun-
cil. It would intensify when the PKP removed their people from the KM to 
form a rival youth organization in November called the Malayang Pagkakaisa 
ng Kabataang Pilipino (MPKP, Free Union of Filipino Youth). Presumably ma-
neuvered by Francisco Lava Jr., nephew of Jesus Lava, and a member of MAN’s 
national council, MPKP was born at a congress held in Cabiao, Nueva Ecija. Its 
600 delegates were led by MAN charter member Ernesto R. Macahiya, the core 
of which came from the former KM Central Luzon Regional Center.16

Unity among youth and students in MAN was placed in jeopardy. Th e 
founding of the MPKP was followed by the creation of other youth organiza-
tions. Th e BRPF, Philippine chapter, suff ered a temporary split when its chair-
man, Francisco Nemenzo Jr., a MAN National Council member, had a misun-
derstanding with Professor Hernando Abaya, a MAN-education sector member, 
who formed another faction. It was resolved when Nemenzo received recogni-
tion from London for his BRPF group. More serious though was another split 
in the KM in January 1968. Decrying Sison’s authoritarian bent, 26 members 
of KM’s national council led by Vivencio Jose, Perfecto Terra Jr., and Ninotchka 
Rosca, all writers and artists in MAN, left to form the Samahan ng Demokra-
tikong Kabataan (SDK, Union of Democratic Youth).17

Under Tañada and with cooperation of conscientious members, MAN 
continued to confront issues amid the factionalism and sectarian intrigues. Th e 
Laurel-Langley agreement, which would end in 1974, was up for revision and a 
negotiation between the Philippine and American panels took place in Novem-
ber 1967. Atty. Alejandro Lichauco, MAN national council member, alerted 
Tañada that a draft agreement was reached between the two panels seeking the 
extension of parity. At the Senate, Tañada sounded the alarm and found para-
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graph 26 of the Philippine–US joint preparatory committee report as “nothing 
else but parity” termed as national treatment. He hinted at the special privileges 
to American fi rms that would continue under the draft agreement. MAN found 
an ally in the Civil Liberties Union (CLU) when its head, retired Justice Jesus 
Barrera, raised another serious charge: that the Philippine panel, in extending 
parity, agreed to take out the “reciprocity” provision and thus give more rights to 
Americans than Filipinos in a future agreement. Irritated by these insinuations, 
Marcos brushed off  the allegations, squarely issuing a denial that “parity will not 
be extended beyond 1974.”18

Th e rift widened within the Left when a split occurred in the peasant or-
ganization, MASAKA, threatening again the unity inside MAN. Sison wielded 
infl uence on one group while the much bigger faction was believed to be Lava 
partisans. Although affi  liated organizations like MASAKA had semi-autono-
mous existences, the split had the potential to seriously impair the coalition since 
it was one of the founding organizations, and sent one of the largest delegations 
from the peasant sector.19

While having to contend with this internal problem, MAN continued to 
engage with national issues. One of these was the study made by a committee 
on the Americanization of the University of the Philippines (UP). Prompted by 
a desire to know the primary reason behind UP’s continuing alienation from 
Philippine realities, the study cited Americanization, with the steady infl ux of 
aid coming from US agencies one of the major factors. It was submitted to the 
then UP President Carlos P. Romulo who ordered his offi  cials to prepare a reply. 
As a rejoinder to the Romulo memorandum, the committee again reconvened to 
substantiate its allegation, which was said to be “a bogey,” “a fi gment of imagina-
tion,” and a “patent absurdity.” It took them four months to fi nish and soon a 
new UP president was appointed.20

Since July 1968, the national council, composed of several committees, met 
in preparation for the second national convention. Constantino, chair of the pol-
icy and planning committee, coordinated with the various committees including 
the program committee to come up with a vision consistent with MAN’s overall 
objectives and the Filipino people’s true aspirations for a just and better society. 
Aside from responding to the points raised in the Romulo memorandum, MAN 
had to deal with the confl icting positions by various sectors of society on issues 
such as the role of foreign aid and capital, and the two factions in the communist 
movement trying to outmaneuver each other, not only in the formulation of the 
program but also in the entire movement. Obviously, the Maoist faction lost 
its bid for infl uence. All the preparatory committees were chaired by moderate 
nationalists and crypto-communists. Sison’s role was reduced to contributing to 
the draft on foreign policy. By late December, Sison completely broke away from 
the PKP to establish the Communist Party of the Philippines (CPP).21

In early 1969, while MAN was in full swing preparing for its second con-
gress, Tañada, Constantino, and Lichauco met Salvador P. Lopez, the new UP 
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president, and handed him MAN’s rejoinder in support of its contention on 
UP’s Americanization during Romulo’s time. Th e rejoinder not only zeroed in on 
UP’s Americanization because of uncritical acceptance of American aid through 
grants and scholarships, but also pointed to the more menacing consequences of 
using American social science models that were irrelevant to Philippine reality, 
the harassment toward activist faculty members, and the discrimination against 
Filipino faculty and students in contrast with favoritism accorded to foreigners. 
UP’s Americanization happened via indirect American control when Filipino 
administrators become instruments of American educational policies. Having 
mentioned particular names of faculty and departments like the School of Eco-
nomics involved in UP’s Americanization, it revealed that Americanization not 
only permeated the university’s fi nancial operations but even more so its poli-
cies. MAN was concerned with the crucial role UP would play in the national-
ist struggle. Th ey believe that UP, as the leading university, “is in a position to 
infl uence and shape the minds of young men and women who will later be the 
articulate spokesmen of their people—or of their enemies.” Lopez promised to 
hold a university-wide discussion on the issue besides suspending contracts with 
the US-based Asia Foundation.22

Co-Optation and Dissolution

Prior to the planning for its second convention, several MAN representatives 
were invited to Malacañang to hold a dialogue with Marcos. As early as April 
1967, Marcos had met several MASAKA members. MAN was reeling from the 
intrigues sown by the two factions in the party when they agreed to save the 
movement because of the possibility of a nationalist agenda under Marcos. Th e 
PKP’s old guard and moderate elements in the movement were still hoping that 
a change could be eff ected in the system—a position contrary to the belief of 
radical elements represented by Sison’s KM and Olalia’s MASAKA. Marcos had 
every reason to deal with MAN since the movement was the largest coalition of 
nationalists and to pitch his nationalist posture in anticipation of the next elec-
tions. In addition, MAN did not pose a direct military threat to the regime and 
its objectives fi t well with his nationalism.23

From December 1968 to February 1969 MAN exerted eff orts to present a 
40-page program entitled MAN’s Goal: Th e Democratic Filipino Society. A prod-
uct of many revisions, refl ecting the diff erent minds that tried to come up with 
a consensus, the program again underwent the familiar process of deliberation 
after a preconvention meeting. At the SSS Social Hall in Quezon City, the two-
day gathering on 15–16 March was attended by 800 delegates from all over the 
country. MAN, Tañada said in his keynote address, had “in its rolls … the gamut 
of Philippine society” and within two years “has carried out its mission quite 
forcefully and not without some success” because “it has helped—if not to swing 
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offi  cial opinion fully to nationalist postures—at least to put public offi  cials … on 
guard against the cynical betrayals of the past.”24 Outlining the challenges that 
MAN should take up in the next two years, he mentioned three: the revision 
of the Laurel-Langley agreement, which he believed should not be extended; 
economic development through industrialization and the use of Filipino capital 
instead of relying on foreign capital; and the constitutional convention, propos-
ing that a parliamentary or a semi-parliamentary government should replace the 
current model.

Th e rest of the agenda was devoted to the discussion and ratifi cation of the 
program and the election of a new national council. Starting with a histori-
cal setting of Philippine society from pre-Spanish to the American period, the 
program singled out US “new imperialism” as the culprit of Philippine underde-
velopment in science, culture and education, language, and foreign policy since 
independence in 1946. Revealing that “colonial industrialization” was the new 
imperialist tactic in the guise of foreign investments, only “nationalist industri-
alization” coupled with a “genuine agrarian reform” and cultural reorientation 
would give way to a “new Philippine society” toward a “Democratic Filipino 
State: a state governed by Filipinos without foreign dictation and control, which 
belongs to the people.” Containing specifi c recommendations on how to democ-
ratize a “semi-feudal,” “capitalist” economic system and its attendant sociopoliti-
cal structure, it called for among other things the “expropriation of all big landed 
estates” and their redistribution to their cultivators, and suggested constitutional 
and legal reforms. It passed the scrutiny of the majority, although the labor, sci-
ence, and technology students and professionals all engaged in spirited discus-
sions. In the elections, Tañada remained the national chairman along with others 
like Lichauco, Lacsina, and Dr. Lava as members-at-large. On the other hand, 
Bartolome Pasion replaced Olalia as peasantry representative and Macahiya took 
the place of Nilo Tayag of the KM as youth representative. Regional representa-
tives were increased to 12 while the post of the general secretary held previously 
by Sison was abolished. Abaya who was elected member-at-large reported on the 
event: “MAN’s basic aim is to change Philippine society, not by violent means, 
but by the politicization of the masses, educating them properly and developing 
a national language.”25

If MAN believed that it could contribute toward that end through legal 
means, the turn of events during and after the national elections proved it to be 
hopeless. It encouraged participation in the elections not by fi elding candidates 
but by disseminating nationalist ideas and causes with a sanction that it will not 
be identifi ed with any political party. Since it did not off er any real alternative 
to the choices in the November elections, MAN, as a Marxist critique of its pro-
gram put it, “simply yields its right under a nominal democracy to participate in 
the determination of its fate, surrendering that right to the repressive system.”26 
Marcos got reelected by robbing the national treasury and, thus, placing the 
national economy in shambles.
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MAN continued to hope for the success of its strategy while a new align-
ment was formed among students between the SDK and the KM. Having es-
tablished the New People’s Army (NPA) to pursue an armed struggle, Sison held 
an ideological hegemony over the youth and students fed up with the system. 
Radicalized into action in what is now known as the “First Quarter Storm,” in 
January 1970 students demonstrated in front of Congress where Marcos de-
livered his inaugural address. Th is sparked a series of protests and rallies that 
culminated a year later in the “Diliman Commune” when students barricaded 
UP.27 Th e PKP, which had won control over MAN, alienated many among its 
ranks as it dissuaded its youth and student section from fully participating in the 
activities in what it believed to be an imperialist plot. MAN, on the other hand, 
supported its candidates to the Constitutional Convention (Con-Con) getting 
Lichauco, Enrique Voltaire Garcia II, and Antonio S. Araneta Jr. elected. At the 
Con-Con, convened in June 1971, Lichauco, who represented the fi rst district 
of Rizal, presented a resolution advocating the promotion of “real industrializa-
tion.” MAN knew at the start that it would not succeed and it did not. Political 
Review, a MAN organ released in March, editorialized: “Th e ridiculousness of a 
selfi shly partisan, foreign oriented and oligarchy-dominated convention draft-
ing a constitution for the people is at once too obvious to engender reasonable 
expectations of success.”28 Th e prospect for a change through the Con-Con was 
very dim. Martial law, which everyone feared, was eventually declared. Under 
this stifl ing environment, MAN’s objectives did not prosper.

Conclusion

Writing about MAN’s failure, Constantino blamed it on the “doctrinaire and 
sectarian tendencies” among some people on the left who, according to his 
observation, were predisposed to treat bourgeois groups as inconsequential ex-
cept to give a semblance of a united front to the movement. But more crucial 
than this was the power struggle between the two factions—the Lava and Sison 
cliques—that, in fact, as he himself acknowledged, dissipated the anti-imperial-
ist resistance. No doubt, the split squandered the opportunity to advance into 
a nationwide mass movement as the creation of provincial chapters was aban-
doned after the second congress. Unity from its inception was fragile because the 
seed for disunity grew when personal interest of individuals triumphed over the 
collective endeavor. It was a fatal consequence of the inability of the traditional 
left to constructively engage with a new generation of leftist activists branded as 
Maoist and build a compromise for the sake of the national democratic struggle. 
On the other hand, the New Left was fueled more by arrogance and opportun-
ism than the exigencies of building alliance.29

In the context of Southeast Asia and Asia in general, MAN was not unique 
among the social movements that responded to the challenges of nation build-
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ing, decolonization, and neo-colonialism. For instance, in neighboring Malaya, 
Singapore, and Borneo, there was a resurgence of left-wing organizations in 
the sixties as shown in their participation in parliamentary elections while in 
South Korea an upsurge of social movements was evident. MAN was the most 
ambitious and most organized nationalist movement in the country since the 
Democratic Alliance in the 1940s and Recto’s nationalist crusade in the 1950s. 
Although weakened by internal feuds, it managed to create a network of like-
minded people from various sectors and from diff erent parts of the country. It 
was able to put pressure on the policy decisions of the Marcos administration in 
a number of ways. Because of the nationalist resurgence that it personifi ed, Mar-
cos and the Philippine Congress could not ignore its recommendation on the 
opening of trade relations with any nation including China, and on economic 
development. Th e latter was realized when Congress approved Joint Resolution 
No. 2 or the “Magna Carta of Social Justice and Economic Freedom,” signed by 
Marcos in August 1969. A repudiation of IMF-WB prescriptions, it contained 
MAN’s basic doctrines on the nationalization of the economy through the im-
position of import and export controls, restrictions on multinational corporate 
activities, the end of parity, and non-alignment in foreign policy. It proved to be 
short lived and illusory. In January 1970 Marcos devaluated the peso, bowing to 
multilateral lending agencies. MAN also initiated the decolonization of the UP 
and inspired the indigenization movements in the academe.30

Whatever pretensions MAN had of being a progressive organization “wedged 
between the Left-of-Center and the extreme Left” was quickly shattered by its 
helplessness to grasp and adapt to stark realities of the times.31 MAN was con-
tented with its conservatism and accommodation to the status quo, not know-
ing that as strategies they were in themselves an endorsement of the regime. So 
as the tide of history ebbed and fl owed, MAN remained true to its bourgeois 
reformist character. Th ree years after MAN’s dissolution the PKP arrived with 
an agreement with Marcos. Ultimately, MAN suff ered from the schism within 
the PKP making unity impossible. In any case, MAN lost the opportunity in 
1968 to solidify its ranks against the common enemy because the bankruptcy 
of the old failed to take hold of the new situation and also because the young, 
though able to comprehend the realities of the present, were in a hurry to rush 
into the future.
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