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Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the 
world; indeed, it ’s the only thing that ever has.

—Margaret Mead

Profound change can happen.  You don’t realize it until you’ve experienced that kind 
of transformation; once you do, you’ll never be the same.

—Jane Fonda

Student Activism in the Academy: Its Struggles and Promise offers readers a wide-rang-
ing, provocative survey of student protest in America’s colleges and universities. 
Covering both historical and contemporary perspectives, it critically examines the 
contentious problems and progress that have stirred public reaction in and out of aca-
deme. The text’s fundamental purpose is to engage diverse audiences in both reasoned 
and passionate reflection and soul searching on vital themes that surround campus ac-
tivism. The essays in this volume respect the need to consider how to weigh questions 
of freedom, fairness, safety, and protection inside and outside the walls of ivy. Indeed, 
the pertinent issues are talked about on Main Street as well as in the academy; they are 
perhaps as far-reaching as social, economic, and political matters can be. They have be-
come more copious in nature since the first recorded student protest in America. In 1766, 
Harvard students started the “Butter Rebellion” due to the “stinking” butter served on 
their campus (Morison, 1936). Moving forward, this collection will  consider past and 
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present student movements, especially the socially conscious resistance that has often 
sparked the need for change.

Our authors provide the big picture of student activism, including devising strategies 
for activism; the role of social media and technology; legal questions on campus speech; 
the dilemmas of political correctness; generational differences among student activists; 
and various forms of student protest related to race, class, gender, and disability. Both 
professional and student voices prompt us to better comprehend academic and societal 
realities. Administrators, faculty, students, and student life personnel in higher educa-
tion—indeed, all those interested in today’s colleges and universities—are invited to 
participate in the timely and productive dialogue within these pages.  

In the Culture Wars

Reflecting the landscape of student activism in the American academy, many of the 
narratives in this text exhibit admittedly progressive perspectives. They are typically 
framed with a mixture of reason and emotion, as is the case in any act of political per-
suasion. Progressive discourse is largely couched in terms of empathy, caring, identity, 
diversity, and social responsibility (Lakoff, 2006). Likewise, students participating in 
activism naturally become enmeshed in those ideological frames of reference. Their 
assumptions and actions are thus rooted in contested concepts in competition with 
conservative worldviews. Each side faces the other with an unsparing attitude. And each 
side desperately seeks to emerge as “the winner.” In today’s extremely tribal America, 
there is little room for political compromise. 

Free speech issues, covered extensively in this anthology, have been especially prob-
lematic. Obviously, they should not be treated lightly. Yet the contours of such debate 
can be seen to be, depending upon one’s perspective, as almost absolute or convoluted.  
Many interpreters entertain very few conditions upon which freedom of speech should 
be abridged. Others argue that some alt-right students use their presumed “stewardship” 
of free speech as a cover for their own political agendas. In this regard, the American 
Association of University Professors (AAUP) makes a useful distinction:

No viewpoint or message may be deemed so hateful or disturbing that it 
may not be expressed. But threats and harassment differ from expressions of 
ideas that some or even most may find repulsive. They intimate and silence. 
(AAUP, 2016)

Meanwhile, more liberal student activists are often derided with the label of “snow-
flakes” if they seek equity and social justice in a severely flawed world. And, even with 
myriad calls for more civility (more often proffered by rightists as a way to suppress 
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opposition), we must recognize that democracy is typically messy and discordant. Amid 
these rhetorical twists and turns, Stizlein (2018) offers us wise, sobering advice:

It is only with the opportunity to dissent that we can determine if our laws 
and systems guiding us are good or just. Further, in order to invoke our 
right to dissent, citizens have to know how to dissent . . . [through] con-
sciousness-raising, coalition building, public demonstration and pursuit 
of traditional government avenues for change . . . [as well as] how to eval-
uate the justice of laws, how to distinguish effective dissent from simple 
rabble-rousing, and how to protest in ways that do not unduly infringe on 
others. (Stizlein, 2018, p. 1)

Through the arena of activism, students can assess their perspectives and weigh their 
success or failure. In so doing, they can exercise their voices and develop increased con-
fidence and self-understanding. Simultaneously, inquiry about live issues of race, class, 
gender, disability, power, and identity become exceedingly important to their daily dia-
logue (Irwin-DeVitis, 2010). In their experimentation, they are preparing to be engaged 
citizens—one of the primary intentions of a genuinely liberal education.

In the Arena

Student activism can thus be seen as a profound growth experience, especially for 
undergraduates—and one that is challenging as well. For many students, it may involve 
an abrupt departure from a safer past. They may well glimpse new elements of pain and 
suffering, natural frustrations, and unnatural burdens as well as real moments of spon-
taneous joy and great delight.  

Activism offers students both individual and group tests. They must face the vagaries 
of self and an often obdurate social and political environment. They will have to draw 
upon their capacity for independent thought and action in rapidly developing situations.  
Throughout the activist experience, they are made more keenly aware of their wider so-
cial responsibility as they learn to cooperate with those around them in order to sustain 
that experience. Ideally, they come to understand the force of both collective voices and 
deliberative individual judgment. They are building faith in the power they can wield 
(Parkland, Florida, high school students, Black Lives Matter, and Me Too movements 
on college campuses and communities are prime examples). As Ross and Delgado (2016) 
put it, “Student movements as a form of social action allow students to interact, teach 
and learn from each other as part of an exercise of civil engagement” in both traditional 
and novel ways. Their wide and often ingenious use of social media can be particularly 
potent in their efforts to change both the academy and, indeed, the social order.
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Once again, these students are practicing civic education at a deep level of involve-
ment. That kind of learning cannot be easily taught. Student activism allows for a 
special and unforgettable participation in perhaps the most lively kind of lessons in civ-
ics. Self-discovery can be felt more viscerally. Empathy becomes instantaneously more 
vivid as students join shoulders with their peers in an effort to help “others” who are in 
need. As student activists separate themselves from more familiar environments and 
dramatically confront new situations, they may begin to turn away from mere egoism 
and strictly private interests. That is, they can learn significant lessons for both further 
identity development and social and political formation. In particular, they are engag-
ing in critical analysis of unjust power relations and social inequities as well as working 
to overcome hierarchical institutional practices in both the academy and community.

In brief, student activists experience discourse in action—a form of praxis, a pro-
found effort toward social, economic, and political progress. Yet, importantly, they must 
take heed that their adopted commitments not be tied to a kind of group-think or herd 
mentality. Blind tribalism, left or right,  negates considered judgment. (Several chapters 
in this volume pointedly serve as cautionary narratives in that regard.) Instead, their 
goals should include movement toward mindfulness and openness, as opposed to dog-
matism or fanaticism (Hoffer, 1951). Activists need to ascertain that their commitments 
are reflectively developed. If college personnel are truly invested in student develop-
ment, they should  actively encourage the student’s self-conscious decision making, i.e., 
that she think seriously about crucial issues in an attentive, thoughtful manner before 
acting upon them. To do otherwise is to skirt the university’s key mission of searching 
for truth.

At the same time, student activists need to accept their moral and social responsi-
bilities with courage and foresight against a maelstrom of ambiguity, complexity, and 
uncertainty (Perry, 1970). This is no easy task, especially in the college years. Academ-
ically speaking, student activists are mining, once again, whether their liberal-arts 
preparation has passed the test in difficult times. If it has, there may be many student 
activists who rise above the darker clouds of bigotry, hatred, and authoritarian tenden-
cies that weaken today’s version of politics in America. With that imagery in mind, this 
generation of college students can look ahead with cautious prospects for the future.  
While facing continuing struggles, they owe a debt of gratitude to those many student 
activists, past and present, for giving them a sense of promise and hope.
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