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Nils Runeby & Crister Skoglund 
 

STUDENT ACTIVISM IN SWEDEN.  A PERSPECTIVE 

 
In May 1968 even Sweden got its share of the international student revolt. In Stockholm 
students occupied a building in the center of the city and demanded to speak to the 
Minister of Education. By this action they wanted to protest against a proposed reform of 
the curricula in the Liberal Arts faculties, that included rules for the dismissal of students 
who not could keep the pace, an end to the possibilities of free choice among subjects, 
and numerus clausus in all higher education. Some months later a militant student group 
forced themselves into the office of the University Chancellor claiming student participa-
tion. Demonstrations were also organized in other university cities. Different Socialist 
and Marxist organizations grew up and the public debate was dominated by ’leftist’ ideas. 
In this respect there are great similarities between Sweden and the contemporary student 
activities on the continent and in the US. There were however at the same time some 
marked differences which can be used as a starting point in order to underline some spe-
cific Swedish traits in the world of student activism and student politics. 
 
     The building, that the students occupied, belonged to the student union at the Stock-
holm university and thus the rebels occupied their own property. Instead of being met by 
the police the student ’intruders’ in the Chancellor’s office were treated with coffee and 
doughnuts, and the Chancellor informed them - quite correctly - that a plan for student 
participation already had been drafted and submitted to the Minister of Education. All 
this does not mean however, that the students were completely outwitted. The student 
opposition against the planned reform was regarded with a certain sympathy by the local 
university authorities. Strange alliances were formed between radical students and con-
servative professors - very much dissenting on political matters, but united in fighting for 
the autonomy of the universities. The student protests were successful in so far as the 
planned reform was postponed and ”softened”. The promise of student participation was 
also fulfilled, and already in february 1969 the first experiments were started. A few 
years later student participation was regulated by law. 
 
     Another contemporary feature, however, makes the picture still more complex. The 
student revolt was in Sweden combined with a general rethinking of the student identity 
and the student traditions. In an almost ritual way many students at the universities of 
Uppsala and Lund burnt their white caps, the symbol of their special status as students. It 
became a general trend to give up the student ’privileges’ in order to overcome the ’iso-
lation’ from the rest of the society. Consequently student residences, clubs and organiza-
tions were opened to non-students and some student organizations were dissolved alto-
gether. Thus there is at the same time a demand to recognize the views of the students 
and a denial of the student identity. This contradictory attitude was most pronounced in 
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the different Marxist groups but it could be found among more moderate Socialists and 
Liberals as well. 
 
     Among the radical students the ambition soon changed from a demand for participa-
tion in university matters to an aspiration of reforming the society as a whole. Naturally 
they also engaged themselves heavily in contemporary international controversies. Con-
frontations with the police took place in connection with demonstrations against the Viet-
nam war and violent actions taken to stop a tennis game between Sweden and Rhodesia 
made head-lines. Even if these incidents were fairly limited seen in an international per-
spective, they were nevertheless very unusual on the Swedish scene. They stirred up the 
Swedish opinion and definitely affected the whole political climate, as they coincided 
with a considerable turmoil and unauthorized strikes on the labor market. 
 
     During the first part of the 70’s the radical student movement lost its impetus. Severe 
infighting among the different left wing groups had weakened their position and a Neo-
liberal countermovement soon dominated the public debate. When a new reform, this 
time affecting the higher education system as a whole, was proposed along similar lines 
as the one that caused the protests in 68, it could be carried through in 1977 with only 
minor resistance. The shift in the political climate has been followed by a lack of interest 
from the side of the students in university affairs and today the level of student activism 
could be considered as zero. 
 
     Many of those who were active in the student revolt certainly look at the present 
situation with resignation. From another point of view the politicization and the revolt of 
the students can be seen as a process that ended in a successful compromise between the 
students and the state, affecting the every-day life of the universities, even though it never 
had the radical consequences, that had been the dream of the left wing students. One must 
also bear in mind that even if it is not possible to speak of a student activism during the 
80’s, student politics is going on inside the system to an extent never reached before. 
Students have their representatives in the governing boards on all levels, from the 
National Board of Universities and Colleges, down to the single department. The student 
unions have managed to rebuild their strong position, and they are united in one big asso-
ciation whose officials, can speak on behalf of all students in Sweden. 
 
     The complicated outcome of the activities in the late 60’s and the development up to 
the present day can be interpreted in different ways. It can however not be understood 
without taking the traditional organizational structure of the Swedish students into con-
sideration. Four different ”waves” of student activism have contributed to shape a special 
student identity as well as the relations between the students, the state and the society at 
large. It can also be argued that seen in a broader historical perspective, student activism 
indeed have had a profound impact on the Swedish society both on a cultural and a politi-
cal level. The readiness to reach a compromise and the introduction of student participa-
tion did not came out of the blue. Neither was the act of occupying the student union 
building an act of sheer folly nor the ritual burning of the caps.  
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THE STUDENT UNIONS AS AN ORGANIZATIONAL BASIS. 
 
     The organizational structure of Swedish student activism has changed considerably 
during the 19th and 20th centuries, but new associations has normally not led to the 
dissolution of older ones. They have been added to the previous organizations, creating 
new platforms for activities. The organizational innovations are also linked to the differ-
ent stages of student activism. Until the end of the 19th century only two universities 
existed on the Swedish mainland, Uppsala and Lund, and in these the students were since 
the 17th century - and they still are - organized according to their home provinces.  These 
”nations” were mainly meant to be social clubs, a meeting place for older and younger 
students and teachers and an instrument for socialization and control based upon a pro-
vincial loyalty. Already in 1667 affiliation to such a ”nation” was declared compulsory. 
 
     The development during the 19th century can be seen as an effort partly to use, partly 
to oppose the nation system in order to create a common student union. In accordance 
with a general trend of creating ”voluntary associations” these unions should be different 
from the ”nations”. Instead of a seniority system the officials should be elected and each 
student should have one vote. The union was meant to be a platform for students, no old 
professor should have the right to intrude in the matters discussed. The first attempts 
failed however. Only when the leaders of the ”nations” joined in support of the union 
idea in Uppsala 1849 it succeeded.(1) The union became in the beginning primarily a 
coordinating committee for the nations, and the same goes for the university in Lund. 
Thus the compulsory membership in a ”nation” led to a membership in the union. In the 
universities founded during the 19th century, Stockholm and Gothenburg, the ”nation 
system” is conspicuously absent, and this is of course also the case in the 20th century 
universities, Ume} and Link|ping, and in the university colleges that have grown up after 
World War II. The rule of compulsory membership has in these cases been attached to 
the local student union. 
 
     The compulsory membership is a matter of great importance in the understanding of 
Swedish student politics. Not only have all students to belong to unions, but these are 
also given the right to charge a small membership fee. This have given them a possibility 
to build up their own administration and employ a full time staff, which undoubtedly 
have added stability to the organization and reduced the problem of high turnover rate, 
that normally troubles student associations. Over the years the tasks taken up by the 
unions have expanded. From mere representative functions up to the 1920’s they have 
started to administer student housing, health care, travel service etc. Not all, but many of 
the unions have managed to build up funds and own buildings and real estate. In the last 
decades a new task has been added to the previous ones. It is the unions who appoint stu-
dent representatives to the governing boards above the department level and a lot of time 
is devoted to arrange courses and seminars helping student representatives at all levels to 
master the intricate rules and regulations of the higher education system.  
 
     Naturally the compulsory membership of the unions have been questioned, especially 
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during the student revolt in the late 60’s. A governmental commission was appointed to 
investigate the matter and came to the conclusion that the rule hardly could be in accor-
dance with the principles of the Swedish constitution. In 1977 the Parliament therefore 
decided to change the rule, but new investigations showed, that the costs, if the state were 
to take over all the services and tasks administered by the unions would be too high, 
especially if all voluntary work done by union officials had to be carried out by a hired 
staff. Faced with these facts the Parliament withdrew its previous decision 1979, and 
today compulsory membership in a student union affects all students in all education 
above the secondary level. 
 

THE FORMING OF A STUDENT IDENTITY 
 
     The founding of the student unions has also to be seen as a result of the first wave of 
student activism and the rise of a student identity. It must be stressed, that the Swedish 
university system, since the beginning of the 19th century, in a decisive way has been in-
fluenced by the German ideas of a research university. The ideology of ”Wissenschaft 
und Bildung” gave the students a part in the truth-seeking process and - by virtue of their 
situation as the coming elite - a responsibility for the future and for the social and politi-
cal ethics of the country. Through this special ideology, with influences from the Enlight-
enment and German idealism, it was possible to construct a student identity, that came to 
be the basis for student activism for a century. The movement of the 1840’s became in 
many ways the model for the following ones and the standard image of the politicized 
student, that openly proclaims his competence in educational and political questions, is a 
product of this time. 
 
     The activities in the 1840’s were very intimately related to one of the main political 
questions during this decade, the so called Scandinavian movement. The students oper-
ated on a Scandinavian level, organized common student meetings in the different Scan-
dinavian countries and, as a symbol they started to wear a white cap. They engaged them-
selves in questions of foreign policy and appealed to the government, but also advocated 
their right to formulate an opinion on university matters. In all the Scandinavian countries 
the first student leaders appear on the scene as well as the first student poets stressing the 
student’s mission as a ”guardian of the light”. The student movement was met with 
mixed feelings by university authorities, who wished to keep it within limits. On the other 
hand the political authorities, including the king, realized the potentialities of the student 
opinion. They tried to use it to their own favor, but by doing so, they also confirmed the 
selfproclaimed role of the students. To be a student, to wear a white cap, was a privilege, 
but it was a privilege connected with a responsibility. Students not only had the right to 
speak up on matters where the ”truth” was endangered, they also had the duty to do so.  
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STUDENT ASSOCIATIONS - A BRIDGE BETWEEN THE 
UNIVERSITIES AND THE SOCIETY 
 
     It has frequently been pointed out that students have been, and in some countries still 
are, an important factor in the modernizing process. This is also very evident in Sweden 
and here it is connected with the  second wave of student activism in the 1880’s and 90’s. 
During this movement a new platform for student action, the voluntary political student 
associations, was added to the previous ones. Since the student unions have to represent 
all the students, they have to keep a low profile, while the independent student associa-
tions can take a stand on controversial matters and act out their opinions in a way a union 
never can. The movement of the 1880’s also provides a good example of what impact 
student activism can have on society. Even if the student associations were small, we 
want to argue that, their beliefs and general world view, later known as ”cultural radical-
ism”, has had a profound long-term influence on the development in Sweden during the 
20th century. It is even necessary to take the tradition from ”the 80’s” into consideration 
in order to understand the revolt of the 60’s and the social and political climate in Sweden 
today. 
 
     At the end of the 19th century Sweden changed rapidly from an agrarian to an indus-
trial country. The struggle for social reforms and general franchise resulted in new orga-
nizations on the labor market and the rise of the modern party system. At the universities, 
still dominated by idealistic philosophy, groups of students, who felt that they could not 
speak freely neither at the ”nations” nor at the unions, joined together and formed 
”discussion clubs”. Informal at the beginning they soon developed to more organized 
associations with clearly defined programs. Most attention attracted the radical 
organizations on the ”left” i.e. Liberal and Social Democratic. It must be remembered 
though, that these organizations can be regarded as ”political” only if the term is used in a 
broader sense. The most well-known, Verdandi, had for instance as a principle never to 
declare sympathies for any political party, but it can be seen as an exponent for a radical 
liberalism in the tradition of John Stuart Mill. 
 
     The radical student groups turned away from the idealistic philosophy and adopted an 
antimetaphysical and anticlerical attitude, inspired by the natural sciences and an empiri-
cal theory of knowledge. They had a strong belief in the bright future of mankind and 
regarded themselves as the heralds of the coming society. For them it seemed possible to 
solve all problems in a ”rational” and ”scientific” way. Thus the old identity of students 
as ”guardians of the light” could live on with a new, modern content.(2) 
 
     The radical students believed in the necessity of an open debate and tried to influence 
the ”general opinion” by organizing public discussions and lectures. Their sometimes 
provocative attitude caused some scandals in an academic surrounding, still dominated by 
”Victorian ideals”, particularly when they attacked contemporary views on religion and 



Excerpt from Altbach, P.G., (red.), Student political Activism: an International Reference 
Handbook, Westport, Conn. 1989  - by Nils Runeby & Crister Skoglund, Sweden 
 
 

  6 
 
 

sexual morals. They also came into conflict with the university authorities when they 
questioned the academic jurisdiction over the private life of students. The radical students 
fought for their right to be respected as mature persons capable of taking full responsibil-
ity of their opinions and their life. Civil law should be applicable to students as well as 
other citizens, and the power of the university council should be restricted to academic 
matters in a narrow sense. Through  sometimes very bitter struggles the students gradu-
ally won public acceptance of this view. The final blow to the principle of in loco paren-
tis came in 1904 when the rector at the university in Gothenburg tried to expel a student 
couple who were living together without being married. This caused a storm of protests, 
not only from the cultural radicals, but from the Liberal and Social Democratic press as 
well. The rector and the university council had to retreat and a distinction between the 
private sphere and the academic sphere of student life has since then been upheld.(3) 
 
     One of the initiatives of the radical students, that specially deserves to be mentioned, 
is an extensive engagement in popular education, crucial to the new democratic state. A 
whole number of different activities were organized: distribution of newspaper articles, 
university extension courses, travelling libraries, art exhibitions etc. The publication of 
series of cheap books, popularizing a wide range of subjects from astronomy and dar-
winism to orthography and eloquence, was specially successful. Low priced and varied, 
and with subjects carefully chosen according to the basic ideological convictions, these 
books were spread over the country and gave the radical student associations a positive 
image.  
 
     The students of the culture-radical movement tried to get close relations with the 
workers and the growing labor movement. As a matter of fact many of the ideas of the 
1880’s was carried on in the labor movement long after they had lost interest in the stu-
dent world. It is also of great importance that in Sweden anti-intellectual ideas never have 
dominated the Social Democratic party, which soon come to be the leading force in the 
labor movement. Naturally there have been strong anti-academic groups among the 
laborers in Sweden as well as on the continent, but the leaders have been chosen from 
groups with a positive attitude towards education in general, including the universities 
and colleges. This have also included a positive attitude towards the students, at least up 
to the last two decades. To some extent this might be explained by the cooperation be-
tween students and workers, the coalition between the hand and the brain as it was called, 
during the forming years of the labor movement.  
 
     We have gone into details on the student associations formed around the turn of the 
century since their impact on the society is specially well documented. It is evident, that 
the impact of the voluntary political student associations has continued and some more 
general traits can be pointed out. First, these associations have often acted as a bridge 
between the academic world and the society at large. Not only are new scientific theories 
spread to the politicians and the general public, but questions and problems from the 
society at large are at the same time brought into the academic debate by these students 
active in both spheres. Second, the political student associations at their best moments 
have functioned as a kind of ”creative milieus”. Students with knowledge from different 
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subjects are given a chance to discuss a problem from many different angles and some-
times real innovative solutions are thus found. True to the cultural-radical heritage, how-
ever, the proposals often have been given a pronounced rationalistic style. Third, the 
political student associations have been a recruiting basis, not only for the political par-
ties, but for the press as well.(4) 
 
     The problems with the student identity at the end of the 1960’s led to a crisis for the 
political student associations. To the crisis contributed also a critique of the ”techno-
cratic” turn of the welfare state, including the educational system. The critique can be 
interpreted as a revolt against the way the heritage from the 1880’s had been adminis-
tered. Lengthy debates concentrated on the problem if it was possible to defend a special 
political organization just for students. The Liberals decided to open up their national 
student association for non-students and later it was dissolved altogether. The Social 
Democrats merged with the youth organization of the party, only to disappear from the 
student scene. The different Communist and independent Marxist organizations were 
split up into smaller and smaller fractions. Only the Conservatives stayed intact during 
these years. The revolt ended in a vacuum, that has not been overcome in the past fifteen 
years. During the last part of the present decade however, new political student associa-
tion are being formed again. Old clubs are restarted and some political student periodicals 
are reappearing. 
 

SFS - A LABOR UNION FOR STUDENTS 
 
     An important feature, that have meant a lot in the development of the relations be-
tween the students and the state, is the existence of a common organization that could 
speak on the behalf of all students. The Swedish National Association of Student Unions 
- SFS for short - was founded in 1921 with the sole purpose of electing representatives to 
international bodies. The unions that founded the association felt that they had very little 
in common and did best on their own. SFS stayed merely a ”paper organization” up to the 
mid 30’s. During these years the third ”wave” of student activism hit the Swedish univer-
sities, and this time it was polarized with united Socialists and Liberals on one side and 
Conservatives and some Nazis on the other.  
 
     When the Social Democrats came to power and formed a government in 1932, a posi-
tion they held uninterrupted for 44 years, they opted for a slightly different policy to-
wards the students than their predecessors. This policy might be described as ”co-optive” 
in the sense that the government tried to absorb the discontent among the students by 
giving them a chance to express their opinions in an ”orderly manner” rather than on the 
streets. Well aware of the Nazi take over of German student organizations the Minister of 
Education, himself a former radical student leader, showed a great positive interest in 
student matters. In 1934 SFS got help to organize a national student meeting and, since 
some of the demands raised quickly were transformed into reforms, the students got the 
impression that they were taken seriously. This vitalized SFS. The organization started to 
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act as the ”voice of all Swedish students”, and when in 1945 it was given its first repre-
sentation in a government commission it was seen as an official recognition of its status. 
National student meetings, with representatives from all the 15 unions that had joined 
SFS, was then held every fourth year and at these the policy of the organization was laid 
down. This could be complicated in the polarized political situation at hand. The non-
democratic behavior of some student groups in the 30’s had also meant a severe blow to 
the traditional belief in the students as the special ”guardians of the light”. SFS had to 
find a role and to formulate a policy that could both hold the organization together and 
reflect a more humble attitude. 
 
     The solution was found in the immediate postwar years by declaring SFS as a ”labor 
union of students”.(5) The choice of a ”trade union policy” must also be seen against the 
background of the fact that both academics of different professions and white collar 
workers recently had been organized in two big unions. When almost all employees in 
Sweden from waitresses to professors had their labor union to take care of their interests, 
it was seen as obvious that also the students should have an organization that could de-
fend their interests. It is in this respect important to remember that ”trade unionism” is a 
positive term in Swedish, and is frequently used by Conservatives, Liberals as well as 
Social Democrats to define a policy where conflicts of different kinds are supposed to be 
solved through negotiations between representatives of the groups concerned by the 
question. 
 
     The trade union policy led however to some self-imposed limitations for SFS. First of 
all the organization should act only on questions closely connected to the interests of its 
members. These were defined as educational matters, questions regarding financing of 
studies and social issues such as student housing, health care and other questions directly 
affecting the life of the students. On international matters SFS should only express its 
opinion in cases, that concerned ”students as such”. A trade union policy did not only put 
a limit to the scope of questions students should be concerned with, but it also meant that 
the students should express their opinions through the channels normally used by labor 
unions and closely follow the forms accepted in Swedish political life. Here the students 
were in a weak position since threatening with a strike was worthless. Instead they had to 
try to get acceptance of their views through reasoning and by providing as well grounded 
arguments as possible. 
 
     The students had an advantage in the fact that the persons they tried to convince once 
had been students themselves, many with own experiences of student unions and politics. 
To a surprisingly high extent student officials made careers in the administrative side of 
the higher education system.(6) Especially the Ministry of Education and the Swedish 
board of Higher Education found student politics a good training ground for their staff. In 
the long run this led to ”intimate” relations between the state and SFS which had both 
positive and negative consequences for the organization. On one hand it helped to de-
velop a network of personal ties and informal channels of influence which might have 
played an even more important role than the official ones. On the other hand it led to a 
gradual decay of the credibility of the union officials in the eyes of many fellow students. 
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Protests against ”opportunism”, ”careerism” and loss of integrity became more and more 
frequent during the sixties.  
 
     Soon trade union policy was adopted also by the local unions joined in the association. 
Naturally this ”trade union ideal” came into conflict with the older ideal of students as 
”guardians of the light” and there is a tension between these two ideals all through the 
fifties and the sixties. Many students found it unacceptable that their student unions could 
take a firm stand against the apartheid system in South Africa only when it affected stu-
dents. The tensions between these two ideals lead to a cleavage in the second part of the 
sixties when the Vietnam war divided the organization into two camps. Many big unions 
left SFS, some as a protest against the trade union policy of political neutrality, some 
because they did not find the organization neutral enough.  
 
     To a great extent the student revolt in 1968 became a revolt against the trade union 
policy both regarding the limited scope of questions supposed to be debated by students 
and the limitations in forms of protest. It is in this perspective one must see the fact, that 
the revolting students in Stockholm decided to occupy their own student union building 
in May 1968. The occupation was said to be a protest against the proposed new regula-
tions of the curricula in the Liberal Arts faculties, but also a protest, hence the choice of 
site, against their own representatives who were described as traitors. 
 
     When the students demanded participation in all governing boards, however, they hit 
upon a question were the intimate relations with the state was of importance. In SFS it 
was seen as a strange situation that the students were treated with respect at the central 
political level and considered responsible enough to get representatives in governmental 
commissions etc, but not allowed to have a say on the daily matters at the department 
level. How to get student participation at the department level therefore became a recur-
ring theme in the internal discussions in SFS during the fifties and sixties. Plans and pro-
posals how to acquire this end, had in their younger years, been created by the very same 
persons that in the end of the 60’s had raised to the top in the higher education admini-
stration. Thus when the students in 1968 forced themselves into the Chancellors office in 
order to demand student participation it was like breaking in an open door. This was a 
demand the government and the administration was prepared for.  
 
     The period 1950-1970 was a period with a drastic expansion of the higher education 
system. Like most western societies the educational ”boom” started in the second part of 
the 50’s and the growth continued at an extremely high rate all during the sixties. In 1971 
however the number of enrollments started to decline until 1975 when the curves started 
to point upwards again. During the 25 years between 1945 and 1970 the number of stu-
dents increased from around 15000 to almost 125000.(7) Since the specialized vocational 
colleges as the higher technical and medical training had restricted admittance almost all 
of the increase had to be swallowed by the Liberal Arts faculties at the state universities. 
As the system of higher education expanded so did SFS. At the end of the 40’s fifteen 
unions were members of the association. During all of the fifties there were sharp internal 
discussions if unions at vocational schools such as the one for social service, should be 
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regarded as a student union and only four new unions were let in. Around 1960 the policy 
was changed and unions at all institutions of qualified education were invited. This led to 
an increase from 19 unions in 1960 to 83 in 1968.(8) At the same time the concept of 
”student” was widened, and SFS became a more heterogenous organization.  
 
     The expansion of the higher education system and SFS resulted in new grounds for 
conflict. Tensions between unions of different sizes and between unions representing 
different types of education have been added to the previous ones. In order to solve the 
problems SFS underwent a total reorganization in 1973. The association was split up into 
five quite independent sub-associations of unions representing a similar type of educa-
tion. A new way of electing members to the general assembly should guarantee that dis-
proportions between unions of different size should be minimized. (9) 
 
     The present situation is in many ways quite similar to the situation in the fifties. After 
a new crisis in 1983 when some big unions left the association, SFS has managed to gain 
back some of its former strength. Almost all unions that during different stages have left 
the association have decided to join again. The ideological debates of the end of the six-
ties are gone and adherence to a strict trade union policy is the order of the day. The crisis 
at the end of the sixties, however, resulted in a break of the intimate relations between the 
students and the state. The ties were cut at both ends. The student representatives tried to 
regain their integrity and the government lost some of its old positive interest in student 
matters. 
 

STUDENT PARTIES COMPETE FOR POWER 
 
     The conflict between the ”trade union policy” and the older ideal of students as the 
”guardians of the light” is also reflected in another peculiar feature of Swedish student 
politics, namely the student parties. Worried by the low level of interest in union matters 
among the students some radicals at the Stockholm University proposed that election to 
the union assembly should be arranged in a new way. Referring to Lipsets, Trows and 
Colemans book about The International Typographical Union they argued that it would 
be possible to increase the democracy in the student union by letting different parties 
compete for power.(10) Officially the elections to the student union were non-political 
but the sympathies of the candidates were more than often a well-known secret. A ”poli-
ticization” of the elections could be seen as a matter of honesty. Intrigues behind the 
scene were to be replaced by an open campaign. The conservatives were skeptical to the 
idea, but accepted to give it a try, and in 1962 the students in Stockholm could choose 
between candidates according to a party system. Even if the result never was the success 
the organizers had hoped for - it was still only a minority of the students that showed any 
interest in the elections - the idea was taken up by other unions. At the end of the 60’s it 
was established, as a part of the student revolt, at all universities and major colleges 
throughout the country.  
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     Those who had introduced the idea assumed that only two parties at each student 
union would compete for power, but soon a plethora of parties grow up. Usually no party 
manages to get a majority of the votes so an intricate pattern of coalitions have followed. 
The parties can be divided into three different types. First there are those who declare that 
they share the values and long term goals with one or a group of political parties in the 
Swedish parliament. Commonly known as ”political parties” they also adhere to the old 
ideal that students have the right and the obligation to speak up on matters concerning the 
society as a whole even if no one uses phrases as ”guardians of the light” anymore. Sec-
ond there are a group of parties that declare themselves ”apolitical” and defenders of a 
strict ”trade union policy”. They usually try to avoid questions that could link them to any 
political view. However, when coalitions have to be formed these parties have, up to pre-
sent times, normally joined conservative political parties. To this one could add a third 
group which can be described as ”mock parties”. Students who find ordinary student 
politics ”too boring” have joined and formed parties to ridicule the whole system. Often 
their only platform is ”free beer at the campus pub” or demands of a similar kind. Usually 
they attract only a small number of voters but nevertheless they have to be taken in con-
sideration at the forming of coalitions. 
 
     The party system, introduced by radical students, has in fact favored their opponents, 
and led to a dominance of political-conservative and trade union-conservative parties in 
the local student unions and thereby also in SFS. The radical students have always been a 
minority of the student population, partly due to the heavy recruitment of the students 
from the upper classes. The conservative viewpoint has also profited from a renewed 
interest in the ”nation” activities and the traditional student rituals in the confusion after 
the revolt of 1968.  
 
     Some student unions have in the later years dropped the party system altogether, but in 
the rest, which includes all the big unions, some signs of a new trend can be seen. A new 
type of trade union parties have emerged who, when coalitions are formed, have pre-
ferred to join political parties to the left instead of to the right. This has recently led to a 
change in the political dominance in some big unions as well as in SFS.  For the first time 
in more than 20 years a Social Democrat was elected chairman of SFS in 1987. Whether 
this can lead to a better relationship between the SFS and the new Social Democratic 
government that came into power in 1982 or to a new phase in student politics and stu-
dent activism is still an open question. 
 

QUESTIONS TO BE SOLVED 
 
     As we have tried to point out, Swedish student politics is built on a firm basis that 
have been slowly developing over time. The crisis of the 60’s is over, and in many ways 
the present situation is similar to the period before the student revolt. Even if all signs 
points towards a calm future, there are however at the same time tensions in the student 
world that have to be taken into consideration.(11) A student union or a national associa-



Excerpt from Altbach, P.G., (red.), Student political Activism: an International Reference 
Handbook, Westport, Conn. 1989  - by Nils Runeby & Crister Skoglund, Sweden 
 
 

  12 
 
 

tion such as SFS is based on the assumptions that there are some common interests 
shared by all members and that unity gives strength. However, the more heterogeneous 
the student population, the more difficult it will be to hold the organizations together. 
There are also questions where the student opinion differs in such a way that they in the 
long run can put the loyalties in the organizations to a severe test. Especially SFS have 
proven to be very vulnerable, and if a group of big unions decide to leave at the same 
time, it can mean the end of the whole idea of a common association that can speak on 
behalf of all Swedish students. There are mainly three problem areas where, we think, the 
outcome could have a decisive effect on Swedish student politics in the future. 
 
     The first problem area has to do with the increased heterogeneity of the student popu-
lation. In 1969 new admission rules to the universities were introduced. In order to 
stimulate ”recurring education” everybody over 25 years old with at least four years of 
occupational experience was allowed to apply for entrance. Many people took this 
opportunity with a marked change in the age structure as a result. Of the 164 000 regis-
tered students in 1984 42% were under 25 years of age, 51% were between 25 and 44 and 
7% were 45 years or older.(12) This can be compared to the corresponding figures for 
1964 which were 61%, 37% and 2% respectively.(13) In order to make it possible for 
elderly students to combine their studies with their daily work many subjects introduced 
the possibility to study on a part-time basis. A course normally expected to take one term 
was stretched out to two terms, with all seminars and lectures held in the evenings. This 
system became very popular and has come to stay even if the entrance rules have 
changed somewhat. Today the universities are populated by two different groups that 
hardly get to see each other. In daytime they are filled with younger students who study 
full time and live on loans. In evenings they are replaced by older persons who study 
part-time, earn their own living and hardly regard themselves as students. On the contrary 
they have their identity in their ordinary profession and usually they show a very little 
interest in traditional student matters and traditions.  
 
     So far the changes in the age structure does not seem to have affected neither SFS nor 
the student unions, in which most of the activities are centered around the younger full-
time students. The existence of a large group of members that pays their annual fees, but 
neither take advantage of the services the student union offers, nor identify themselves as 
students can, however, not be ignored in the long run. The question of compulsory mem-
bership in the unions is not definitely solved, and can be brought up again. If not the un-
ions are able to show that all members, including the part-time evening students, benefit 
from their services, it will be very difficult to argue for a continuation of the compulsory 
membership. Should that rule be changed, it will probably mean the end of the unions as 
we know them today. 
 
     The second problem area is the contradictory opinions in the student world on ques-
tions as how education should be organized and what constitutes ”good” education. As 
mentioned before a new reform of the higher education system was carried through in 
1977, very much on the same lines as the proposal that had caused so much protests in 
1968. The most striking aspect of the reform was that a new definition of the concept 
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”higher education” was introduced. This was so wide as to include almost all kinds of 
educations on the level above upper-secondary school, which meant that all kinds of edu-
cation whether teaching nuclear physics at a science department or nursery school teach-
ers at a special college should be given the same conditions and be ruled by the same 
norms. The wider definition was not difficult for SFS to accept, since they already had 
widened the concept of ”student” in the beginning of the 60’s. More problematic was the 
fact that all kinds of higher education was regarded as vocational preparation and orga-
nized into special integrated study programs aiming towards a specific area of the labor 
market. The reform was also based on a totally different view of the capabilities of the 
student compared with the view that had been the underlying principle at least since the 
debates connected with the culture radical movement at the end of the 19th century. In 
the older view the student was regarded as a person that could take full responsibility for 
the planning of his studies and thereby was given a free choice among subjects in all 
fields except a few specialized vocational educations such as medicine. In the new orga-
nization, however, the student was regarded as incapable of taking any responsibility for 
the planning of the studies.  Instead this has been taken over by special study program 
committees where representatives of the labor market should see to that the education is 
given an appropriate vocational focus. To gain control over the student influx a strict 
numerus clausus, affecting all higher education, was added in 1979. 
 
     The system with integrated study programs was supposed to affect all students, but a 
possibility of taking a single subject was introduced for the students who already had an 
occupation and only wanted to add one or two terms extra in accordance with the ideal of 
recurring education . Assumed to be a rare exception, only used by a limited number of 
students, no exam was supposed to be given to those choosing this alternative. The stu-
dents, however, had different preferences than the authorities had expected, and 1985 no 
less than 36% of all students were using this alternative.(14) At some departments, espe-
cially in the Humanistic disciplines at the universities, it is used by up to 90 % of the stu-
dents. This have led to a situation where some parts of the big reform have to be recon-
sidered. The possibility of taking a full academic exam based on subjects chosen by the 
student have been reintroduced and some integrated study programs have been cancelled.  
 
     In the student world there is a constant debate going on pro et contra the integrated 
study programs. Some find the ”streamlined” system much to their liking. The planning 
of the study program committee is seen as a guarantee that the education is in accordance 
with the demands on the labor market. A group of students are held together during the 
whole study period and the educational system does not differ much from the upper-sec-
ondary school. Others find the similarities with upper-secondary school the most remark-
able fault of the Swedish higher education system today and a sign of a drastically 
lowered standard of the education. Gone are not only the old ideal of ”Wissenschaft und 
Bildung” but the connection between research and education has been cut off. The fact 
that the single subject alternative have reached such proportions indicates, according to 
the critics, that a large proportion of the students regard higher education as something 
more than only a way to get a qualified occupation. The uniformity of the system has also 
led to grounds for complaint. Those studying for a practical profession, such as nursery 
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school teachers, complain that their education is too theoretical while others complain 
that the vocational focus has led to that their education lack theoretical depth.  
 
     The different opinions about the system with integrated study programs has not yet led 
to an open cleavage in SFS but it is an inflammatory question that the organization must 
find a way to handle in the future. It is easy to gather the students, around a general 
demand as ”better education”, but as soon as the demand is to be specified the unity is 
broken. One way to handle the question is to argue for a greater differentiation in the 
higher education system where different kinds of education are organized in their own 
ways and the students are studying under different conditions. What is to be considered 
”good” education is then depending on the subject studied. But with an increased differ-
entiation follows that the student population will be still more heterogeneous with less 
possibilities to keep a common organization together. To further complicate the picture 
can be added the fact that ”real” labor unions have entered the student scene. In some 
sectors of the labor market different unions compete for members, and partly as a way of 
recruiting new members as early as possible, partly as a way to keep the contact with 
members taking a few years off for studies, they have opened special student sections. 
These do not claim to speak on behalf of all students, but declare that they are the only 
ones giving special attention to the specific questions of a group of students, for instance 
all teachers in spe. Thus SFS can no longer claim to be the only organization to take care 
of the interest of students. So far this have not affected SFS in a serious way, but some 
problematic conflicts of loyalties can be expected in the future 
 
     The third problem area we would like to point out is the increased external influence 
on the traditionally autonomous higher education system. Not only does representatives 
from the labor market have a say on the content of the different study programs, but 
representatives of big organizations and political parties now make up the majority in the 
governing boards of universities and university colleges. In order to rise money some 
institutions also have offered big companies to ”buy seats” in their education, thus by-
passing the normal entrance regulations. This has caused a lot of discontent. In a situation 
where very high grades in the upper-secondary school is needed to gain entrance to some 
types of education, it is not difficult to understand that people get upset when they find 
out that some fellow students have gained entrance by aid of money instead of hard work. 
So far the system with ”bought seats” is very limited in scope, but nevertheless it touches 
on a question of principle that divides the student population in two halves and have led 
to fierce debates in SFS and in the unions. The problem at heart of the increased external 
influence is a problem of conflicting value systems, and different opinions of how to re-
act to this conflict is advocated. On one hand there are students who stress that since the 
universities and colleges are a part of the society, they should adapt to the values and 
norms adhered to in the society at large, and hence they support an increased external in-
fluence. On the other hand large groups of students claim that the society at large will 
benefit in the long run if, and only if, traditional academic values and norms are strictly 
upheld in the higher education system.  
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     If the opinion on what is to be regarded as ”good” education varies between students 
in different types of education, the views on the increased external influence is divided 
along political lines. The party system has been a way to acknowledge that there are dif-
ferent political opinions in the student world and provided a form in which these opinions 
could be expressed ”inside the system”. As long as there is a readiness to compromise 
and to show respect for minorities the clashing of different opinions do not have to 
threaten the stability of the student organizations. But when an issue touches on funda-
mental principles and values it can be difficult to reach a compromise. So far SFS has 
managed to handle the disintegrating forces by repeated reorganizations and a policy of 
avoiding all subjects that could break up the association. Only the future can tell if that 
policy could be carried on into the next century. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
     Swedish student politics has often been described as peaceful and Swedish students as 
well organized and with good relations to the university authorities and to the state. Some 
arguments can be given in favor of such an opinion, but some specific circumstances 
need also to be emphasized and some qualifications given.  
 
     At an early stage the government recognized and accepted the importance of student 
opinion and tried to meet the students demands for independence and participation. The 
influence of the cultural radicalism on the rising labor movement around the turn of the 
century and the long period of Social Democratic government created a basic platform in 
order to handle the student affairs, and the channels were opened up between the gov-
ernment and the SFS. By appointing students to governmental commissions the state rec-
ognized the students own organizations as actors in the political process. The cultural 
radicalism and the voluntary student associations have been instrumental in creating the 
welfare state ideology, and more than one big reform in the Swedish society can be traced 
back to discussions in student associations.  
 
     From a start at governmental level students have been guaranteed participation in all 
governing bodies from the board of Higher Education down to each single department, 
and professors have recently tended to regard the students as their allies rather than their 
opponents in the defense of the academic autonomy. The local student unions are through 
the rule of compulsory membership economically independent and act as representatives 
of all the students at each university or university college. By their common association 
to the SFS they can also act on a state level.  
 
     In order to understand the character of this system it has to be seen however in a his-
torical perspective, and we have tried to argue that the four waves of student activism 
since the 1840’s have in turn in a decisive way influenced the organization, identity and 
ideal of the Swedish students. This long cumulative process has resulted in a complex 
structure, which have survived and been enlarged in spite of the differing concepts of the 
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students role in society. It has however not been reached without struggle, and it still 
contains causes for conflict. The system has been born out of confrontations and its his-
tory is the history of the politizied student.  
 
     During the waves, that often have surprised the authorities and calmed down only 
after a stormy period of engagement and confusion, the students have been driven by a 
strong belief not only in their right but also their duty to speak up against things that have 
gone astray at the universities and in the society. The old ideal of students as independent 
critics, as ”guardians of the light” has been very persistent, but it has also been difficult to 
combine with participation in the normal political process and recognition of the limited 
trade union ideal. The conflict between these two ideals can be followed up to the present 
day. The system with compulsory student unions, with elected chairmen and officials and 
voluntary political associations created a parliamentary situation where political groups 
have tried to influence the traditionally non-political unions that has caused more con-
flicts. During the revolt at the end of the 60’s these inherent contradictions led not only to 
a severe crisis for the parliamentary system, for the established student unions and the 
voluntary associations, but also to a questioning of the student identity which sometimes 
took the form o self-denial. The intimate connections with the state were also broken. 
 
     The situation in the 70’s and the 80’s with its trade union policy and ”wait and see at-
titude” of the students can be compared with the situation in the 50’s, but it has also been 
questioned whether a special student ideology can be revived after a change from an elite 
to a mass education system. The political student parties and the revival of the political 
student associations as well as a growing interest in student traditions among the younger 
students are however signs suggesting that the old ideology still might be alive and has 
managed to adapt to the new situation. Even the white cap can be seen again on festive 
occasions. There is also a new interest in cultural issues and the name of the biggest stu-
dent party at the university of Lund is a remarkable echo from the history of Swedish stu-
dent activism. It is called ”The Cultural Radicals”. 
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