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At the founding convention of the National Studens Association, in .m.m_.z,m_:_Eﬂ_ 1947, delegates pathered
outside the shident wndon of the U of Wixconsin ar Madison.

Paging the Activists

A new book chronicles the rise of the student movement after World War 11

BY . HOOYVER

pecapes seroRE flower power

_ bloomed al American colleges, siu-

dent leaders seoded higher education

with big ideas One of them was that stu-

dents should have u louder yoice in campus,
nationil, and global affirs.

So, in 1947, 8 group of young activisis
founded the National Student Association,
which would quickly help transform cam-
pus culiure, from Cambridge, Mass, to
Berkeley, Calif. Their story appears in a new
book, American Students Organize: Found-
ing the National Student Arsociation After
World War [l { American Cooncil om Edu-
cationPracger, 2006).

The anthology describes bow members
of the so-called GI Bill gencration pro-
moied scademic (reedom, socisl justice,
znd student sell-gpovernance during a piv-
izl period m academe"s history, when mil-
lions of war velerans went to college, dow-
biing nuticaal cnrollments and jolting the
collegiate status quo.

Told » half-century later, the tale of the
nation's oldest and largest student group
traces the emergence of 4 contemporary
ideal: the college student as a highly cn-
gaged engine of civic action.

Part time capsule and part narrative, this
whaopping compilation weighs in at 1,200
pages and contains the personal accounts of
85 former student leaders. The contributors

include six former college presadents and
chancellors, 25 well a3 more than 20 former
deans and professors

Eugene . Schwartz, the book’s editor and
a former vice president of the association,
started the anthology nine years ago. The
project required the help of two dozen vol-
unteers, wha recruited the authors, combed
the archives of more than 150 colleges, and
raised some $A00,000 in donations.

That may seem like a lot of trouble just (o
publish personal descriptions of what dorens
of septuagenarians did in their 20s But Mr.

The same messape became clear 1o the 25
Americans who altended World Stodent
Congress of 1946, which brought student
leaders from 38 nations together in Prague.
There, delegates from varous (rganizations
spoke on behill of the students in thelr e 3
spective nations. The United States had no
analogous group.

Inapired, the Americans returned to their
campuses with a plan to form an independent
organization that could represent American
students nationally and imtemationally. In 1947
they held a founding convention at the Uni-

The tale of the nation’s oldest and largest student group

traces the emergence of a contemporary ideal: the college

student as a highly engaged engine of civic action.

Schwartr_ 30, reated ench of their stories
ke 3 small ressure,

He believes that the anapshots of student
life at the beginning of the atomic age fll 2
historical void—and that the book also hobds
lessons for contemporary student leaders.

“Ta the extent that there's a sense of de-
spair, defeat, and alienation,” he says, “we
hape what this will show is that even in the
most irying of circumslances, you can organ-
ize and get something done.”

versity of Wisconsin st Madson, drawing
about T delegates, many of them war veter-
ans, from 351 colleges. The keynots speaker.™
Homer P. Rainey, who was president of
Stephens College, urped students to “slough
off the protective shell of ivory towers of leam-
Ing and mix in with the realistic, hard-bitten
world, . . "
Clifton R, Wharton Jr,, a black student
who was then studying at Harvard Universi—
Continued an Following Page
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ty, helped organize the convention.
He recalls standing on the stage and
facing the melting-pot nudience: the
tanned Californians, fast-talking
New Yorkers, and dry-witted “Maini-
aea” (from Maine): “The diversity
wats 0 phenomenal representation of
what American youth looked like."
Yet the gathering's diversity threat-
ened to unravel the nascent associa-
tion before it even began, Delegates
from hlack colleges and white South-
ern universities clashed over a diffi-
cult question: What stand would the
group take on campus segregation?
‘The challenge wak to support civil
rights without alienating an entire
region of students. After much
nerve-shredding debate, Mr. Whar-
ton and other leaders delivered a
lm.w:__.ﬂ_dﬂwﬂu a carefully worded po-

gition that opposed racial discrimina-
tion but also acknowledged the “lim-
itations imposed” by state lows in the
South, A majority of delegates ap-
proved the language, which prevent-
ed the group from splintering.

Alter the vote, applause erupied,
and “the Southern-Yankee con-
Mict,” said a Wisconsin press release
from that year, “was whiffed away
completely when the large New
York delegation broke into the
singing of ‘Dixie.""

Mr. Wharton says learning to
mold such compromises helped pre-
pare him for his future jobs os pres-
ident of Michigan State Unlversity
and Inter as chancellor of the State
Lniversity of New York.

*We hod just ended the war, the
needs of students were not being
satisfactorily met, and there was an

element of idealism and very strong
sense of civic responsibility as we
thrashed about these issues” he
says, "It alded my ability as o presi-
dent to relate 1o students and to un-
derstand what they were doing.”
Al the convention, the associn-

closely regulated students affairg,
the document declared that stu-
dents deserved greater deference
and respect from administrators,

"RADICAL IDEA*
Later the associntion worked to

“We had just ended the war, the needs of students

were not being satisfactorily met, and there was

an element of idealism. . ..*

tion drafted o “Student Bill of
Rights" which stated that every stu-
dent had a right to a college educa-
tion, to conduct research freely, and
to publish without threat of censor-
ship, among other things. In an era

of in loco parentis, when colleges

-

strengthen student governments,
most of which did not yet control
their own budgels .
“It was a pretty radical idea,”
says Allan W, Ostar, who was the
association's public-relations di-
rector.in the late 1940s. “Before

the war, all student governmenlts
did was put up signs saying not to
wilk on the grass, Aflter, when we
thought we weren't getting ade-
quate food, we would organize and
complain.”

The association’s constitution
prohibited the group from partici-
pating in direct political activities,
Mr. Ostar, a former president of the
Association of State Colleges and
Universities, says the group’s early
aversion to extreme ideological po-
sitions helped attract a wide range
of students: “There was always po-
lnrization, but algo  lot of gray in
between.”

But the group could not possibly
avoid politics, nor did it maintain its
independence. In the enrly 1950s, its
lenders blasted MeCarthyism and
drew criticism from both the lefi

and the right. They also accepted a
secret offer by the Central Intelli-
Rence Agency o finance the associa-
tion—allowing government agents
to monitor student leaders from oth-
er nations—and to influence its posi-
tions. The arrangement remained a
secret until 1967, after which the
Broup cuts its ties to the CLA and
struggled to regain {ts credibility.

During the 1960x, the group sup-
ported the efforts of the Student
Nenviolent Coordinating Commit-
tee and Students for 0 Democratic
Society. The association, which op-
posed the Vietnam War, increasing-
ly embraced left-wing views and
carned a mention on President
Nixon's infamous enemics list in the
carly 1970

In 1978 the associntion merged
with the another student group to
form the nonpartisan United States

Student Association, which has lob-
bied in Washington for greater sup-
port for higher education and has
organized campus activists in oppo-
sition to student fee inerenses,

The bulk of American Students
Organize explores the association’s
carly, golden years and the ground-
work it Inid for social changes, both
on and off the nation's enmpuses.
Mr. Schwartz, the editor, says he is
happy to have spent most of his T0s
compiling the volume, with its vast
set of cross-references and appen-
dices.

He did not imagine that his efforts
would produce a tome as hoavy as o
brick. It just happened that way,

_ Assembling the book, he writes
in an afterword, took him “back to
an age of hope and promise and to
the rediscovery of vision for n world
without hate.. ..
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The 17 convention, diverse ay the delegates were, threatened to break up over a difficult question:

n  What stand would the group take on campus segregation?



