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Introduction

Student activism has marked some crucial milestones in the political history of Sri Lanka as it
“ ... has always reflected the social and political changes in the country” (Samaranayake, 2015,
p- 23). This close connection between universities and social change is a common phenomenon
in similar country contexts because “universities do not function in a vacuum, and they are
especially related to and dependent on their societies in the Third World” (Altbach, 1984, p. 637).
Thus, student activism in Sri Lanka can be studied in relation to contemporary social and political
events, as students’ political engagement has reflected these throughout history. This chapter
focuses on student activism in Sri Lanka. First, the chapter looks into the historical background
of student activism while examining its impact on the higher education sector in Sri Lanka.
Then, the chapter examines the challenge ahead of Sri Lankan student activists in maintaining
their traditional contentious politics and methods of political mobilization. The chapter draws on
LOC-SIHEG 2021_Sri Lanka survey data gathered from local student unions in state universities
in Sri Lanka and interviews with university leaders. In conclusion, the author proposes a new
model for student activism in Sri Lanka.

The evolution of student politics in Sri Lanka is central to state universities in Sri Lanka.
State universities are fewer compared to private higher education institutions yet vibrant places
for student politics. “The Ministry of Higher education and the University Grant Commission
exists as the main policymaking bodies regarding the state university system ... ” (Kumari and
Ferando, 2021, p. 86) in Sri Lanka. However, in terms of private higher education institutions,
“Ministry of Higher Education and University Grants Commission do not have purview over these
institutions. Further, these private higher education institutions have never received the status of
the state universities and not referred to as universities in the country” (Wickramasinghe, 2018, p.
10). Thus, whenever someone refers to “university student activism” in Sri Lanka, it has always
been the state universities. Also, an act of Parliament has legitimized university student unions
and faculty student unions in state universities to act as the official representative of the student
community in their respective institutions. Thus, these student unions are mandated to work in
consultation with their institutions’” governing bodies in enhancing student experience. However,
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the student movement of Sri Lanka is led by Inter-University Student Federation (IUSF) which
does not have any legal mandate as such even though IUSF’s membership is composed of local
student unions from state-owned higher education institutions. By mobilizing its membership,
TUSF mostly intervenes with policy decisions at national level, whereas university student unions
and faculty student unions are mostly active at institutional level.

The reasons for more political activism at state universities are several (cf. Klemenci¢ 2014,
2024a, b). Unlike students in state universities, students in private higher education institutions do
not have a national-level representation to collectively engage in national politics. Furthermore,
securing a place in a state university is a highly competitive process because “increasing the
number of students [intake] to the universities is limited and the main reason for this is the
scarcity of resources in the universities” (Tharmaseelan, 2007, p. 183). Even though the successful
completion of General Certificate of Education (GCE) Advanced Level examination determines
the eligible students for university admissions, out of those students * ... just about 15 percent
are selected to the state universities of Sri Lanka leaving the rest of the people (85 percent) losing
their dream to enter state university education” (Alawattegama, 2020, p. 9). So, state universities
are populated by highly competent students, many from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, who
are committed to free education and study for free. Such university context tends to be especially
conducive to student activism.

Student activism in Sri Lanka is deeply connected to the free education system of the country
which provides education from primary level to higher education. As suggested by Alawattegama
(2020, p. 5), “the introduction of free education policy in 1944 was a paradigm shift in the
history of the education system in Sri Lanka” because Free Education Policy (1945) paved the
path to an environment which makes educational attainment available for everyone despite their
socioeconomic background. “October 1945, the Free Education Policy came into effect; stating
that every child above the age of 5 and not more than 16 is entitled to free education” (Ministry of
Foreign Affairs-Sri Lanka, n.d.). It could be observed that preserving the Free Education Policy
(1945) has become part and parcel of student politics because “a key mobilizing factor is the
issue of free education and opening up tertiary education to the private sector” (Samaranayake,
2015, p. 29). According to Kumari and Fernando (2021), this demand for social justice through
free access to education from state university students can be explained by looking at the
socioeconomic composition of the student population at these universities. Namely, “the majority
of [students at state universities] are from rural lower—or middle-income families who have
experienced numerous hardships in life” (Kumari and Fernando, 2021, p. 86). This may also
be the reason why leftist political parties heavily influence the student movement in Sri Lanka
because the student demands are more aligned with leftist political ideologies.

The introduction of the Free Education Policy (1945) could be considered as a ground-
breaking political decision but still “there is a visible disparity across regions in educational
attainment or students’ performance, with regard to facilities, quality of education, teachers, etc.”
(Liyanage, 2014, p. 122). As discussed earlier, selection to state universities is highly competitive
with only about 15 percent of students who successfully completed the General Certificate of
Education (GCE) Advanced Level securing a place. Access to free higher education is thus
severely limited and one of the major grievances mobilizing students to activism demanding
more education facilities to accommodate students who wish to pursue higher education in Sri
Lanka. At the same time, “the concept of private universities has been severely criticized and
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opposed by the students” movement and some of the social pressure groups (Alawattegama,
2020, pp. 9-10). The main reasons behind state university students’ objection to private higher
education can be identified as twofold. First, private higher education is considered as a way of
widening the prevailing social and economic disparities in Sri Lanka. Second, private higher
education is associated with the risk of declining the quality of education. According to Doss
(2017) doors can be shut for the lower classes of society if education is reduced into a commodity
which would only be available to the economically privileged ones. Using arguments which were
raised around state university students’ protests against the private medical university which was
called South Asian Institute of Technology and Medicine (SAITM), he further explains how the
quality of education could be dropped if “the providers of education driven by motives of profit
would invariably supply the cheapest of resources and expect the maximum of profit; which
in reality would mean lowest quality education in anticipation of the maximum profit margin”
(Doss, 2017).

Historical Background of Student Activism in Sri Lanka

The history of student unions in Sri Lanka runs back to the nineteenth century as the Sri Lanka
Law Student Union (LSU), the main student body of Sri Lanka Law College, is seen as the oldest
student union in the country, having been established in 1894 (The Law Students’ Union of Sri
Lanka, 1998). LSU’s scope has been limited to the internal matters of the institution and law
student community. According to Samaranayake (2015, p. 23), “Sri Lanka did not have a single
student movement until 1960” (Samaranayake, 2015, p. 23). Weeramunda’s (2008) timeline of
conflicts in universities from 1953 to 1993 reports a clash between the students from the University
of Peradeniya (then known as University of Ceylon) and the police in 1953. According to Daily
Mirror (2016), this incident took place in connection with the “harthaal” (a closure of shops)
and protests organized by Marxist parties to oppose the economic policies of the government.
This could be identified as the first notable intervention of university students on a national-level
political issue even though they did not have a unified student movement at the time.

According to Samaranayake (2015), the increase in the number of universities led to growth
in student unions which represented an important part of radical or leftist political parties.
Consequently, “after 1971, university student politics became a part and parcel of insurrectionary
violence and guerrilla warfare in Sri Lanka” (Samaranayake, 2015, p. 24). The connection
between student politics and the political party called Janata Vimukti Peramuna (famously
known as JVP), or People’s Liberation Front can be considered as crucial in this regard. JVP
led both youth insurrections in 1971 and 1988/9, utilizing its student wing called the “Socialist
Student Union (SSU).” Being influenced by leftist ideologies, university students played a
prominent role in both of these youth uprisings. The 1971 insurrection can be identified as a
major landmark in the political history of Sri Lanka as well as in student politics because “ ...
thousands of predominantly Sinhala-educated and rural-based youth, ostensibly belonging to the
JVP ... attempted to overthrow the recently elected United Front government by capturing police
stations throughout the island” (Hewage, 2020, p. 186). The government suppressed this youth
uprising by declaring a state of emergency which was “ ... defined by disappearances, torture,
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summary executions, and the detention of some eighteen thousand JVP suspects in prison camps”
(Hewage, 2020, p. 186). Nevertheless, this uprising demonstrated the ability of JVP in mobilizing
Sri Lankan youth, in particular university students. After this insurrection, JVP and SSU were
banned under the emergency regulations but “the strategy of confrontational politics was resumed
by the SSU once the JVP became a recognized political party after 1977” (Weeramunda, 2008, p.
34). Arguably, the SSU strategy was successful because “by 1979 the leadership of the students”
movement in universities was with the JVP” (People’s Liberation Front—JVP Sri Lanka, n.d.).
The realization of their ability in mobilizing university students incentivized the JVP to take a
similar approach during the youth uprising in 1989/9.

Wijesiriwardena (2011) explains how the government formed by the United National Party
(UNP) published a “White Paper on Education” in 1981 that proposed school management
committees in order to transfer the burden of seeking funds to run schools to the parents of
school children. The resistance to this “White Paper on Education” mainly arose from university
students. By 1981, Socialist Students Union of the JVP “was in power in most of the students’
councils in universities” (People’s Liberation Front—JVP Sri Lanka, n.d.). As suggested by
Senevirathne (2002), students fought against the “White papers” even in a situation where the
opposition of the parliament was not in a strong position to fight against the government. He
also mentions that “the students scored a victory of sorts, I suppose, for the UNP was forced
to withdraw the document and resort to surreptitious means of implementing its proposals”
(Senevirathne, 2002, p. 11). Thus, it can be considered as a historically important event because
students could reverse the decision of the government. This was another instance which shows
the connection between student activism in Sri Lanka and its focus on preserving the “Free
Education Policy.” As suggested by Senevirathne (2002, p. 11), “[t]he whole process was
captured best by the slogan that was seized by our youth in the late eighties, kolambata kiri apata
kekiri.” The Sinhala phrase means that people in urban areas get the best of everything whilst
rural people get a secondary-level treatment. The slogan was used as a metaphor to express how
students from rural parts of the country were disadvantaged, whilst the students from Colombo
(the commercial capital of the country), who had privileged backgrounds, could be benefited
from the proposed reforms.

Itis not a secret that Sri Lankan student politics has always been under party political influence
since the 1970s. However, “at the same time, attempts by the post 1977 government to counter the
influence of leftist parties in student politics, particularly the JVP, by setting up a pro-government
student organization only contributed to intensifying inter-student conflicts” (Weeramunda,
2008, p. 29). Being unable to avoid another youth uprising in 1988/9 indicates that the attempts
to set up alternative student movements had not been successful. The insurrection in 1988/9 was
led by the JVP based on the following three demands: “a rejection of the policy of economic
liberalisation which had benefited some but not all of society, a rejection of the Indian presence;
and a rejection of the use of political criteria for job allocation” (Little, 1997, p. 83). This youth
uprising was suppressed by the government using military power with massive loss of life. The
JVP had been considered as the political party which fuels the most prominent national-level
university student movement in Sri Lanka, the “Inter-University Student Federation (IUSF),”
famously known among the students as “Anthare.” According to JVP Sri Lanka (2016) the IUSF
was operational under the guidance of JVP and the leadership of SSU, even during the struggle
against “White paper on education” in the 1980s.
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The student engagement in the initial stage of the thirty-year war between the Sri Lankan
government forces and The Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE)—a militant separatist group
fighting for a homeland for Tamils in Sri Lanka—cannot be disregarded. Amarasingam (2013)
explains how student movements such as Thamil Manavar Peravai or the Tamil Students Union
(TSU) were formed in the 1970s in response to the new policies on university admission which
were discriminatory to Tamil students. According to Sabaratnam (2003), TSU also operated as
an armed group among many other militant groups during the early stage of the war. Thus, it is
evident that student activism in North and Eastern provinces took a different shape from the South
due to the prevailing armed conflict between the Sri Lankan armed forces and LTTE in those areas.

Inter-University Student Federation (IUSF)

IUSF s the largest student movement in Sri Lanka and it has been dominating the sphere of student
politics for many years. “Although it is not a legal entity recognized by the University Act of
1978, it functions as a de facto student federation” (Samaranayake, 2015, p. 29). So, IUSF works
as the central hub for local student councils which are established in state universities. Given that
“ ... current student councils are highly politicized bodies and the universities are strong centers
of youth led agitation” (Samaranayake, 2015, p. 23), it is not surprising to understand why IUSF,
which is well known for its confrontational politics, still has a stronghold in state universities.

Examining the aspirations of IUSF, it could be observed that they are not confined only to
issues on educational affairs or universities because:

when the Inter-University Students Federation began in 1978, there
were three main organisation goals, ... The first is unconditionally
standing up for the rights of the people of this country, the second is
fighting for the right to free education, and the third is intervention
in educational affairs and student welfare of universities. (Wasantha
Mudalige, 2022, cited in Francisco, 2022)

According to Mudalige (2022) who is the former convener of IUSF, these aspirations remain
the same for them. Thus, [USF’s intervention in other national-level issues, which are experienced
by the people of Sri Lanka, is not surprising given that it has been one of their organizational
aspirations since the establishment of the organization. Also, it is important to note that the
continuous struggle to preserve the right to free education is also reflected in above aspirations.

IUSF holds its weekly meetings with the participation of student leaders from state higher-
education institutions. However, IUSF has only one leadership position which is called “the
convener.” The convener of IUSF is usually appointed with mutual agreement of student leaders
from local student unions. In case if there is a necessity to hold an election, every institution
has one vote. IUSF forms the student movement in Sri Lanka by mobilizing the local student
unions, predominantly in state universities. As an example, if there is a need to protest a political
decision, local student unions are instructed by IUSF to organize small protests in their cities
and universities. Depending on the intensity of the issue, sometimes students from different state
universities are invited to join large-scale protests which are organized to be held at a central
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location (most of the time, in the capital city). Often, the end of these protests is marked by a
clash between students and police forces. It is not uncommon to see police forces using tear gas
to disperse the student protests while making some arrests depending on the seriousness of the
situation. The most recent example is the clashes between students and police forces, during the
protests which demanded the former president of the country to resign due to his government’s
handling of the country’s economy (BBC News, 2022b; Daily Mirror, 2022). It is also important
to note that the former convener of IUSF, Wasantha Mudalige, was held in custody for over 150
days after being arrested with a group of other student activists during a protest in August 2022.
The arrests were made under the provisions of the Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA), a law that
has faced criticism from numerous local and international human rights organizations for its
draconian nature (Amnesty International, 2023; Farzan, 2023).

In spite of the ability to collectively engage, student activism in state universities is heavily
criticized for the practice called “ragging” which senior students use to politically socialize and
welcome new students. Though “political socialization is manifest when political feelings, values,
beliefs, etc. are transmitted explicitly” (Bender, 1967), it is questionable whether “ragging” could
realize such objective because it is usually defined as “the verbal, physical or psychological abuse
that newly enrolled students undergo when entering universities in Sri Lanka” (Hulangamuwa,
Lowchiong and Dharmakirti, 2021). It has become an embedded component in student activism
in Sri Lanka because “the student political groups use ragging as a weapon to control the new
students and to indoctrinate them” (Wimalasuriya, 2012). They also consider it as a crucial part
of the student subculture in state universities. Weeramunda (2008)’s timeline of conflicts in
universities shows that even in the 1960s, students had engaged in protests and demonstrations
against the punishments given for ragging. Liyanage (2014) has also mentioned how the ragging
group was mainly led by the political leadership of JVP. However, it is also important to note
that “JVP has not been able to mobilize the youth over the last decade” (Gunaratnam, 2012,
cited in Colombo Telegraph, 2012). Even though the political leadership of Sri Lankan student
politics has now been shifted to the Frontline Socialist Party (FSP), still the abusive practice of
“ragging” allegedly exists. Most importantly, it should be also noted that “milder ragging has its
supporters as an equalizing ritual which seems to transcend ethnic divisions” (Haviland, 2012).
Thus, it is not impossible to find a considerable portion of students, past students, and university
staff who do not oppose “ragging” even though it is clearly declared as a punishable criminal
offence under “Prohibition of ragging and other forms of violence in educational institutions act,
no. 20 of 1998.”

However, when it comes to student engagement with IUSF through local student unions,
a clear division among students could be seen across many state universities because there is
a considerable proportion of students in state universities who do not obey ragging groups.
Eventually, these nonragging groups are not involved in student activities organized by TUSF or
local student unions, and they are considered as the “Ala” group, using the first two letters of the
Sinhala term “Athharina ladha” which means “abandoned.” This informal division essentially
determines the membership of IUSF at local university level because only the first-year “ragged”
students are invited to partake in the activities conducted by the student unions. However, this
connection between the political socialization process inspired by leftist ideologies and ragging
culture could be considered as a barrier to reaching the fullest potential of the Sri Lankan student
movement as it restricts the political engagement of a considerable number of students.
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As it was mentioned above, “IUSF is allied politically” (Devapriya, 2022) with Frontline
Socialist Party (FSP), which was formed in 2012 by a group of members who split off from
JVP. FSP “ ... has been backing university student unions to find ground as powerful bodies
within the university system” (Wickramasinghe, 2020). Thus, the FSP has a stronghold in state
universities through IUSF replacing JVP who ruled the student movement in Sri Lanka for
many years. Recently, [USF has given leadership to university students and other civil actors in
opposing the detrimental measures taken by recent governments, which aimed to commercialize
education without a proper regulatory and quality assurance mechanism. Among those struggles,
the fight against the SAITM could be identified as one of the most important milestones because
“SAITM has been the centre of many controversies as students from state-run schools and
doctors in government services have questioned its educational standards and medical facilities”
(Rezwan, 2017).

Also, in 2021, IUSF played a key role in mobilizing state university students against the
proposed “General Sir John Kotelawala National Defence University Bill” which posed a
threat of militarization of higher education. Namely, “ ... the new Act excludes the Kotelawala
University from the purview of the University Grants Commission (UGC), which is in charge
of the administration of State universities in Sri Lanka” (Ariyarathne, 2021). In 2022, student
activists also joined forces with mass citizen protests known as “Aragalaya” (meaning “struggle”
in Sinhala), demanding the resignation of Sri Lanka’s former President, Gotabaya Rajapakshe.
These revolutionary protests primarily targeted the President and his family members who held
government positions, often referred to as the Rajapakshes because “he and his family have been
blamed for a deep economic crisis, with Sri Lankans facing acute shortages of food, fuel and
other basic supplies” (BBC News, 2022a). The significant role played by student activists in this
critical juncture could be identified as remarkable. Most importantly, it could be observed that for
the first time ever in history, these protests have united both state and private university students
to a certain extent as they fought for a common cause along with other citizens.

Currently, each state university has a main student union as well as faculty student unions.
Faculty student unions consist of students from respective faculties of a university. In comparison
with main student unions, it could be observed that some of these faculty student unions are
politically neutral as they only focus on faculty-specific student matters and organize student
activities within the faculty. However, there are some faculty student unions which are politically
active and they join hands with main student unions to politically respond in addressing student
issues. Most importantly, there is a Parliament Act which legitimates student representation in
state universities in Sri Lanka—Universities Act, No. 16 of 1978. The Act has established the
University Grants Commission as the main regulatory body which governs Sri Lankan state
universities. Part XIV and the schedule to Section 112 of the Act stipulate specific details
regarding the establishment and functioning of university students unions and faculty students
unions. The Act also states the duties and functions of the university student unions and faculty
student unions.

Even though student activism in Sri Lanka is subjected to heavy criticisms by many parties for
their confrontational politics and abusive practices such as “ragging,” the contribution of student
activists to protecting the Free Education Policy from continuous challenges and threats is
remarkable. In spite of the fact that “the cost of activism includes the incidents of deaths, injuries,
custody, arrest, suspension of students; damaging public properties, and closure of universities”
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(Kumari and Fernando, 2021, p. 86), student activists from state universities are inspired and
politically socialized to fully commit to their cause even with their lives. Thus, the story of
student activism in Sri Lanka, written with blood and tears, could be summed up in this famous
quote by Rohana Wijeweera, the JVP leader who led the 1971 and 1988-9 youth uprisings: “We
may be killed but our voice will never die” (1973, cited in Jeyaraj, 2014).

Student Representation at State Universities in Sri Lanka—
Findings from a LOC-SIHEG Survey

With the aim of gathering primary data from the student unions at local (institutional) level,
LOC-SIHEG 2021_Sri Lanka was shared with student leaders in Sri Lankan state universities.
One representative from each student union filled the survey and the total number of five state
university student unions who responded to the survey, which is more than 25 percent of the total
number of state universities in Sri Lanka. Other private and state higher education institutions
were not considered for the data collection as student activism in Sri Lanka is mainly spread across
state universities. All the student leaders who filled the survey were registered undergraduates
and held the office of “President” in their respective student union. Eighty percent of them were
following a bachelor’s degree and in the ages between eighteen and twenty-four years. It should
be also noted that the same percentage of respondents had answered the survey without the
involvement of any other student officials.

Out of the five student unions which took part in the LOC-SIHEG 2021 survey, only one
student union mentioned that they are not connected to the national-level student movement. All
other student unions declared that they are part of the IUSF. These data indicate that Sri Lanka
has a neo-corporative model of student activism with one central student body connecting other
local student unions which are legitimate entities within their respective universities. According
to the main Parliament Act on state universities, “the University Students Union of each Higher
Educational Institution shall be representative of the entire student community of the Institution”
(Schedule—Universities Act, No. 16 of 1978). Also, it was found that every student union has an
office in a building given by their education institution for free.

In examining the membership of student unions, it was found that the student union membership
does not comprise the total student population. According to four student unions, being a union
member is voluntary whereas one student union mentioned that membership is automatically
given to students when they are enrolled as students of that particular state university. Also,
each student union had at least more than 70 percent of membership cadre out of their total
student population. These numbers divulge the fact that there is a considerable portion of the
student population who are not members of local student unions. These students could be mainly
identified as anti-ragging groups in state universities.

Membership fees and revenue from student-led projects were the main source of income for
the local student unions. Grants from the government and their universities were mentioned along
with “street fundraising” which is famously known as “keta” (it is the Sinhalese word for tills). It
is the prevailing state university subculture in which the first-year students are sent to the streets
with tills. They have to reach out to the general public on streets and public transport, asking

314



Sri Lankan Student Politics

for small donations to fill their tills. It was also found that there are some occasions where local
student unions are getting funds from IUSF to organize campaigns. It is important to note that
none of these student unions owned any businesses. Thus, it can be clearly seen that student
unions have to regularly depend on external funding or generate revenue via street funding. So, it
is not surprising to see why any of these local student unions had not paid employees. However,
80 percent of the student unions said that they have an independent student-led media unit/
newspaper/radio channel/TV channel. It could be also observed that many of these student unions
were using social media as well, in particular, Facebook. This could be identified as a strength as
it enables them to reach out to a large number of students with minimum effort.

Sixty percent of the student unions were electing their leaders whereas others were appointing
them. There was no uniform mechanism of selecting leaders which was common to all local
student unions. Examining the background of candidates for these leadership positions, 40 percent
of the respondents denied that there was a hesitation among the students who were coming from
low economic backgrounds, to run for positions in student unions. However, the same percentage
of student leaders accepted that it is true to a certain extent. Even though one student union said
that there was 80 percent of voter turnout, according to 40 percent of the respondents, there was
a decrease in the voter turnout in student union elections. Also, it could be noted that most of the
student unions did not have adequate data to analyze the patterns of voter turnout even though
they had responded to above questions. Most importantly, despite the method of selection, all
these leadership positions are voluntary. Also, it was found that there is no criterion to ensure the
diversity of representatives taking these positions. So, it was not surprising why all the student
leaders who responded to the survey were males. In a country which has a very low female
political representation in Parliament, the arena of student politics could be seen as an untapped
potential to politically socialize female students. However, the gathered data indicates that there
was no proper mechanism within student unions to do it.

The common perception about university student unions is that they are closely connected to
the leftist parties, in particular Frontline Socialist Party (FSP). However, the data also revealed a
growing disconnection between the university student unions and FSP even though IUSF is still
under the direct influence of FSP. Sixty percent of the respondents said that they do not have a
close connection with one political party. One student leader mentioned that even though student
unions do not have direct connections with the political parties, whenever it is necessary they
discuss issues regarding students and society with them. Only one student union accepted that
they have close connections with one political party. Nevertheless, the revealed disconnection
between local student unions and political parties could be identified as a major turn in Sri
Lankan student activism.

Also, 60 percent of the local student unions who took part in the survey mentioned that their
professional and political agenda is independently decided without any influence from external
parties. Having 40 percent of the student unions who did not either disagree with above or had a
neutral opinion indicate that the professional and political agenda of local student unions seems
to be still influenced by external parties to a certain extent. Eighty percent of the respondents
said that they have no connections with multiple political parties. It shows the limited exposure
of these student activists to different political ideologies because currently, IUSF is strongly
influenced only by the leftist ideologies of FSP. However, all the student unions agreed that they
have the sole discretion on internal structures and decision-making of their organizations. Having
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their own bank account also implies financial independence to a certain extent even though IUSF
provides financial support to local student unions for some campaigns. In terms of the connection
between the student unions and trade unions, 40 percent of the student respondents said they
have close connections whilst the same percentage of respondents disagreed. Thus, it shows that
the connection between the local student unions and trade unions is not the same for all state
universities.

Examining their political agenda for the year 2021, it could be noted that all local student
unions had more or less similar issues, ranging from internal matters such as administration
and student welfare, to cases with national-level importance such as privatization of higher
education (e.g., proposed bill on Kotalawala Defense University). Student welfare issues were
mostly about hostel facilities, university cafeterias, and Mahapola bursary (a monthly stipend
given by the government to the students from low-income families). The importance given to
these issues regarding facilities provided by the university for free or reduced price indicates
how state university students consider these facilities as an entitlement. Prof. Sudantha
Liyanage also mentioned that the dependent mentality of state university students has
caused many issues even though “Free Education Policy” was a progressive measure which
allowed many students to pursue their dreams regardless of the economic background of their
families. He further mentioned that the current system needs some timely changes including
educational reforms which could save the time of students by making sure that students
graduate on time or take necessary actions for early graduation, while empowering them to
stand from their own feet to conquer the world of work (S. Liyanage, personal communication,
February 1, 2022).

Given that the in-person lectures at education institutions were disrupted due to Covid-19
pandemic, student unions had also demanded to reopen the universities with adequate Covid
safety measures. One of their major demands from the government in the year 2021 was to
solve the 2019 Advanced level Z score issue without delaying the university admissions. This
issue was specific to that particular year as the government had failed to finalize the university
admissions in time. Thus, the Z score issue and Covid-19 safety measures could be considered
as exceptions which may not be repeated in their agendas like other common issues such as
resistance toward student activism. Most importantly, 60 percent of the student unions said
that they had large-scale protests in their universities during the previous year in response to
above-mentioned issues. It shows that their political responses in the year 2021 were majorly
based on contentious politics. However, all the student unions mentioned that usually, they use
representation in the internal administration to politically respond in addition to contentious
activities such as street protests, parades, and picketing. So, it could be seen as a progressive
trend because student activism in Sri Lanka is mostly known for massive street protests which
cause inconvenience to the general public.

75 percent of the participants mentioned that information on student representation in
administration is available in institutional documents such as university constitution. However,
all state universities do not follow the same method when it comes to student representation in
internal administration structures. In some universities, there was a dedicated seat for a student
representative with voting rights. Some universities were inviting students to the meetings in
special circumstances in order to obtain specific information. Also, in some cases, there was a
student representation for the board meetings of the institution. However, one respondent said
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that neither they have a dedicated seat for student representatives nor they are regularly invited for
the meetings. Thus, it could be implied that there is no uniform standard “in practice” for student
representation in internal administration structures of universities. External administration
structures did not have a student representation at all so that they were more disconnected with
the student community.

According to 40 percent of the participants, student representatives were involved in
their institutions’ committees, task forces, and working groups on education. These student
representatives had voting power too. Another 40 percent said that they were involved as
specialist consultants without voting powers. Also, 75 percent of the participants mentioned that
students are involved as expert consultants without voting powers in committees, task forces, and
working groups on quality assurance as well as in student welfare and external activities. Only
one student union claimed that they were not involved in any of the above committees. Thus, it is
evident that there is a necessity of increasing student representation in these specific committees
as they allow student representatives to meaningfully contribute to the decision-making process
within institutions. However, it could be identified that university departments have been more
progressive and consistent in promoting student representation in the decision-making process
because 80 percent of student unions mentioned that student representatives were taking part in
department meetings or academic meetings regularly or sometimes. The main reason could be
the provisions in the Universities Act, No. 16 of 1978 which stipulated a uniform standard for
student representation in university faculties. According to the Universities Act (1978), every
faculty of a university shall have a faculty board which consists of “two students elected by the
students of the Faculty from among their number.”

Most importantly, according to 40 percent of the participants, it was possible for them to
meet the highest position holders of the institution. The same number of participants said that
they could informally meet them once in a while if any specific requirement emerges. These
meetings could be initiated either by the students or administration. Student leaders having
access to higher administration is an advantage because it could help to maintain a good rapport
between the above two parties. However, Dr. Chandra Embuldeniya had a different opinion on
this (C. Embuldeniya, personal communication, January 22, 2022). According to him, some vice-
chancellors try to maintain a good rapport with student leaders in order to avoid or minimize
student resistance toward administration. He further mentioned that the cost of this relationship
makes higher administration to turn a blind eye to the ragging incidents or any other disciplinary
breaches which are reported within their universities. According to Ranawana (2020), there were
instances where some universities could nearly eliminate ragging due to the bold action taken by
the vice-chancellors and rectors who personally took an extra risk.

The survey data revealed that student representatives have a close connection with all
administrative officers including Chancellor and Vice-Chancellor. According to 80 percent of
the participants, the institutional administration and student representatives had mutual trust and
understanding to a certain extent. Sixty percent of the respondents agreed to a certain extent that
institutional heads and administration take an authoritarian approach toward students despite the
mutual understanding which was mentioned above. Considering these data, it could be implied
that the relationship between the higher administration of state universities and student unions is
a special connection which influences the direction of student activism as well as the institutional
decision-making process of state universities.
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Further examining the impact of student activism on higher education institutions, a
progressive trend could be observed as 60 percent of the student unions said that the power of
student representatives to influence the decisions of their institutions has been increased during
the last five years. However, one concern raised by a participant is the declining ability of student
representatives to effectively mobilize students, as student unions face significant resistance
and violations from the authorities. This could be a growing concern for the student unions on
top of the considerable portion of students who avoid student politics in state higher education
institutions due to “ragging.” Also, moving academic activities to online platforms during the
Covid-19 pandemic severely affected student activism, because it restricted student unions
from mobilizing new students and their existing members through in person activities including
“ragging.”

It could be found that usually, there are no part time or hourly basis jobs for the students
within the higher education institutions in Sri Lanka. Forty percent of the respondents mentioned
that undergraduates get such job opportunities on very rare occasions. According to them, half
of those limited opportunities are library-related jobs. Information technology-related jobs
and course assistant positions amount to the other half. As per survey results, all the student
leaders had a moderate opinion regarding the convenience of finding information about such job
opportunities. Eighty percent of them had a moderate opinion regarding the transparency of the
selection process for those available student jobs. It could be assumed that lack of information
regarding student jobs could cause doubts among students regarding the transparency of the
selection process. However, it was interesting to note how all the respondents disagreed that only
students who are having economic difficulties apply for these student jobs. Thus, it could be
assumed that the students who come from privileged backgrounds have an advantage in securing
these limited student jobs as many of them are not restricted by the English language barrier.

Sixty percent of the student leaders said that there are plenty of volunteering opportunities for
students within their institutions, whereas the rest of them mentioned that they have volunteering
opportunities to a certain extent. It was found that all the state universities provide volunteering
opportunities to students, such as poster campaigns, organizing events, and cleaning campaigns.
Also, it must be noted that most of the state universities in Sri Lanka have volunteer youth
movements such as AIESEC, Leo, and Rotaract. These youth movements connect their members
with students from other state and private universities as well as with other youth groups. It could
also be observed that the majority of students who are taking part in these movements are anti-
raggers because such opportunities allow them to create their own social space and engage in
student activities without being a part of main student unions.

Only 40 percent of the participants said that their universities have a separate office to
coordinate student-led activities. One student leader revealed how student-led activities are
independently carried out without any support of their institution. Sixty percent of the student
leaders said that their student movement supports and manages the student-led activities within
the institution. This shows how student unions take ownership in creating social experience for
the students. In terms of addressing student grievances, 80 percent of the participants said that
their universities have a unit where students can present their grievances to. Only one respondent
said otherwise. Student counselors were also mentioned as an option which students could utilize
to inform their grievances to the institution. Though the above facilities were provided by the
universities, only 40 percent of the student leaders could find consumer rights which students are
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entitled to, in their institution’s website. Same percentage of respondents were not even aware
of such rights. Also, 60 percent of the respondents said that they are unaware whether their
institution’s website or any publications refer to students as service users or customers. Only
one student leader said that their institution refers to students as “service users.” Thus, it shows
that institutional administration and relevant authorities have not taken adequate measures in
order to make students aware of their consumer rights while referring to them as service users or
customers of higher education.

Looking at the academic experience from student leaders’ perspective, 80 percent of them
fully or partially agreed that students are encouraged to get involved in discussions. According to
the same percentage of student leaders, it is partially true that students have a choice to a certain
extent with regards to the assessment process. Nobody said that it is impossible to challenge the
learning content but 60 percent of them agreed it is true to a certain extent that teachers take an
authoritarian approach in teaching. Thus, it is important to further examine the nature of student-
teacher relationship within this context where students challenge university lecturers who take an
authoritarian approach in teaching.

The survey data revealed that all the student leaders were extremely unhappy with the
prevailing situation of the country. Also, 60 percent of them said that the intervention by the
education institutions is extremely negative or negative to a certain extent in addressing such
situations. Thus, it is not surprising why all the participants agreed that the higher education
sector is moving in the wrong direction. The survey data indicated that the higher education
sector needs to intervene in nation building with more authority. So, it is important to find the
right directions for the higher education sector which could unleash its untapped potential. Most
importantly, 80 percent of the participants said that students could largely change the direction
of higher education in Sri Lanka, whereas one participant said that they can completely change
it. However, 80 percent of these student leaders completely or partially agreed that street protests
were the only way of making an influence on the national policies and laws on higher education
regardless of their belief in the usefulness of student representation in internal administration
to influence decision-making for the betterment of students. Also, it should be noted that only
40 percent of the participants agreed to a certain extent that government officials treat student
representatives with respect. This could be also identified as a reason why they have more faith in
taking their cause to the streets. Examining the recent student-led campaigns to influence national
policies on higher education, it could be noted that massive street protests gained some wins for
them though such demonstrations are inconvenient for the general public due to the heavy traffic
caused by them.

Even though the political will is important to strengthen the higher education sector, current
Sri Lankan context would not allow it to bring it up as an important issue. Eighty percent of the
participants also mentioned that higher education-related matters were discussed in last elections
to a certain extent but it was not a prioritized matter. Only 40 percent of the participants partially
believed that if a political party needs to win an election, they cannot ignore the demands of the
students. However, 60 percent of the respondents fully or partially believed that a political party
could still win an election even if they disregard the student demands. Thus, it could be implied
that political parties are not pressurized enough to consider the higher education sector as a
priority when they prepare their political agenda. If student activists could create a strong public
demand on this matter during the election periods, it would also make it easier for student unions
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to reach out to political authorities, regarding the issues faced by students. Politicians would
consider them serious if student demands are backed by the general public.

According to 60 percent of the participants, students in higher education are considered as
adults. The rest of them believed that they are still considered as children. Also, 60 percent
of these student leaders believed that they are seen as change agents in society. So, they also
symbolically called themselves “a flame.” This data makes a strong case for the reasons behind
the disconnection between the government authorities and student leaders because student leaders
consider themselves as adults and change agents though other government authorities may not
have the same view. One participant accepted that they are seen as troublemakers in society.
Sixty percent of the participants partially or fully agreed that there is a risk in becoming a student
activist in Sri Lanka. Considering the number of student leaders who were killed throughout
history, their view on the risk involved in student activism is justifiable. However, it should also
be noted that 40 percent of them had a neutral opinion about it.

Considering LOC-SIHEG 2021_Sri Lanka survey results, it should be noted that there are
many areas to be developed in order to amplify the student impact on the higher education sector
in Sri Lanka. The data indicates that necessary action should be taken by both institutional
administration and government authorities. Such action should be accelerated and amplified with
strong advocacy campaigns run by student activists. It is also evident that Sri Lankan student
activism itself needs some modifications to overcome the challenges which hinder its progress
despite their significant gains from confrontational politics though it has always been in the face
of public criticism.

Conclusion

Student activism in Sri Lanka has a short history in comparison with other South Asian countries.
However, student activists have been able to firmly establish their position in the political and
social discourse in Sri Lanka. The notable role played by students in important historical events
such as 1971 and 1988/9 youth uprisings as well as in the thirty years’ war and citizens’ protests
to oust the President of the country in 2022 (famously known as “Aragalaya” which means
“the struggle”) could be highlighted in this regard. Most importantly, the continuous struggle
to preserve the “Free Education Policy” has been fueling student activism in Sri Lanka while
making it the breeding ground for many student activists from state universities.

Throughout history, it could be clearly observed that one after another, the student movement
in Sri Lanka has been heavily influenced by two leftist political parties, namely JVP and FSP.
The fact that the majority of the local student unions did not acknowledge that they are connected
with a political party indicates how influence by FSP on student movement takes a top-bottom
approach rather than developing a strong ideological base at the local university level. Also,
having the discretion on decision-making regarding the internal structures indicates that local
student unions are not completely restricted from giving a new shape to their organizations as
well as student activism in Sri Lanka.

Firstly, student unions in state universities need to strengthen their internal democracy. Holding
elections to elect leadership positions would allow more students to democratically engage in
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the decision-making process through their elected student representatives. Also, introducing a
criteria to ensure diversity in leadership positions could take student activism in Sri Lanka to the
next level. Most importantly, if the student unions could actively empower more female student
leaders, that would ultimately contribute to filling the vacuum of female political representation
in the country. Given that Sri Lanka is a country which needs to do more on peace-building
and reconciliation after the end of thirty years of armed conflict, proposed diversity criteria for
leadership positions should also take ethnic composition in state universities into consideration
to make student unions more inclusive.

Secondly, it is very important for student unions to figure out innovative ways to politically
socialize and mobilize their youngsters because the act of “ragging’ has tarnished the reputation of
student activism in Sri Lanka to a greater extent. The authorities and higher education institutions
must be proactive and impartial in taking legal action against the perpetrators of “ragging.”
Student activists must create a safe and welcoming environment for all students regardless of
their socioeconomic backgrounds. The involvement of such a diverse student community will
ultimately strengthen the student movement in Sri Lanka. It will also increase the quality of
political response from the student unions in addressing important issues in the country as well
as in the higher education sector.

Even though the survey data showed that student unions could influence the decisions within
their universities, it is evident that student activists need to take an alternative approach when it
comes to the national-level policymaking on higher education. This is due to the lack of attention
given by the politicians who do not consider the higher education sector as a priority even though
they briefly talk about it in their election campaigns. So, it is necessary to pressurize political
parties to include the higher education sector in their election manifestos as a prioritized matter.
If student unions could mobilize the university students as one voting bloc during the elections,
politicians will take them seriously because their main concern is on the number of votes they get.
Even after the election, student unions need to hold them accountable for what they promise to
deliver. Student unions could look into the possibilities of amplifying their current usage of social
media networks in order to gain more visibility to their campaigns and get the support from the
general public. Student unions could also use legal tools such as “Right to Information Act, No
12 of 2016 which allows them to obtain necessary information from government authorities as
it will help them to lead campaigns with data-driven decision-making. So, it is time to rethink the
practicality of contentious student politics in an era where we could find more alternative ways
to effectively and meaningfully advocate for positive change.

The dependent mentality of the majority of students from state universities could be identified
as an issue which needs to be addressed with caution because state university students heavily
relied on the government during their studentship as well as job-seeking period once they
are done with their academic programs. It is important to change this mentality to allow the
university student community to meaningfully contribute to the higher education sector as well as
the development process of the country. The student unions were also relying on public donations
and government funding. In order to get rid of this dependent mentality, student unions could set
an example by starting to run business ventures so that they do not have to send first-year students
to the streets to collect funds from the general public. Bringing in such an entrepreneurial mindset
would completely change the narrative of student activism in Sri Lanka. They could also use
such entrepreneurship schemes as an alternative for the act of “ragging,” to politically socialize
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new students. Such programs will equip new students with employability skills which could be
immensely useful when they enter the world of work.

This study emphasizes the importance of government authorities taking a holistic approach
toward the higher education sector. Introducing national policies which could empower students
while strengthening the institutional frameworks is a necessity. Such institutional frameworks
should promote students as service users of the higher education sector who are entitled to
strong consumer rights. Also, student representation should be increased in specific committees,
task forces, and working groups which operate within state universities. However, such student
representation should not amount to tokenization. So, it is important to give them voting power
and get their direct involvement in these committees. Also, if state universities could create more
student jobs within institutions, it would allow students to cover their expenses without solely
depending on government bursary. This measure will also help them to get rid of the heavy-
dependent mentality.

In conclusion, Sri Lankan student activism is now at a critical juncture where it needs a total
transformation. Introducing a new model of student activism could be the solution to many
problems in the higher education sector as well as in the sphere of student politics. Such model
should be non-partisan so that student leaders could advocate for necessary policy changes
without any political party biases. Student unions should also be developed as self-sustaining
entities who could champion entrepreneurship, innovation, and sustainability. Most importantly,
student activists need to get rid of the abusive subculture of “ragging” and transform that energy
into something meaningful. Also, the proposed model should reflect the strengths and values of
the diverse student community while getting rid of traditional patriarchal practices. It is crucial
for student activists to figure out more effective and meaningful ways to politically respond in
addressing important matters for the student community. Being creative would allow student
activists to detach the proposed model from traditional confrontational approaches and innovate
more powerful and effective strategies for advocacy and lobbying. The author believes that
all young people in Sri Lanka should be given equitable opportunities to pursue their higher
education in an environment where the quality of education is assured through strong regulations
and periodic reviews. Thus, student activists may need to set aside their traditional slogans built
around the goal of “preserving free education policy” and come up with new slogans on higher
education such as ‘“create equitable opportunities for everyone while ensuring the quality of
education without leaving anyone behind.”

Acknowledgment

This endeavor would not have been possible without the guidance and support of Dr. Manja
Klemenci¢ and Dr. Maisha Reza. The author would also like to acknowledge the support from
Dr. Chandra Embuldeniya, Prof. Sudantha Liyanage, Malinda Senevirathne, and all the Sri
Lankan student leaders who actively participated in the survey. The author expresses his deepest
gratitude to Ioana Staicu and Bandini Jayasena who reviewed the drafts while repeatedly offering
unwavering encouragement and support. The author is also thankful to Dinuli Francisco, Viduri
Sulakkhana, and Anuradha Vidanage for their assistance during the data collection phase. Last

322



Sri Lankan Student Politics

but not least, the author extends heartfelt appreciation to his loving father, W. Wijerathne, and his
loving mother, Ashoka Dissanayake, for their constant moral support.

References

Alawattegama, K.K. (2020). Free education policy and its emerging challenges in Sri Lanka. European
Journal of Educational Sciences 7(1) (March 2020 edition): 1-14. DOI: 10.19044/ejes.v7nolal

Altbach, P.G. (1984). Student politics in the third world. Higher Education 13(6) (December, 1984):
635-55. https://www.jstor.org/stable/3446867

Amarasingam, A. (2013). Pain, Pride, and Politics: Social Movement Activism and the Sri Lankan Tamil
Diaspora in Canada. [online] JSTOR. University of Georgia Press. http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.
ctt183q481 (accessed September 12, 2023).

Amnesty International (2023). Sri Lanka: End Arbitrary Detention of Student Activist [PDF]. https://www.
amnesty.org/en/documents/asa37/6353/2023/en/ (accessed May 30, 2023).

Ariyarathne, K. (2021). Killing free education with the Kotelawala national defence university bill.
Groundviews. https://groundviews.org/2021/07/16/killing-free-education-with-the-kotelawala-national-
defence-university-bill/ (accessed September 7, 2021).

BBC News (2022a). Sri Lanka seeks way forward after president quits. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
asia-62176758 (accessed August 25, 2022).

BBC News (2022b). Sri Lanka: Tear gas and water cannon used in Kandy. https://www.bbc.com/news/av/
world-asia-60977417 (accessed August 25, 2022).

Bender, G.J. (1967). Political socialization and political change. The Western Political Quarterly 20(2):
390-407, Part 1 (June, 1967) https://doi.org/10.2307/445412

Colombo Telegraph (2012). Sri Lanka: The politics of the frontline socialist party—Interview with
Premakumar Gunaratnam. Colombo Telegraph. August 8. https://www.colombotelegraph.com/index.
php/sri-lanka-the-politics-of-the-frontline-socialist-party-interview-with-premakumar-gunaratnam/
(accessed August 06, 2021).

Daily Mirror (2016). 63rd Anniversary of Hartal August 12, 1953 Hartal! ‘Shoot on sight” Reds re-
claiming rice rations. https://www.dailymirror.lk/114018/-rd-anniversary-of-hartal-august-hartal-shoot-
on-sight-reds-re-claiming-rice-rations- (accessed August 5, 2021).

Daily Mirror (2022). IUSF protest march tear-gassed. https://www.dailymirror.lk/latest_news/[USF-
protest-march-tear-gassed/342-240629 (accessed August 25, 2022).

Devapriya, U. (2022). A constructive critique of the IUSE. Ceylon Today, July 21. https://ceylontoday.
1k/2022/07/21/a-constructive-critique-of-the-iusf/ (accessed August 25, 2022).

Doss, M. (2017). The protesting student & what he may have to say. https://www.colombotelegraph.com/
index.php/the-protesting-student-what-he-may-have-to-say/ (accessed August 25, 2022).

Embuldeniya, C. (2022). Student Impact on Higher Education Globally(SIHEG)—Student Politics in Sri
Lanka [Interview], Via Zoom technology with Dulanjana, W.S., January 22, 2022.

Farzan, Z. (2023). Wasantha Mudalige released from PTA case, but will return to remand custody. News
I*. January 31, 2023. https://english.newsfirst.1k/2023/1/31/wasantha-mudalige-released-from-pta-
case-but-will-return-to-remand-custody (accessed May 30, 2023).

Francisco, D. (2022). Election only after a new Constitution—IUSF Interview with [USF Convener
Wasantha Mudalige. Daily Mirror, July 28. https://www.dailymirror.lk/hard-talk/Election-only-after-a-
new-Constitution-IUSF/334-24192 (accessed August 25, 2022).

Haviland, C. (2012). Sri Lanka show tackles ‘horror’ of new student rituals. BBC News, October 28.
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-20097878 (accessed August 25, 2022).

Hewage, T. (2020). ‘Event, archive, mediation: Sri Lanka’s 1971 insurrection and the political
stakes of fieldwork. Comparative Studies in Society and History 62(1): 186-217. DOI: 10.1017/
S0010417519000458

323


https://www.jstor.org/stable/3446867
http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt183q481
http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt183q481
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/asa37/6353/2023/en/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/asa37/6353/2023/en/
https://groundviews.org/2021/07/16/killing-free-education-with-the-kotelawala-national-defence-university-bill/
https://groundviews.org/2021/07/16/killing-free-education-with-the-kotelawala-national-defence-university-bill/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-62176758
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-62176758
https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-asia-60977417
https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-asia-60977417
https://doi.org/10.2307/445412
https://www.colombotelegraph.com/index.php/sri-lanka-the-politics-of-the-frontline-socialist-party-interview-with-premakumar-gunaratnam/
https://www.colombotelegraph.com/index.php/sri-lanka-the-politics-of-the-frontline-socialist-party-interview-with-premakumar-gunaratnam/
https://www.dailymirror.lk/114018/-rd-anniversary-of-hartal-august-hartal-shoot-on-sight-reds-re-claiming-rice-rations-
https://www.dailymirror.lk/114018/-rd-anniversary-of-hartal-august-hartal-shoot-on-sight-reds-re-claiming-rice-rations-
https://www.dailymirror.lk/latest_news/IUSF-protest-march-tear-gassed/342-240629
https://www.dailymirror.lk/latest_news/IUSF-protest-march-tear-gassed/342-240629
https://ceylontoday.lk/2022/07/21/a-constructive-critique-of-the-iusf/
https://ceylontoday.lk/2022/07/21/a-constructive-critique-of-the-iusf/
https://www.colombotelegraph.com/index.php/the-protesting-student-what-he-may-have-to-say/
https://www.colombotelegraph.com/index.php/the-protesting-student-what-he-may-have-to-say/
https://english.newsfirst.lk/2023/1/31/wasantha-mudalige-released-from-pta-case-but-will-return-to-remand-custody
https://english.newsfirst.lk/2023/1/31/wasantha-mudalige-released-from-pta-case-but-will-return-to-remand-custody
https://www.dailymirror.lk/hard-talk/Election-only-after-a-new-Constitution-IUSF/334-24192
https://www.dailymirror.lk/hard-talk/Election-only-after-a-new-Constitution-IUSF/334-24192
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-20097878

The Bloomsbury Handbook of Student Politics and Representation in Higher Education

Hulangamuwa, H.M.T.Y.K., Lowchiong, S.R. and Dharmakirti, S.K. (2021). A study on the laws related
to ragging in universities in Sri Lanka. Colombo Telegraph. 1 April. https://www.colombotelegraph.
com/index.php/a-study-on-the-laws-related-to-ragging-in-universities-in-sri-lanka/ (accessed August 5,
2021).

Jeyaraj, D.B.S. (2014). JVP Leader and Revolutionary Rohana Wijeweera’s demise 25 years ago. Daily
Mirror, November, 14. https://www.dailymirror.lk/opinion/jvp-leader-and-revolutionary-rohana-
wijeweera-s-demise-25-years-ago/172-56565 (accessed August 24, 2022).

Klemenci¢, M. (2014). Student power in a global perspective and contemporary trends in student
organising. Studies in Higher Education 39(3): 396-411.

Klemenci¢, M. (2024a). The rise of the student estate. In Alberto Amaral and Anténio Magalhaes
(eds.), The Handbook on Autonomy and Governance of Higher Education Institutions. Chapter 29.
Cheltenham: Edgar Elgar Publishing.

Klemencic¢, M. (2024b). A theory of student impact on higher education. In Conner, Jerusha, Raaper,
Rille, Guzman-Valenzuela, Carolina and Gauthier, Launa (eds.), The Bloomsbury International
Handbook of Student Voice in Higher Education. Chapter 18. London and New York: Bloomsbury
Publishers.

Kumari, D. and Fernando, R.L.S. (2021). Dealing smoothly with student activism: Reflections of activists
and administrators in Sri Lankan state university system. MJSSH Online 5(3): 85-99. DOLI: https://doi.
org/10.33306/mjssh/141

The Law Students’ Union of Sri Lanka (1998). The law students. Union of Sri Lanka- Rules of 1970- As
amended in 1991 & 1995°. Law College Review, pp. 103-20.

Little, A.W. (1997). The value of examination success in Sri Lanka 1971-1996: The effects of
ethnicity, political patronage and youth insurgency. Assessment in Education 4(1): 67-86. DOI:
10.1080/0969594970040105

Liyanage, LM.K. (2014). Education system of Sri Lanka: Strengths and weaknesses. In Arai, E. (ed.),
“Post-Civil War Sri Lankan Economy” Research Report Asia. Chiba: Institute of Developing
Economies, pp. 116-40.

Liyanage, S. (2022). Student Impact on Higher Education Globally (SIHEG)—Student Politics in Sri
Lanka [Interview], Via Zoom technology with Dulanjana, W.S., February 1, 2022.

LOC-SIHEG_Sri Lanka (2021). Local student impact on higher education globally survey 2021. Global
Student Forum.

Ministry of Foreign Affairs-Sri Lanka (n.d.). Free Education Policy in Sri Lanka. https://mfa.gov.1k/cool_
timeline/free-education-policy-in-sri-lanka/ (accessed August 24, 2022).

People’s Liberation Front—JVP Sri Lanka (n.d.). History of the JVP (1965-1994). https://www.
jvpsrilanka.com/english/about-us/history-of-1965-1994/ (accessed August 25, 2022).

Prohibition of Ragging and Other Forms of Violence in Educational Institutions Act No. 20 of 1998
(1998). https://med.cmb.ac.lk/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/ragging-act-no.-20-0f-1998.pdf (accessed
September 22, 2022).

Ranawana, K. (2020). Opinion: Onus on University staff to enforce discipline to stop ragging.
EconomyNext, September 6. https://economynext.com/opinion-onus-on-university-staff-to-enforce-
discipline-to-stop-ragging-73618/ (accessed August 24, 2022).

Rezwan—~Global Voices (2017). Why doctors and students are protesting against Sri Lanka’s only
private medical college. Groundviews, May 21. https://groundviews.org/2017/05/21/why-doctors-and-
students-are-protesting-against-sri-lankas-only-private-medical-college/ (accessed September 7, 2021).

Sabaratnam, T. (2003). Pirapaharan: Vol.1, Chap.5 Tamil Youths Turn Assertive. Pirapaharan: Vol.1,
Chap.5 Tamil Youths Turn Assertive—Ilankai Tamil Sangam. https://sangam.org/pirapaharan-vol-1-
chap-5-tamil-youths-turn-assertive/ (accessed September 7, 2021).

Samaranayake, S. (2015). Changing university student politics in Sri Lanka: From norm oriented to value
oriented student movements. Social Affairs 1(3): 23-32.

Senevirathne M. (2002). Reflections on the coming fire. The Island (June 23): 11.

Sri Lanka Law College (2018). Law Student Union and Societies. http://www.sllc.ac.lk/sub_pgs/union_
societies.html. (accessed September 7, 2021).

324


https://www.colombotelegraph.com/index.php/a-study-on-the-laws-related-to-ragging-in-universities-in-sri-lanka/
https://www.colombotelegraph.com/index.php/a-study-on-the-laws-related-to-ragging-in-universities-in-sri-lanka/
https://www.dailymirror.lk/opinion/jvp-leader-and-revolutionary-rohana-wijeweera-s-demise-25-years-ago/172-56565
https://www.dailymirror.lk/opinion/jvp-leader-and-revolutionary-rohana-wijeweera-s-demise-25-years-ago/172-56565
https://doi.org/10.33306/mjssh/141
https://doi.org/10.33306/mjssh/141
https://mfa.gov.lk/cool_timeline/free-education-policy-in-sri-lanka/
https://mfa.gov.lk/cool_timeline/free-education-policy-in-sri-lanka/
https://www.jvpsrilanka.com/english/about-us/history-of-1965-1994/
https://www.jvpsrilanka.com/english/about-us/history-of-1965-1994/
https://med.cmb.ac.lk/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/ragging-act-no.-20-of-1998.pdf
https://economynext.com/opinion-onus-on-university-staff-to-enforce-discipline-to-stop-ragging-73618/
https://economynext.com/opinion-onus-on-university-staff-to-enforce-discipline-to-stop-ragging-73618/
https://groundviews.org/2017/05/21/why-doctors-and-students-are-protesting-against-sri-lankas-only-private-medical-college/
https://groundviews.org/2017/05/21/why-doctors-and-students-are-protesting-against-sri-lankas-only-private-medical-college/
https://sangam.org/pirapaharan-vol-1-chap-5-tamil-youths-turn-assertive/
https://sangam.org/pirapaharan-vol-1-chap-5-tamil-youths-turn-assertive/
http://www.sllc.ac.lk/sub_pgs/union_societies.html
http://www.sllc.ac.lk/sub_pgs/union_societies.html

Sri Lankan Student Politics

Tharmaseelan, N. (2007). Tertiary education in Sri Lanka: Issues and challenges. Bulgarian
Journal of Science and Education Policy (BJSEP) 1(1): 173-90. https://www.researchgate.net/
publication/44279664

Universities Act, No. 16 of 1978 (1978). https://ugc.ac.lk/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&i
d=49&Itemid=195&lang=en (accessed September 7, 2021).

Weeramunda, A.J. (2008). Report of the research study on “The Socio Political Impact of Student
Violence and Indiscipline in Universities and Tertiary Education Institutes.” National Education
Commission Sri Lanka, Study Series No. 5 (2007/8).

Wickramasinghe, K. (2020). Colombo University incident Escalating trend towards youth violence.
Daily Mirror, January 16. https://www.dailymirror.lk/news-features/Colombo-University-incident-
Escalating-trend-towards-youth-violence/131-181292. (accessed August 5, 2021).

Wickramasinghe, V. (2018). Higher education in state universities in Sri Lanka—review of higher
education since colonial past through international funding for development. International Journal of
Educational Management 32(3): 463-78. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJEM-01-2017-0028

Wijesiriwardena, P. (2011). Sri Lankan government undermines public education. World Socialist Web
Site. February 16. https://www.wsws.org/en/articles/2011/02/sled-f16.html. (accessed August 25,
2022).

Wimalasuriya, D. (2012). Brutal ragging in the Sri Lankan universities: Video evidence. Colombo
Telegraph, June 9. https://www.colombotelegraph.com/index.php/brutal-ragging-in-the-sri-lankan-
universities-video-evidence/ (accessed August 5, 2021).

325


https://www.researchgate.net/publication/44279664
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/44279664
https://ugc.ac.lk/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=49&Itemid=195&lang=en
https://ugc.ac.lk/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=49&Itemid=195&lang=en
https://www.dailymirror.lk/news-features/Colombo-University-incident-Escalating-trend-towards-youth-violence/131-181292
https://www.dailymirror.lk/news-features/Colombo-University-incident-Escalating-trend-towards-youth-violence/131-181292
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJEM-01-2017-0028
https://www.wsws.org/en/articles/2011/02/sled-f16.html
https://www.colombotelegraph.com/index.php/brutal-ragging-in-the-sri-lankan-universities-video-evidence/
https://www.colombotelegraph.com/index.php/brutal-ragging-in-the-sri-lankan-universities-video-evidence/

326



	Cover

	Contents
	List of Figures
	List of Tables
	List of Contributors
	Foreword, Hector Enoc Ulloa Chinchilla
	Acknowledgments
	Introduction Manja Klemenčič
	PART I: KEY CONCEPTS IN THE STUDY OF STUDENT POLITICS ANDREPRESENTATION IN HIGHER EDUCATION
	1 The Key Concepts in the Study of Student Politics and Representation in HigherEducation Manja Klemenčič

	PART II: EMPIRICAL RESEARCH ON STUDENT POLITICS ANDREPRESENTATION IN HIGHER EDUCATION
	A TRANSNATIONAL REPRESENTATIVESTUDENT ASSOCIATIONS
	2 The All-Africa Students Union (AASU) in Perspective: The Trajectory of theContinental Student Movement, from 1972 to 2022 Peter Kwasi Kodjie, ElormMawuli-Kwawu, Awurama Safowaa Kyei-Baffour, Abdul Karim Ibrahim,Bismark Amefianu Kudoafor, and Rexford Akrong
	3 The Commonwealth Students’ Association: Journey of a Newly EstablishedMulti-Regional Student Organization Musarrat Maisha Reza, Eileen Y.L. Goh andOdayne Haughton
	4 The European Students’ Union: The Adaptive Nature of a European InterestOrganization Martina Darmanin, Jakub Grodecki, Martin Hammerbauer,Kristel Jakobson-Pallo, and Matteo Vespa
	5 The Emergence of the Global Student Forum and Prospects for Increased StudentParticipation within the International Education Polity Sebastian Berger, GiuseppeLipari, Georgia Potton, and Carmen Romero
	6 A Regional Student Movement in Latin and South America: The OrganizaciónContinental Latinoamericana y Caribeña de Estudiantes—OCLAE (Latin Americanand Caribbean Continental Student Organization) Bianca Borges dos Santos,Giuseppe Lipari, and Carmen Romero

	B STUDENT POLITICS AND REPRESENTATION IN AFRICA
	7 Student Politics in Africa in the Twenty-First Century Thierry M Luescher
	8 Student Representation in Higher Education Governance in (English-Speaking)Cameroon: The Politics, Challenges, and Way Forward Emmanuel Shu Ngwaand Novel Lena Folabit
	9 Influence of Political Parties on the National Union of Ghana Students: A Study ofContemporary Trends Samuel Sasu Adonteng, James Kodjie, Emmanuel Nuvi Junior,and Georgia Potton
	10 Students’ Power and How It Has Changed in Kenya Mary Adhiambo Ojwang

	C STUDENT POLITICS AND REPRESENTATION IN ASIA,THE GULF STATES, AND THE PACIFIC
	11 Contemporary Student Representation and Organization in Southeast AsiaClaryce Jiawen Lum
	12 Aotearoa New Zealand: Exploring Myths of Egalitarianism in Students’Associations Ellen R. Dixon, Nkhaya Paulsen-More, and Liam Davies
	13 Student Representation in China’s Higher Education Fan Li, Panpan Yao,and Wei Huang
	14 On the Meaning of Student Elections: The Case of an Indian CampusJean-Thomas Martelli
	15 The Omani Model of Student Representation in Higher EducationFaisal Al Balushi
	16 History of Student Representation in Pakistan and Future Prospects fora New Kind of Student Union Muhammad Arfan and Muhammad Usman
	17 Singapore: The Metamorphosis of Student Unions Musarrat Maisha Reza andEileen Y.L. Goh
	18 Finding a Way Forward amidst the Contemporary Challenges to Sri Lankan StudentPolitics W. Sachinda Dulanjana

	D STUDENT POLITICS AND REPRESENTATION INTHE CARIBBEAN, LATIN AMERICA AND NORTH AMERICA
	19 The Construction of a Political Actor in a Post-Dictatorship and NeoliberalContext: Persistence, Success, and Challenges of the Chilean Student Movement(1990–2020) Cristián Bellei and Cristóbal Villalobos
	20 The Role of CONFECH in the Fight for Education in Chile Carla Trigo Argomedo,Javiera Aymara Molina Barboza, Nicolás Javier Carrancio Fuentes, Maria JosefaGuzmán, Giuseppe Lipari, Cresente Cristóbal Lizarbe Luna, Josefa JavieraGonzález Palma, and Igor Gonçalves Pereira
	21 Colombian Student Movement: A Force for Dialogue and Struggle in ColombianPolitics Amanda Harumy
	22 The New Governance at the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de Honduras, theRestoration of Student Representation, and the Challenges Facing theNeo-Interventionism of the State in Higher Education Moises David Cáceres
	23 Student Representation in Higher Education in Jamaica: The Case of the MonaGuild Council at The University of the West Indies, Mona Christina Williams
	24 College Student Activism in the United States Jerusha Conner, Rachel Stannard,and Angela Upright

	E STUDENT POLITICS AND REPRESENTATIONIN EUROPE AND IN RUSSIA
	25 Student Representation at the Université Libre de Bruxelles (ULB): The Caseof the Bureau des Etudiant.e.s Administrateur.trices Hélène Mariaud
	26 Student Representation in the Czech Republic after 1989: The UnbearableLightness of Student Influence? Martin Hammerbauer, Damir Solak,Diana Hodulíková, and Lukáš Lang
	27 Student Politics in Contemporary Estonia: Predominance of Representation overActivism Allan Aksiim, Kristel Jakobson-Pallo, Karl Lembit Laane, Kristin Pintson,and Helo Liis Soodla
	28 Which Model for Student Representation in France? Quentin Genelot
	29 Strategies and Actions of Student Organizations for the Conquest ofRepresentativeness: The Case of the French Student Elections Quentin Genelot
	30 Inspired by Student Politics in Italy: A Proposal for a New Typology to ClassifyStudent Collective Actors Matteo Vespa, Mattia Sguazzini, and Ruben Pratissoli
	31 Student Politics in Italy: Continuities and Discontinuities across Three ErasMatteo Vespa, Mattia Sguazzini, and Ruben Pratissoli
	32 Student Representation as a Driver of Europeanization in Post-CommunistRomanian Higher Education Stefan-Marius Deaconu, Tamara Ciobanu, andHoria-Șerban Onița
	33 Legacy, Bureaucracy, and Meritocracy of Leviathan: Student Representation inPost-Soviet Russia Dmitry Efimov
	34 Historical Evolution of the Legal and Political Framework for StudentRepresentation in Spain José-Luis Parejo
	35 The Student Participation in the Governance of the Complutense University ofMadrid Jorge-Antonio Fernández de los Ríos and Enrique Maestu Fonseca
	36 Student Representation in the UK: In the Face of Criticism and MaintainingLegitimacy Mike Day


	Conclusion: A Historical and Global Comparison Manja Klemenčič
	Index

