
In: Exigent Issues in Education        ISBN: 978-9987-730-01-8 
     

Editor: Martins Fabunmi                                  Publisher: His Lineage 

STUDENT UNION ACTIVISM: MAXIMIZING THE IMPACT IN NIGERIA 
 

S. A. Oyebade & Soji  Oni 
University of Lagos, Akoka-Yaba, Lagos. 

E-mail: aoluoni@yahoo.com 
oyebadestephen@yahoo.com 

 
 
Introduction 
A union, according to the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English, is "an 
organisation formed by workers to protect the rights of its members” while a 
student is described as, "one who is studying at a school, a college or university, 
and other institutions of the like.” Unionism has a long history but it got its definite 
ideological direction from the materialist thinkers who made workers and 
peasants the vanguard of historical change. According to Babarinde (2000), 
Marxist-Leninsm has the credit for its clarion call on "workers of the world" to 
"unite". In other words, students’ activism generated from the ideals of these 
types of great thinkers. 

However, since students, (and youths) constitute the vanguard of 
progressives all over the world, Nigerian youths are not an exception. As 
primary clients of higher education, it is pertinent to reappraise the 
society’s’ approach to issues relating to the youth and their ideas, given 
the fact that they are future leaders. No doubt, students have played a 
major role as agents of social change in many developing countries and 
other emerging nations in the world. It is difficult therefore to discuss such a 
household phenomenon as ‘students’ unionism’ without an extra effort to 
refer to history. It is because many people are already misinformed about 
these student leaders that we start this discussion by shedding some light the 
role of students’ union in the emergence, growth and development of nations. 
This negative perception of students’ activities has also led to an 
inadequate analysis and appreciation of what they, as part of the 
intellectual group in the developing countries, can positively contribute 
to the development process in their society. The Nigerian society has 
generally perceived students as pampered, irrational and immature 
citizens, whose youthful exuberance should be checked constantly.  

Thus, in this article, we focus on the activities of an important 
stakeholder in education in Nigeria, namely, the students, most of who were 
youths in their 20s and 30s and who are best described as the pillars of the 
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future. No serious society that truly desires progress can ignore the activities of 
its youths or allow itself to be wrongly-informed in this respect by groups of 
self-seeking but powerful individuals. We also explore the factors that 
attract students into unionism and contribute to the discussion of the role of 
students in nation-building. We analyse the evolutionary and 
development trends of Nigerian students in higher institutions vis-a-vis 
the Nigerian state. The article relates the role they had played in 
nation-building and political integration in a multi-ethnic, culturally 
heterogeneous, socially-diversified and politically-fragmented Nigerian 
state.  

Therefore, the different aspects of this article include: the 
genesis of students’ struggle in Nigeria, contemporary and comparative 
views of students' political role in society, essence of students’ 
unionism, state of students’ unionism in Nigeria and maximising the 
impact of students’ union for nation building. These major aspects are 
relevant in the process of appraising the future role that Nigerian 
students’ unions organisations can play in national or societal 
development. 
 
Genesis of Students’ Struggles in Nigeria 
History has it that the genesis of Nigerian students’ unionism started from 
overseas especially in Great Britain and United States of America, when Nigerians 
who were students in those countries in 1930s and 40s saw the need to form 
students’ unions.  Nigeria, and many African countries at that time were under British 
Colonial Rule and very few Nigerians and Africans were studying overseas. We had, 
at that time, the West African Students Union to which many Africans, who 
later became nationalists and fought for the independence of their countries, 
belonged. We had people like late;  Nnamdi Azikwe,  Kwame Nkrumah, Jomo 
Kenyatta, The Alakijas, Obafemi Awolowo, Herbert Macaulay, H. O. Davies, and many 
others. The primary goal of these leaders was to win independence for their 
countries, hence, they returned to their respective countries to press for 
independence ( Kehinde, 1999). 

Essentially, Students’ Unionism in Nigeria can be traced to the 
beginning of higher education in the country, and this covered different 
historical periods. Fafunwa (1974) traced it to the abolition of slave 
trade and the settlement of the freed slaves in Sierra-Leone in 1787. 
This was also linked with the establishment of Fourah Bay College in 
1827. In his own view, Akintoye (1973) traced the history of university 
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education in Nigeria to the 19th century when the first higher education 
Nigerian seekers found their way to Fourah Bay College. Another 
source (Horton, 1886) argued that higher education in Nigeria started 
with the nationalist movements. However, what is certain is that 
university education, as we know it today, had its beginning traced to 
the Middle Ages in Europe with the revival of learning in the 12th 
century (Haskins, 1963 and Okafor, 1971). 

By 1945, Nigerians were no longer satisfied with the few 
educated elites produced yearly by mission schools and government 
colleges. The diploma-awarding Yaba Higher College was heavily 
criticised as substandard and inadequate for the higher education need 
of Nigerians. For example, student critics quoted three reasons among 
which were: (i) that such Diploma Certificates earned at Yaba Higher 
College would not qualify them to take external examinations for 
admission like those in Fourah Bay College and Achimota College, 
whose students took the external examinations of University Durham 
and London respectively. (ii) that the time taken to qualify as Diploma 
Certificate holders was too long compared to the time spent in degree-
awarding institutions abroad (iii) that the Diploma programmes in Yaba 
Higher College were not accredited or affiliated to a British University, 
hence there was the tendency for Yaba Higher College graduates to be 
looked down upon by the graduates of higher institutions from abroad. 
Between 1939-1945 (the 2nd World War years), Yaba Higher College 
suffered a serious setback, when its slender staff strength of six 
Europeans and two Nigerians was further reduced by the 
disengagement of some lecturers and was faced with inadequate funds. 
According to Taiwo (1981), Yaba Higher College reached its lowest ebb 
in September 1942 when the army took over its premises and 
converted it to a military hospital. Nigerian students vehemently 
opposed this forceful occupation even though, the authorities still had 
their way. Pressure was consequently put on the Colonial Government 
to establish universities to serve the British West African territory.  

Following the recommendations of the Asquith and Elliot 
Commissions, Ibadan was finally chosen as the location for the new 
University College in 1947 which took off as the University College, 
Ibadan in 1948 (Fafunwa, 1974 and Ayandele, 1974). The College 
remained the only institution of university status for more than a 
decade, new ones being established in the early 1960s. 
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At Ibadan, students’ unionism became institutionalised in the Nigeria. 
Abimbade (2000) wrote that as a result of early administrative 
problems, the students were not able to do much, like their 
forerunners, the West African Students Union (WASU) and the Nigerian 
Youth Movement (NYM) - until 1956 when an active and non-partisan 
national student body was formed; this was the National Union of 
Nigerian Students (NUNS). After then, different institutions of higher 
learning started to form their independent unions.  

NUNS, according to Babarinde (2000), remained the voice of 
Nigerian students until April 1978 when it was banned by the 
government of (Retired) General Olusegun Obasanjo. The ban was the 
result of a long and protracted consultation, negotiation and 
confrontation that culminated into violent crisis over a proposed 
increase in tuition fees, feeding and boarding (Daily Times, April 21 and 
29, 1978; Olugbade, 1990). Immediately NUNS was banned, the 
students regrouped under a new name, the National Association of 
Nigerian Students (NANS). From the students’ perspective, NANS was 
an offshoot and a continuation of NUNS. For them, it was only a change 
of name to circumvent the legal aspect of the ban on NUNS. But 
throughout its life span, the Obasanjo government did not recognise 
NANS.  

Lifting of the ban on NUNS, according to Olugbade (1990), 
became a major campaign issue among the five political parties during 
the 1979 elections - all promising to lift the ban. It was no surprise 
therefore that as soon as he assumed office in October 1979, Former 
President Shehu Shagari lifted the ban on NUNS and pardoned all its 
officers dismissed, or rusticated, by the Obasanjo regime during the 
1978 crisis. Despite this gesture by the Shagari administration, the 
student body did not change its name back to NUNS. NANS was itself 
banned by the Babangida regime in 1986. It should be noted that, 
despite the ban on the central body of Nigerian students between 1979 
and 1989, the body has remained active in the nation's affairs. The only 
thing it has not been able to do is negotiate on behalf of its members 
with the government.  
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A Cursory Review of Some Major National Protests of Nigerian Students 
At independence, the Students’ Union activities were very much patriotic 
and directed towards national development. It joined hands with other 
progressive forces in the country to press for rights and provide the direction 
for educational development, economic development and full sovereignty (as 
it vigorously opposed the Anglo-Nigerian Defence Pact of 1961), etc. The 
notable protests of Nigerian students that have addressed some issues of 
national and international concerns included, but not limited, to:  
 
1961: The Anglo-Nigerian Defence Pact when students prevented the 

Balewa  government from signing the  Anglo- Nigerian 
Defence Pact. The Pact would have  allowed the Britain to 
operate a military base in Nigeria even after independence. 

 
1961: The killing of Patrice Lumumba of Congo when Patrice Lumumba, 
Congo's first leader after independence, was murdered with the 
support of the West. 
 
1961:   Expulsion of American Corper Miss Margery Michelmore on 
October 19, 1961, for passing  an uncomplimentary comment on a 
post card she meant to send home that Nigeria was “a  primitive, dirty 
and backward country”.  The Dapo Falase- led students protested 
vehemently  until apologies were tendered by her and other corpers 
at Ibadan (Babatope, 1991). 
 
1965: Ibadan students under Gboyega Salam and S. O. Odunola organised protested 

against results of the Federal Elections of   December, 30, 1964 and the Western 
Region Elections of October 11, 1965, which were alleged to have been                               
massively rigged ( Oluleye, 1985). 

 
1967: Lagos students accused the President of their Student Union’s and his executive 
of not sending a representative to the burial of late Adekunle Fajuyi at Ado-Ekiti. 
 
1968: Students of Ibadan protested against the recognition of the defunct Biafra 
Republic by the Tanzanian Government of Dr. Julius Nyerere.. 
 
1971: The  “APAMPA MUST GO “ protest at Ibadan due to allegations of corruption, 
mismanagement and poor cafeteria  services leading to the shooting and killing of Mr 



144    Student Union Activism: Maximizing The Impact In Nigeria 

Kunle Adepeju on Febuary 1971- The first martyr among university  students in Nigeria. 
Other campuses nationwide led by NUNS leader, Awodi from UNICAL joined the protests 
 against this shooting (Babatope, 1991). 
 
1973:  Protest against introduction of the National Youth Service Corps 

(NYSC) programme announced   by General Yakubu Gowon at the 
convocation ceremony of Ahmadu Bello University Zaria under 
Segun Adegboro as NUNS leader. 

1973: Sectional promotion in the .Army under A. Maduka as NUNS leader. 
 
1974: Protest1 against political, economic and social issues; termination 
of Gowon’s regime; under   NUNS leader A. Maduka, students 
demanded a reform of the social order in Nigeria. 
 
1976: The death of Head of State General Muritala Ramat Mohammed, Brigadier 
Ibrahim Taiwo and Lt.. Akintunde Akinsehinwa on February 13, 1976. 
 
1978: The introduction of school fees in the Universities coded as "Ali Must Go 
Crisis". This led to the killing of  Akintude Ojo, a   student of the University of 
Lagos under Segun Okeowo as NUNS leader;  NUNS got banned. 
 
1978/81: Transition from NUNS to NANS and protest against 
commercialization of education  continued. The unfortunate killings at 
Ahmadu Bello University led to the inauguration of the  Commission of 
Inquiry headed by the Hon. Justice Uthman Mohammed to probe the 
 unfortunate incident. 
 
1982:   Protests against commercialization of education  continued 
under the NANS leadership of Chris Mamman). 
 
1983:   Protests against commercialization of education  continued 
(Under the NANS leadership of Chris Abashi). 
 
1984/85: Protests against commercialization of education and removal 

of subsidies on feeding, lodging  and tuition under the NANS 
leadership of Lanre Arogundade  during the Buhari-Idiagbon 
military regime. 
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1986:  Nigerian Students mobilised a peaceful protest to express their 
solidarity for  government and disapproval of Vatsa’s 
abortive coup attempt (Momoh, 1983). 

 
1986:    University regulation concerning male presence in the female hostels at ABU & 

NANS Charter of  demands on socio-political, economic, cultural, and civil 
issues when NANS was led by Emma  Ezeazu. 

 
1986:  Protests against the $120 million IMF loan allegedly taken by 

Babangida Government and Nigeria’s alleged membership of the 
Organization of Islamic  Countries (O.I.C.). The Akanbi Panel of 
July 1986 probed the incident in Ife  (Tamuno, 1989). 

 
1988/89: Protests against official corruption and Structural Adjustment Programme 

(SAP) under the  NANS leadership of  Salihu, Lukman). SAP 
riots spread to every corner of Nigeria (  Newswatch, 1988). 

 
1989/90: Protests against World Bank and IMF policies under the NANS 
leadership of Opeyemi  Bamidele. 
 
1991/92: Protests against World Bank and IMF policies & conditionality 

for the $120m loan to  the universities under the NANS 
leadership of Mahmud Abdul Aminu. 

 
1992/93: Campaign for Academic Reform (ACAREF) and protest against 
the annulment of June 12  Presidential Election (Under the NANS 
leadership of Segun Maiyegun. 
 
1993/94: Campaign for Academic Reform (ACAREF) under the NANS 

leadership of Mallam Nasiru Ja’afa Kana. The NMA, NLC, 
ASUU, and NASU joined forces with NANS to prosecute the 
strike  (African Concord, May 3, 1993). 

 
1995/96: Protests against full blown commercialization of education 
under the NANS leadership of   Comfort Idika).  
Given the above survey, we would agree with Abimbola (1990) that categorised 
students strike action into three types namely; domestic (local), countrywide 
(national) or International in outlook. We can also see that Student 
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Unions in tertiary institutions under the umbrella of NUNS and NANS have 
continuously been serving as the conscience of the nation, and as the barometer 
of public opinion against unpopular decisions and so many ills bedevilling the 
nation. They have been the lens through which the state of the nation is being 
viewed. Strike actions, ultimatums, organized mass protests and demonstrations 
are the means of challenging the authorities within and outside the campuses. 

From the above, the activities and protests of Nigerian students 
have attracted many comments  in relation to what  is supposed to be their role 
in the making of Nigeria. Given these scenarios, one ask:  Are students’ 
agitations and protests simply a Nigerian phenomenon? 
 
Contemporary and Comparative Views (Lessons from other Lands) 
The works of Hacks (1975) and Babarinde, (1999) revealed that an organised 
mass movement among students is seen as a worldwide phenomenon. 
Revolutionary students’ activism was a constant feature of Russian life in the 
19th century. It played a major role in the revolution of 1848 in Central Europe 
and in the collapse of totalitarian regimes of Eastern Europe in the 
latter part of that century. The Communist Movements in China and Vietnam 
grew out of the militant student movements, while in Latin America; student 
movements had been of major political significance. Youth and student movement 
were a dramatic feature of life in pre-World War I in Germany, while the 
Zionist movements among European Jews had their roots in the German youth 
movements. After the Second World War (1939-1945), students’ 
movements have contributed to the fall of regimes in Asia and Latin 
America. 

Similarly, it has been established that the May 1968 riots in France was 
spearheaded by students and it finally led to the collapse of President Charles de 
Gaulle’s Government in France. From mid-1960s, the United States students led 
the popular protests against their country’s war in Vietnam and demanded 
the recall of American troops from the war. And in China for example, 
students had been at the head of campaign for liberal democracy. The state's 
use of maximum force against such protests which led to several deaths 
and injuries at Tiananmen Square in 1989 was a classic example (Kehinde, 1999). 
 In Benin Republic in 1990, the Central Union of Students (CUS) was involved in the 
agitation against IMF policies in the country as well as in the demand of 
political reform. (Adejumobi. 2000:206). Similar recent cases can be 
cited in Yugoslavia, Liberia in the 1990s and in Cote d’ Voire, Egypt, Tunisa, 
Sudan, Palestine, Iran, Pakistan, Yemen, Tunisia, Syria and Libya in 2011.  
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The foregoing shows that students’ unionism is only or not always about 
destruction, self-seeking objectives, witch hunting, cultism, rascality, negative 
militancy, etc. It is a strong voice of the masses of the people; it is about ideology, 
leadership, and sacrifice to turn things around for the better in the society using the 
weapon of protest. From the above premises, we wish to explore why and how the 
Student Union Body in Nigerian tertiary institutions have, over the time, fixed into 
the patriotic role being played by their counterparts elsewhere. 
 
Reasons why Student Unions are Involved 
We have in the previous part of this paper demonstrated that Nigerian 
University students cannot be kept in the background in the 
developmental history of their country. Madunagu (1980) has offered 
additional reasons for this:  

(a) Close Identification: Generally, students are linked to the larger 
society by family, marriage, friendship, religion, ethics, culture 
and history. Students cannot pretend to be indifferent to the 
fate of their larger society. They definitely have a stake in what 
goes on in the society. For example, when the adults or rulers 
provoke civil strife or a civil war on the country, youths are 
drafted to fight in such wars and safe the society. They also 
share in the economic problems of their countries. In fact, 
some local chapters of NUNS IN Ibadan and Lagos raced to their 
Governor’s Offices with a list of demands to be passed to the 
President in Abuja on restoration of subsidy on Petroleum 
Motor Spirit (PMS) in January 2012. 

(b) Future Leaders: Students are trained to take up positions in the 
society. The conditions of this imminent integration into the 
larger society cannot but affect students' consciousness 
negatively or positively. Since there is no passive 
consciousness, Madunagu (1980) argues that students are 
often compelled to anticipate their imminent integration by 
political and ideological actions.  

(c) Information Awareness and Change: By their training, students 
have access to information and ideas. They can, therefore, 
articulate, rightly or wrongly, the various state policies and 
measure rhetoric against reality. Students can also compare 
their society with other societies with which they have come in 
contact through exchange of information and new ideas. The 
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result is critical consciousness which brings change and 
development. 

 
Apart from the foregoing, another major significance of students’ 
unionism is the demonstration of youthfulness and idealism, effective 
organisation and targeting. “Student activism”, as Anise (1979) once 
put it, “finds a natural habitat in the halls of academia”. The experience 
of the universities has shown that when the climate is ripe, the 
susceptibility to radicalisation is prompted to a heightened sense of 
social injustice. Educational institutions have indeed become places for 
generating idealistic social reforms and even emergence of highly 
committed revolutionaries. 

Anise (1979) also identified some characteristics of Nigerian 
university life, which seem to have contributed to the establishment of 
strong, active unionism on all campuses. There is the fact of locational 
exclusivity and detachment. Almost all Nigerian universities have been 
located, and new ones tend to be located, in secure, exclusive areas 
removed physically from any major population centres. Many are 
located at least three miles from the towns nearest to them. This 
atmosphere sets the residents apart, thus making obvious the elite 
status enjoyed by the students and staff alike. This elitism is further 
heightened by the pyramidal structure of education in the country. 
Generally speaking, only a small percentage of primary school leavers 
transit into the secondary level, and only a very small fraction of high 
school leavers make it to the university. Those who did are indeed the 
cream of educational institutions as well as of society at large. Society 
tends to look at university students as leaders in the making, hence, the 
consciousness of a special ordination cannot but crop up from time to 
time among the academic elite so nurtured. 

Secondly, we could see that traditionally, most of the early 
university students were mature adults, many already in their 20s and 
early 30s by the time they got to the university. Several had established 
families and homes and had had long and varied work experiences. 
Thus, they tended to nurse strong nationalist opinions. Their disposition 
already made them candidates for students’ activism and unionism. 
Thirdly, because the university system began during the period of the 
nationalist anti-colonial struggles, most university students were anti-
colonial nationalists. From here, they developed the tradition of not 
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just activism but of a radical, progressive political culture, which has 
been sustained over the years in Nigeria. 

The fourth issue raised by Anise was that successive Nigerian 
governments have given official recognition to students’ unionism, and 
to their various campus and their national executives. Nigerian student 
unions have always received financial subsidies from the governments 
to supplement the revenues they received from student levies and 
dues. In short, student unionism was encouraged by government itself. 
That is why Nigerian governments in general have tended to use 
students and their unions as progressive support enclaves in pursuit of 
legitimacy and popular appeal. In fact, during the days of party politics, 
most political parties and their leaders always strove to establish 
student wings to capture the progressive sentiments, which were 
usually quite vocal in various matters. (This was how people like  Bola 
Ige and Ebenezer Babatope among others started by leading the Youth 
Wing of Action Group Party in the First Republic of 1952-1966).  But 
when government and students’ interests could not agree, (and they 
often diverge), this 'solidarity' usually broke down. The consequence 
was open disagreement, which often led to crises of various 
dimensions. When such crises occurred the powers-that-be always 
resorted to panicky measures like; shutting down academic activities 
and banning students’ organisations as the case had been in Nigeria 
since 2005. Such measures by the authorities, in most cases, do not 
solve problems. Rather, they tend to escalated crises situations, 
although such measures have been taken in an attempt to prevent 
students from playing their traditional roles as pressure groups, as in 
other countries of the world. According to Babarinde (1998),  

the youth marks the stage of the highest release of physical 
spiritual and creative energy among the “homo sapien.” For 
example; Kepler was 24 years old when he propounded the 
elliptical theory of the planet; Maxwell  was 24 years when he 
came out with the electromagnetic theory of light; 
Rutherford was 27 years and Frederick Soddy 22 Years when 
they both propounded the modern theory of radioactive energy. 
Helseberg was 27 years when he propounded the principle of 
indeterminacy: Albert Einstein was 24 years when he 
discovered the special theory of relativity: Bohr was 28 years 
when he came on with the model of atom. The Lord Jesus 
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Christ, at 12 years, was already engaging  the elders in 
intellectual discourse, while Prophet Mohammed, at 12 years, 
was generally known as Al-Ameen — The Trustworthy". (p. 
45). 

 
So, if that has happened elsewhere, should we expect the Nigerian youth and 
students to remain passive? 

We could therefore see the essence of students’ unionism as working 
class politics. The fact however that Nigerian students have been reacting 
against oppression perpetrated by the rulling class whose stock- in-trade 
always aimed at denying the working class of certain political, economic or 
social rights. According to Malcom X  ( cited in  Aturu ,1990) : “I am only non-
violent where I see a non-violent man. Every violent man renders my 
non-violence a nullity”. 

Having explored the background essence of students’ struggle in 
Nigeria, we wish to ask; Can the students’ union still be as relevant, 
vibrant,  meaningful, ideological  and realistic like it was at inception and  
the way it is in other progressive countries? 
 
Current State of Students’ Union in Nigeria (2005-2011) 
The situation of students’ unionism in contemporary Nigeria is pathetic. 
What has become of student unionism in Nigeria, according to Babarinde 
(2000), gives no cause for celebration because student activists are now 
shallow-minded, conflict-prone, bereft of ideology and constructive 
thinking. Strange words like, "Gbosa", “Gba-gba”, “Maximum”, "Shi-shi”, 
“Pa-won”. “Gbemu", etc., are now the norm. Orderly conduct, enlightened 
arguments; strategic planning and tactical sophistication are no longer the 
hallmarks. Election rigging and embezzlement of funds are common, just as 
intimidation and harassment of fellow students, drug abuse, cultism, , pride, 
over-confidence, kidnapping, assault, robbery, extortion, maiming and 
shooting of fellow students are common occurrences (Babarinde, 2000). 
Unfortunately, this disgraceful state of student unionism or activism could 
have been averted by the leadership of tertiary institutions if they had been 
up-and-doing themselves. . Writing earlier, Babarinde (2000) observed that 
“the situation would have been mitigated if the material poverty of our 
higher education is complemented by a wealth of the soul of the 
administrator and operators of those institutions. But no, the material 
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poverty is just one of the crises of our higher education.  The other 
frightening dimension is the prevailing poverty of the soul”. (p. 17). 

Why have we been this vehement on the mismanagement of student 
unionism in present day Nigeria and against those perceived to be 
responsible? What is really at stake?  It is the future of our society; the 
happiness of its people and the position Nigeria should occupy in the comity of other 
nations in the world. However, we can digress a little by looking at the leadership role 
of students’ union and how this has affected the image of Nigeria Students Unions. 
 
Students Union Activists in Nigeria:  Are they really Leaders? 
Leadership as a concept deals with the ability to lead or organize or 
influence others.  Henry (2003:129) wrote that it is “a big subject and 
perhaps no aspect of organizational behaviour have had more written 
about it than has leadership”, meaning that leadership is, no doubt, one 
of the most frequently talked about concepts in organization and 
society. The reason is that leadership can mar or make any organization 
or society as history of ancient and modern societies has shown. 
Obviously, leadership has several and severe development implications 
for organizations and nations. According to Fowler, Nether, & Owiti 
(2002), certain qualities are recognized as essential elements for the 
effective performance of organizations. Generally, a number of 
attributes of leaders are; integrity, honesty, accountability, 
transparency, service, dignity of labour, commitment, selflessness, etc. 
However, there are many definitions of leadership as there are 
approaches and theories to its study. Olagboye (2004:36) outlined 
several definitions of leadership to include: 

(i). the process of influencing the activities of an organized group 
toward goal setting and goal achievement. 

(ii). the ability to get things done with the assistance of other 
people within the institution. 

(iii). the dynamic process in a group whereby one individual 
influences the others to contribute voluntarily to the 
achievement of group tasks in a given situation. 

(iv). the process of directing and inspiring workers to perform task-
related activities of group members, and 

(v). getting others to do what the leader wants them to do. 
Leadership, therefore, is not by fiat, nor by brainwashing, neither is it to 
“mislead” but the art of leading by serving. To lead then is to be in 
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front, to show the way, to direct, to conduct, to be in control, to guide 
and to be in-charge. According to Robert (1996), a leader leads (goes 
before), guides, directs, proceeds, attends to, etc. He is the principal 
wheel of an organization or institution. Leadership, therefore, connotes 
the ability to plan, organize and mobilize the people for effective and 
efficient implementation of organizational goals objectives. 

However, it is obvious that in recent times virtually every 
aspect of student activism in Nigeria suffers from poor leadership. The 
commonest diagnosis of the sickness in Nigeria is poor leadership. Just 
like many other pressure groups in Nigeria suffer similar affliction, we 
can list a few of these problems such as: ineffectiveness, corruption, 
lack of clear ideology, fund mismanagement, selfishness, greed, 
immorality, poor public image, etc. 

Given the failure of leadership at various levels of 
contemporary students’ union government in Nigeria and the failure of 
higher education to redress this, there is the need for NANS – the 
umbrella body of students in Nigeria to evolve a leadership that is 
ideological and revolutionary in goal setting as well as progressive in 
achieving them. The system of higher education is for equipping its 
products with relevant skills, attitudes and knowledge to enable them 
extol sound moral and ethical standards in all walks of life. And since 
students’ union is an association of students mostly in higher 
institutions, we insist that this goal must be their watchword. Their 
education must do with systematic development and cultivation of the 
mind and other natural endowments. 

Thus, constructive unionism must be able to create in them 
leadership traits that provide inspiring values.  Since youths have 
greater stake in the welfare future of their society, they must be 
trusted with the responsibility of advancing its quest for growth and 
glory.  A sure way of equipping them for this future role is through a 
sound higher education.  This will give them the correct perception that 
they are unique, valued by others and are capable of projecting higher 
principles based on sound ideologies. Nigeria certainly has the 
potentials to become great if the youths can do things right. The 
leadership of students’ union should, therefore, be encouraged to 
evolve again so as to transfer the appropriate skills, attitudes and 
values to their followers and subordinates and get them equipped for 
future leadership of the nation. 
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How Students’ Union can Create Maximum impact  
Oni (2001) submitted that the students' union as a political unit of students 
has its primary task of educating its members. But it cannot carry out this task 
successfully if it is made irrelevant in the struggle to free the society of its ills. It can 
only make itself relevant by constantly educating itself through painstaking 
interactions with the peasants, the market women and the workers in order to 
know them, to imbibe the working class consciousness and to jettison the false 
consciousness which is today prevalent among the petty- bourgeoisies' class. 

In the interim, the students unions must work hand-in-hand with other 
progressives to press for respect for basic human rights such as the right to life, right 
to association, to freedom of speech, freedom of movement, freedom of religion, 
right to work, to leisure, to education, employment, medical care, clean 
environment, security of life and property, etc. The above is the immediate task 
confronting students’ union movements. Its’ long-term task, which is the task of all 
progressives, is to pursue social good and sound welfare of the masses in the society. 
To carry out the above tasks, particularly in maximising the impact of unionism, the 
unions must constantly purge themselves of reactionary elements and bring to book 
any corrupt official in order to defend their image and moral strength, while all 
students should take active part in the activities of their union to prevent the 
emergence of self-seeking leaders. 

The most potent solution to the problems of militant students’ activities is 
independent, virile and responsive unionism, free of infiltration by school authorities, 
government dictatorship or any other external interference. Only such a union can 
provide the avenue for peaceful resolution of conflicts (both interpersonal and 
collective) and create an enabling environment for intellectual debates and discourse 
that can promote development. Such a union will also provide a massive and open 
platform for students to express their grievances freely to school authorities and 
government without fear of expulsion, rustication or bodily harm. 
 
Student Unions as Change Agents 
The foregoing is our attempt to show that students’ unions can single-handedly 
bring about positive change in our society. Nigeria cannot afford to fall into 
the mistake of Western societies where alienated  and disorientated, 
drug-wrecked disillusioned youths, who, finding  no place for 
themselves in society, resort to drugs, promiscuity and terrorism, or 
where youths, losing respect for their parents, also lose respect for the 
institutions in society. Nigerian students (youths) must know their place 
in society, and the role they are expected to play. They must be 
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educated and allowed to play that role. If Nigerian students are to 
meaningfully contribute towards making Nigeria a great nation, then 
we must find solace in the submission of Late Dr. Julius Nyerere of 
Tanzania, cited in Wilmot, (1980:22) that:  

Our educational system has to foster... the social goals of 
living together and  working together for the common 
good. It has to prepare our young people to  play a dynamic 
and constructive part in the development of a society in which 
all members share fairly in the good or bad fortune of the 
group, and in which progress is measured in terms of human 
well-being... Our education must therefore inculcate a sense of 
commitment to the total community, and help the pupils to 
accept the values appropriate to our kind of future, not those 
appropriate to our colonial past.  

 
In maximising the impact of students’ unions, union leaders and 
members should seek deliberate and radical changes in society, 
Nigerian students’ movements need a social and political climate which 
tolerates opposition and criticisms and which is not repressive or 
hostile but allows it the freedom to reasonably organise and propagate 
its progressive ideals among its members, which they carry forward to 
the nation’s political arena. Under such a monitored atmosphere, 
students will be able to join other progressive social groups in the 
formation of public opinion by providing the platform for discussing 
social and political problems that plague the country in search of 
nationhood. In the process, there will be constructive criticisms of the 
government's activities and, of course, the nation stands to gain from 
the exercise. This is the process that produced vibrant leaders in 
contemporary times like: Bola Ige, Emeka Ojukwu, Segun Osoba, MCK 
Ajuluchukwu, Josiah Olawoyin, Nelson Mandela Gani Fawehinmi, 
Ebenezer Babatope, Balarabe Musa, Abubakar Rimi,  Ahmadu Ali, Segun 
Okeowo, Adams Oshiomole, Attahiru Jega, Raji Fashola, Femi Falana, 
Tunde Bakare, Pat Utomi, Olu Shodimu, Gboyega Oyebade, Bamidele 
Aturu, etc. 
 
There is need for a concerted voice of the nation's students during this 
period of sustaining Nigeria’s fragile nascent democracy. The energy of 
the youth must be galvanised into constructive channels and not 
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allowed to be utilized negatively. They must apply their knowledge to 
contribute to the development of their society. Education is not only 
what goes on in the classrooms, but also the experience of being 
socially engaged and intellectually committed to common good.  

Citizens need to be constantly informed of what goes on in the 
society. Dissemination of information to the public through mobilising 
activities of such social movements like students’ union can help create 
greater consciousness which the people need for their development 
efforts.  

It can also be observed that Nigerian student movement still 
needs some organisational restructuring within its rank and file as well 
as positive ideological re-orientation. The Nigerian student movement 
must be precise in its vision of the society it wants to lead and 
bequeath to the coming generations. It must be consistent 
ideologically, which in its view, will emancipate the masses from abject 
want and poverty; one which will lead the country to the “promised 
land”. Whatever ideas they promote should have meaning to the 
ordinary Nigerian people, their culture, needs and aspirations. Just like 
in the past when they criticised government for inadequacies, they 
must present viable alternative ideas so as to contribute meaningfully 
to development and not just promote the narrow interests of its 
members. 

In addition to the issues of leadership and ideology, Nigerian 
students’ movement should effectively mobilise its members and the 
entire masses for meaningful and positive participation in the political 
process. There should be group consciousness, which means a sense of 
belonging and solidarity among the members of the student group. 
Although the solidarity occurs in various degrees, it is an essential 
feature of a social movement. The consciousness is generated through 
active participation which in itself is a direct consequence of effective 
mobilisation. Nigerian youths should desist from the current practice of 
violence and secret cultism as well as other vices that constitute threat 
to individual and national survival. 

Evidence from many other countries showed that Nigerian 
students’ unions are still lagging behind in channelling their skills and 
ideology in turning the Nigerian society around. Reports have it that, 
among the many newspapers sold in Indonesia, the student press, 
especially Harin Kami (Kami Daily or Our Daily) and Mahasiwa 
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Indonesia (Indonesian Student), gained an important place on the 
stable of newspapers in the country. These publications are said to be 
widely read for the sharp critical thrust of their reporting and discussion 
of public affairs. The Brazilian students also have a printing press for 
their political actions. Student newspapers provide key channels of 
political communication among students at faculty, university and 
national levels. The Metropolitan Union of Students (MUS) in Rio de 
Janeiro publishes a weekly, Metropolitans, which enjoys a wide 
circulation throughout Brazil. The National Union of Students (NUS) 
also publishes its own weekly journal, Movimento. Both student 
newspapers, it is reported, carry a heavy concentration of articles on 
national and political problems (Wilmot, 1980). In the United States of 
America, almost all university campuses have daily, or at worst, weekly 
newspapers that are operated and managed by students’ unions to 
inform students and the community about local, national and even 
international events.  

Both NUNS and NANS have had their goals and objectives 
weakened by long silence in political and institutional circles as well as 
by poor publicity given to their activism. Poor flow of information and 
inadequate publicity of same have also affected, negatively, whatever 
impact the movement could have made in the social, political and 
economic sectors of the nation.  Nigerian students pick information 
from national newspapers, many of which are owned by federal and 
state governments and other individuals hostile to the movement's 
activities. This trend has to be reversed, especially at this point in time 
when rather than generate and disseminate its own information 
collected from credible sources. For its members and the general public 
to be aware of its activities and its points of view, the student body 
needs a credible forum to publicise and propagate its activities. 
 
Conclusion 
Democracy and good governance cannot be always obtained on a platter of gold. 
People must struggle to secure and protect it. One of the conditions for achieving 
this is to strengthen the civil society of which student unionism constitutes an 
important element. The on-going attempts at stabilising our democracy and 
transforming the system should permeate the nation’s institutions of higher 
learning by allowing unfettered and genuine student unionism to emerge, 
function and blossom once again.  
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We have been able to demonstrate that student movement in 
Nigeria is as relevant as any other pressure group in the society in 
terms of development. They have a history of mobilising the people, 
raising their level of consciousness and educating them to participating 
in the political, economic and social activities of their country. They 
cannot afford to sit on the fence and watch things helplessly to 
degenerate, as they have a greater stake in whatever happens than the 
present members of the ruling class. Ultimately, the mantle of the 
nation's leadership will soon fall on them. 
 
Recommendations 
 
To the Governments 
The above discussion on student power possibilities provides the 
foundations for the call for conducive social and political climate which 
accommodates the youths in the country's political power structure. 
The Federal Government of Nigeria should consider the urgency of 
advising various institutions to resuscitate their student unions 
movements, which have been on ban since 2005. It is not just enough 
to lift the ban or resuscitate the different campus unions, they must be 
allowed to organise freely, and coordinate their activities with due 
diligence and without undue interference from the authorities, within 
or outside the campuses. A situation where the government or the 
university controls what should or should not be in the constitution of 
the student union is an encroachment on the rights of the students to 
associate freely which tantamount to mockery of the so-called 
government's respect for human rights.  

Above all, any clamp down on students’ activism, as argued 
earlier, is inimical to participatory democracy, progress and stability. If 
the ban remains, student crises and violence, such as witnessed in the 
University of Lagos and the Ondo State University in April 1987 may 
continue to erupt like volcanoes with devastating consequences. 
Researches such as Oyebade (1996) and Oni (2005) had even reported 
that secret cultism and its violent manifestations are products of 
banning active students unionism with dastard consequences.  
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To the Students    
Despite the odds, Nigerian students should continue to work with other 
democratic associations and groups like the Nigeria Labour Congress 
(NLC), the Trade Union Congress (TUC) and the Academic Staff Union of 
Universities (ASUU) in evolving a just and egalitarian society. They 
should not be contented with being future leaders alone, but strive to 
be active partners in the progress of their society and the world. They 
should play the role history assigns to them. They should join other 
groups in the patriotic mission of the total liberation of Nigeria from 
dependency and elitist exploitation.  

The Student Union organisation should not abdicate its role as 
the conscience of the people and the voice of majority who are 
marginalized and who cannot speak out. It should stand against societal 
oppression and injustice as these feats have been achieved before. Its 
leadership should heed Frantz Fanon's warning, in his letter to the 
youths of Africa, that "the future would have no pity for those men 
who, possessing the exceptional privilege of being able to speak the 
truth to their oppressors, have taken refuge in an attitude of passivity, 
of mute indifference, and, sometimes, of cold complicity", (cited in 
Wilmot, 1980). Students in Nigeria should, following Samora Machel, 
try to transform science and knowledge from instruments of crime 
against the people into instruments of their liberation, to transform 
ideas from instruments of mystification into instruments of 
enlightenment (in Wilmot,1980). This is the task before Nigeria. 
 
To the Society 
The Nigerian society should not drive the students and other 
progressive forces into seeking desperate solutions for its problems. If 
this happens, then, as Fanon puts it, the society shall be visited not by 
peaceful change but by a violent overthrow through a revolution and 
not the musical military coups. Military rule is usually the bitter option 
if the current attempt at democracy fails... hence, the need for those 
interested in the progress and stability of the country to join hands 
together and see to the success of democratic sustainability and 
societal transformation. 
We keep laying emphasis because the ruling class in Nigeria does not 
seem to realise that the hallmark of any viable society is the satisfaction 
of human needs and the mutual cooperation that this entails. Social 
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development is meaningless unless it leads to improvements in the 
quality of life of the people, unless it guarantees their security and that 
of the state. A social system cannot endure for long which sets a man 
against his brother in the name of religion, which destroys the 
relationship between parents and children, which reduces human 
beings to commodities, which generates fabulous wealth at one end 
and imposes desperate poverty at the other, and, which allows the 
theft of public money a non-issue causing abject poverty 

The new Nigerian students’ union movement must therefore 
be ready to serve as a constructive, informed pressure group, appealing 
at all times to the nation's conscience, challenging excessive authority, 
protecting and defending the oppressed and urging the nation on to 
utopian heights. In performing this task, they (student activists) may act 
foolishly will do foolishly, act irresponsibly and irrationally. It is the duty 
of the adult society to mitigate their folly, and check their observed 
excesses. But this can and must be done without destroying their 
initiatives or suppressing their youthfulness. There is really no perfect 
human solution to every human problem. The youth must be 
accommodated by the elders and mentored to grow to maturity and 
build up the required experiences lead to the nation of the future. 

In sharing the views of Shils (1959), Kautsky (1981) and others, 
we suggest that given the right conducive atmosphere, students in 
Nigeria can play a major role in the social and political development of 
their country, as students did during the days of nationalist struggles of 
the 1960s. Students can evolve into strong social movements that can 
motivate change in the country’s affairs as they did during the 
acclaimed April 2011 general elections in Nigeria through the National 
Youth Service Corps (NYSC) scheme. Youths can form and articulate 
public opinions and as a group to influence or sway the decision makers 
in diverse ways.  

Students should also be allowed to contribute meaningfully to 
some discussions at both state and national levels through dialogue and 
debates where their opinions could be heard and assessed along with 
other voices of reason in the country. It is the absence of this, that brought 
about and endless 'ALUTA' when they have to struggle to air their views 
and present their demands, otherwise they may not be heard. During 
‘peace time' nobody cares about them unless they exhibit their ‘Aluta’ 
traits. Adults in authority positions should show them the way forward 
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instead of condemning them out rightly, they should be monitored. But 
in an environment where 'nothing works', what do we expect from the 
youths? Of course, nothing else than violence and disorderliness can be 
expected. Authorities should challenge the students and their leaders by 
allowing them to offer solutions to some national problems and the 
nation would be surprised at their brilliant submissions. 
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