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The world progressive and democratic student movement played an impor-
tant role in the peoples’ struggle in the 70s. It consistently supported all 
developments towards peace, detente and disarmament, and is now resisting 
any moves aimed at the renewal of the Cold War. The international solidar-
ity rendered by students has always been an important contribution to the 
anti-imperialist struggle.1

In 1980, on the eve of the so-called Second Cold War, an editorial in the 
journal World Student News (WSN) looked back to the preceding decade 
and summarised the role that the Soviet bloc student movement had played 
in global societal and political changes. The editorial emphasised the sig-
nificance of students taking part in world politics by supporting peace, 
international solidarity and disarmament. It also signalled that these stu-
dents were not only being active members of the global society but were 
fulfilling the broader aims of the Soviet Union and the socialist bloc.

The beacon of the student movement – progressive and democratic by 
its own definition – was the International Union of Students (IUS). The 
IUS was founded in Prague in 1946 and it was part of a cluster of Soviet-
sponsored transnational organisations, such as the World Federation of 
Trade Unions (WFTU, 1945), the Women’s International Democratic Fed-
eration (WIDF, 1945), the World Federation of Democratic Youth (WFDY, 
1945), the World Federation of Scientific Workers (WFSW, 1946), the In-
ternational Organization of Journalists (IOJ, 1946) and the World Peace 
Council (WPC, 1949). During the Cold War years, these organisations 
were viewed primarily as communist fronts and Soviet propaganda vehi-
cles.2 Recent scholarship has provided a more nuanced interpretation and 
argued that these organisations were more complex than mere mouth-
pieces of the socialist countries, especially among Global South countries.3 
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These works – most notably on the WIDF – have challenged the tradi-
tional Cold War binary categories and argued that these organisations 
formed a transnational, multicultural space, where political topics, ide-
ologies, theories and concepts were discussed and negotiated by people 
working for the executive bodies and journals, for example World Youth 
(WFDY), Women of the Whole World (WIDF), Peace Courier (WPC) and 
Democratic Journalist (IOJ).4

Despite the growing interest in the topic, there is still a gap in our un-
derstanding about the broader impact of these organisations, especially in 
the Global South countries, and the legacies that might still have relevance 
in contemporary times, for example with regard to China and Russia’s re-
lations with Africa, Latin America and Asia. Moreover, while there is some 
sort of understanding of what these organisations and their agendas were 
like, there are neither works on their journals, nor a clear picture of what 
kind of media infrastructure they utilised in their work.

This chapter focuses on the journal of the IUS, WSN. WSN was an 
important paper as it was the largest and the longest operating interna-
tional student organisation journal during the Cold War years. Recently, 
Mikuláš Pešta and Matthieu Gillabert have argued that although the IUS 
was a Soviet-backed organisation, WSN did not fully repeat the Soviet 
line but rather focused on issues specific to students.5 By drawing on WSN 
from the 1970s, this chapter continues Pešta and Gillabert’s work and ex-
amines how the contents of the journal reflected the interests of the IUS as 
a student body and the political goals of the Soviet Union and the socialist 
system that they were part of and dependent on. The 1970s was a time of 
détente in both world politics and the international student world. It was 
a few years after student rebellion in many Western countries, the war in 
Vietnam was still ongoing and a number of new countries had emerged on 
the world map as a result of the decolonisation process. The most signifi-
cant shift in terms of the international student movement was that by the 
1970s, the IUS had become the only international student organisation, 
its Western rival the International Student Conference (ISC) having ceased 
to exist. The ISC, which had promoted itself as a free and independent 
organisation in contrast to the IUS, had attempted to counterbalance com-
munist dominance in the student world. Both the IUS and the ISC became 
more neutral and less political towards the end of the 1960s, but neither 
of them could win broad support from students, especially in the West.6 
The ISC operated until 1969. The reason behind its termination of the 
organisation was the revelations made by an American leftist magazine 
Ramparts about the CIA’s financial assistance to the ISC and a few other 
international organisations to fight international communism.7

This chapter explores how the strategies of Soviet foreign policy were 
integrated into a student journal and what kind of tactics the editorial 



board used in implementing these aims. By strategies I mean the broader 
objectives and plans set for the media in the socialist world and by tactics 
the everyday practices and choices taken by the editors of the journal. The 
analysis focuses on the choices of topics, the rhetoric and key concepts 
employed, significant gaps (what was not discussed) as well as the authors 
of published articles. Above all, to whom did WSN give voice?

As primary source material, I use the English edition of WSN between 
6/1970 and 1/1980. It is an almost complete collection of the journal, 
with only a few issues missing here and there. Despite this incomplete-
ness, the data is representative enough. For analysing the broader contents 
and themes, I have used both quantitative and qualitative methods. First, 
I browsed through the issues to get a sense of the content, structure and 
visual design of the journal. After that I used AntConc and Voyant Tools 
software programmes to trace the most frequent words and word collo-
cations in order to see what the key topics and words in WSN were and 
whether there were any changes during the period under investigation.8 
For this, I used the editorial pages of WSN, which include the content of 
the issue, allowing one to get an overview of the discussed topics. Last, I 
chose a couple of articles on one of the most frequent topics in WSN, the 
democratisation of education, to illustrate the tactics used in the journal. 
The democratisation of education is a topic that is directly linked to stu-
dent life, and thus, an analysis of this theme allows us to see the ways in 
which students as a social group were targeted. Analysing articles written 
by students from different parts of the world also allows us to make com-
parisons of how this topic was related to different types of countries and 
which other issues as well as broader Soviet goals were connected to it.

�World Student News as a Journal

WSN, published from 1947 to 1991, was based in Prague, the hub of com-
munist internationalism, where the IUS and many other Soviet-backed or-
ganisations had their headquarters.9 It started as a small-scale bulletin, which 
initially served the needs of the student congress that preceded the IUS and 
after that became a “militant, responsible and graphically attractive” organ 
of the union.10 WSN was published ten times a year and, in the 1970s and 
1980s, it appeared in English, French, German and Spanish, with Arabic 
added from 1982. A Russian language edition was published for a shorter 
period (apparently between 1947–1951 and 1962), but it ceased to exist 
for an unknown reason.11 The circulation was around 50,000 and it was 
printed in Dresden in the German Democratic Republic (GDR) by Grafis-
cher Grossbetrieb Volkerfreundschaft. The subscription fee for the whole 
year varied between one and five dollars or equivalent in other currencies, 
and many of the student leaders received it free of charge.12 In 1970, there  
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were subscription agents in 24 countries, mostly in Europe but also in 
Australia, Canada, India, Japan and Mexico. One could also order the pa-
per directly from the WSN office.13 According to a contemporary student 
activist, WSN was mainly distributed for free in student seminars, annual 
meetings, conferences and other events, such as demonstrations.14

The editorial board included between five and seven people at the time, 
representing different member organisations. In the 1970s, Palestinian 
Mazen Husseini and East Germans Hartmut König and Frieder Bubl 
worked as editors-in-chief.15 Because of the lack of the archives of the 
journal, it is difficult to evaluate what the editing process was like, whether 
the editorial board received direct instructions from the IUS (or elsewhere) 
and how much room there was for individual choices in terms of topics, 
discourses and rhetoric. There are, however, a few memoirs and autobiog-
raphies that shed some light on the paper. Peter Waterman (1936–2017), 
a British communist who worked for the English edition of WSN between 
1955 and 1958 (and later for the WFTU), briefly described the atmos-
phere in the journal in his memoirs. According to Waterman, it was al-
most impossible to change the way the journal was edited since they had 
to follow the same old formulations and “pathetic slogans of peace and 
friendship”.16 Swedish communist Jan Myrdal (1927–2020) pens similar 
experiences of his work for the French edition of World Youth (Jeunesse de 
monde) (the journal of the WFDY) in the early 1950s. Myrdal writes that 
the language used in the journal was troublesome as it did not appeal to 
Swedish youth, but because all the language versions had to be the same, 
there was nothing he could do to change it.17

East German Hartmut König (1947–) worked as editor-in-chief of 
WSN during the turbulent times of overthrowing Salvador Allende’s gov-
ernment in Chile and the carnation revolution in Portugal (1973–1976). 
In an autobiography, he emphasises the importance of the anti-colonial 
struggle that WSN widely covered on its pages.18 König’s autobiography 
does not directly touch upon the editorial process of the journal, but he 
does describe his route to the journal, which followed the ordinary pat-
tern of the socialist system, where everything was planned and controlled. 
In short: the central committee of the Socialist Unity Party of Germany 
(Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands, SED) more or less ordered the 
post of editor-in-chief into being, without asking him first.19

Another East German, a Freie Deutsche Jugend worker and the editor-
in-chief of WSN in 1976–1980, Friedrich Bubl, considered WSN more of a 
voice of the progressive student movement than an organ of the IUS. In an 
article published in a student magazine Forum in 1976, he explained that 
the journal gives room for divergent opinions from all willing associations, 
even those whose views on individual issues stood in contrast to those 
of the IUS. According to him, the idea of the magazine was to provide 



in-depth articles on topical issues concerning students in different parts of 
the world.20 The idea that WSN was not directly linked to the IUS was also 
underlined by the journal itself, and every issue had the standard phrase 
noting that “unless otherwise stated”, the material published in the paper 
did not represent the views of the editorial board or of the IUS.21

In the 1970s, the editorial board published several articles on what the 
student press should be like and what kind of editorial work they were 
doing. For example, the editorial of the issue 11–12/1970 comments on 
readers’ feedback and underlines the effort they have made to send their 
workers to do first-hand reporting on the spot in different parts of the 
world. “We have tried to introduce, as far as our possibilities allow us, 
an authentic picture of happenings throughout the student world and in 
the world in general”.22 Another editorial about the nature, methods and 
thinking of the editorial board and the journal was published in the issue 
5–6/1974. The text reported and commented on an international student 
press seminar held in Ireland. Summarising the key points of the semi-
nar, WSN also outlined its view on what the student press should be like. 
The editorial emphasised the social and transformative role of the stu-
dent press in defending student rights, and as an important instrument 
for students in Global South countries in their fight against colonialism, 
neo-colonialism, national liberation and democracy. “The formation of 
progressive consciousness” was mentioned as an important task of the 
student press. Moreover, student journals should be non-profit, operating 
outside commercial media, and should act as the organiser, mobiliser and 
agitator of the student movement. Finally, the seminar stressed that the 
student press should strengthen international solidarity and help create 
“an atmosphere of mutual understanding, friendship, international coop-
eration and security”.23

Compared to the WSN of the 1940s and 1950s, the magazine of the 
1970s was less ideological and less propagandist, and more diverse in 
terms of topics and voices. While the papers of the late 1940s and 1950s 
were full of political sloganeering and aggressive campaigns,24 the journal 
of the 1970s was more analytical, calm and journalistic, albeit includ-
ing rather strong material on racism, torture of political dissidents and 
the fights of national liberation movements in Global South countries, 
showing photographs of brutally tortured people as well as young soldiers 
posing with machine guns.25 WSN in the 1970s was also less polarised 
in terms of Cold War confrontation in comparison with the 1940s and 
1950s. The reason for this might be that the contemporaries felt they had 
moved from the Cold War to détente and instead of military confronta-
tion they were living in a period of cooperation at the time. This was 
explicitly mentioned in the journal a few times.26 This view also fits very 
well with the institutional situation of the early 1970s when the IUS had 
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survived as the only large international student organisation, as the ISC 
had been closed due to its connections with the CIA. Another difference 
between these two periods was a clear shift from Eurocentrism to a much 
greater focus on Third World countries and topics from the 1970s on-
wards. The editor-in-chief Hartmut König writes in his autobiography that 
some Western workers within the IUS preferred to focus solely on student 
matters, but the brutal wars waged by the colonial powers in the Global 
South changed their minds.27

The main rival for WSN was the ISC’s journal The Student, which was 
published between 1956 and 1968 with a circulation of around 25,000 
copies. It appeared in three languages: English, French and Spanish (some 
issues also in Arabic).28 Both WSN and The Student were distributed to uni-
versity students and leaders of student organisations and political groups 
in numerous countries. In an article published in 1970, Philip Altbach 
suggested that the affiliated members (of the IUS and the ISC) were mostly 
interested in the activities and events, rather than their publications, which 
he thought were of relevance mainly to student leaders. He also pointed 
out that only a handful of university students at that time even knew about 
these organisations.29 Due to the scarce sources and research discussing 
WSN and The Student, however, it is difficult to evaluate how much these 
papers were actually read and what their impact was.

�Targets and Discursive Tactics

It was not explicitly mentioned on the pages of WSN, but one can read 
between the lines that the primary target audience for the paper was out-
side the socialist world. WSN was mainly written for and by students in 
the West and the Global South, or in Soviet rhetoric, the peace-loving 
and anti-imperialist forces in the capitalist countries and students partici-
pating in the national liberation movements in the Third World.30 The 
publication languages also reflect this. In the 1970s, WSN came out in 
English (the primary working language), French, Spanish and German – 
all languages that enabled it to reach students and especially student lead-
ers in Western countries but also in most of the Latin American, African 
and Asian countries. The fact that the lingua franca of the socialist bloc 
in Europe, Russian, is missing from the list of languages emphasises that 
WSN did not focus on students of the socialist countries and was not a 
major student paper there. Instead, its main goal was to win over support-
ers of pro-Soviet politics outside the socialist bloc.

Still, WSN largely operated within the Soviet bloc discursive landscape. 
It leaned on the Soviet view of the world, where the struggle between so-
cialism and capitalism was the fundamental element in all spheres of life, 
and it followed the rhetoric familiar from Soviet foreign policy statements. 



The corpus linguistic analysis of WSN shows that the typical vocabulary 
of Soviet foreign policy, including concepts like “democracy”, “progress”, 
“solidarity”, “anti-Fascism”, “anti-imperialism” and “anti-colonialism”, 
was employed in the editorials of the journal. Anti-fascism was one of 
the key concepts in the first decades of the postwar period within the IUS 
and the whole Soviet-backed organisation cluster. The analysis of WSN 
editorials in the period 1970–1980 shows that anti-imperialism and anti-
colonialism gradually replaced anti-fascism. This terminological change 
also reflects a geographical shift from Europe to Africa, Latin America and 
Asia. Anti-fascism still appeared in the paper, but it was most often men-
tioned in the context of World War II and the fight against Nazi Germany, 
like in this quote discussing the history of International Students’ Day, 
“November 17 went down in the history of the international student 
movement as International Students’ Day – commemorating the heroic re-
sistance and anti-fascist struggle of the Czech students in those November 
days of 1939”.31

The analysis also demonstrates how rarely concepts that were more 
closely linked to the Soviet system, such as “socialism”/“socialist”, 
“communism”/“communist” and the names of political leaders of the 
European socialist countries, appear. For example, the terms “socialism” 
and “communism” do not appear at all on the list of the 500 most fre-
quent words in the corpus. This was an old tactic. Avoiding too politi-
cally oriented discourse to obscure the links between the organisations and 
the Soviet Union had been typical for the Soviet-sponsored international 
organisations already within the popular front in the 1930s.32 WSN em-
ployed this same tactic when trying to make the journal appeal to students 
who were not communist or socialist but could potentially become more 
pro-Soviet in their thinking.

The articles in WSN covered widely different parts of the world, which 
spoke to the global nature of the journal. The way the articles were 
framed, however, demonstrates that the Soviet categorisation of the globe 
into the First (capitalist), Second (socialist) and Third Worlds shaped the 
narration. The articles discussing the socialist countries followed an un-
critical approach, avoiding any negative aspects. These articles hardly ever 
mentioned any difficulties or problems, but rather showcased the society, 
education and student life in a given socialist country as progressive and 
admirable, something that both the West and the Global South could learn 
from. This resembles the way the WIDF’s journal Women of the Whole 
World was made. According to Yulia Gradskova, Women of the Whole 
World published overwhelmingly positive commentaries on the socialist 
countries, showing smiling women enjoying equal positions with men, as 
well as stories about socialist achievements written by visitors outside the 
Soviet bloc countries.33
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Criticism towards the socialist system was not completely avoided; 
however, it was often belittled or answered in such a way that it looked 
beneficial for the system. A good example is an article written by WSN 
editor, Krzysztof Opalski. The article recounts a visit by an IUS delegation 
to Czechoslovakian universities and higher education institutions on the 
invitation of the Czechoslovakian Student Centre. Most of the article cov-
ers descriptions of the visit and the active role local students have played in 
university administration and in reforming their country. The last section 
of the article tackles political issues that the IUS delegation asked local 
students about. One of the issues was Czechoslovak students’ passivity 
and apathy after the Soviet invasion of 1968 which, according to the arti-
cle, had earlier been raised by some Western European experts. The local 
students admitted that “a certain group of students, after their experiences 
in 1968, realised that it was exploited and misused by various reactionary 
elements”, but that “the normalisation of political life in the country, and 
above all the intensive ideological activity of student organisations has en-
abled the majority of the students to understand the political causes of the 
crisis” and thus find a place in their student community.34 This represents 
a typical pattern of responding to critical questions on sensitive political is-
sues or difficult social problems that existed in the socialist system. Instead 
of fully ignoring these questions, Soviet and pro-Soviet media offered their 
explanation, often belittling the problem by stating that it concerned only 
a small group of people and referring to the problem with minimal infor-
mation, like in the case of Czechoslovakian students, where the Prague 
spring was referred to as “experiences of 1968”.

The articles on students and education in capitalist countries, on the 
other hand, emphasise problems: power hierarchies, the un-democratic 
nature of higher education, difficulties in financing studies, unemployment 
and stress caused by the studies. For example, an article published in WSN 
November 1971 paints a picture of students in the US in the 1950s as 
passive, helpless and without any hope for the future. The article argues 
that because of the bourgeois state, monopolies and the McCarthy Terror, 
middle-class youth have no chance to plan for their future. Thanks to the 
peaceful co-existence policy, the author argues, American students had 
become more active in the ideological battle and the progressive student 
movement was mobilising in the country.35 Another article discusses the 
use of “doping” (for example stimulants) among students in the US to sur-
vive the mental burden of studying. An expert from the research institute 
of the Czechoslovak Ministry of Health was interviewed for the article and 
he comments about the usefulness of drugs, offering alternative ways to 
cope with difficulties in student life.36

The coverage of the Global South students and countries was perhaps 
the most diverse in WSN. This is understandable, as the Global South 



included a great variety of countries and regions, which were in different 
stages in terms of state formation. A common denominator was, how-
ever, the ongoing struggle either against fascist governments (for example 
Chile) or former/current colonial powers and colonial structures in given 
societies. Therefore, the articles on African, Latin American and Asian 
students often focused on national liberation movements, decolonisation, 
neo-colonialism, the fight against fascist regimes and students’ roles in 
these struggles. Usually, these articles were written from the point of view 
of students, but sometimes the angle of Global South students fighting 
for the independence of their country or against military dictatorship was 
quite far removed from students living in different types of circumstances. 
Interestingly, Global South students are illustrated both as fighters against 
and victims of the former or still existing colonial powers, which have 
exported their malfunctioning and unequal educational system that needs 
to be reformed.37

The WSN of the 1970s revolved around three leading topics: the fight 
for national independence, the democratisation of education and organi-
sational matters of the IUS. These topics were detected both by browsing 
the journal and through corpus linguistic analysis. The fight for national 
independence in Global South countries was linked to such words as 
“imperialist”, “solidarity”, “military”, “liberation”, “colonialist” and 
“fascism”. Africa is the most frequently appearing continent, and Chile 
the country that appears most often. Education appears most often with 
the words “reform”, “democratisation” and “financing”, and the IUS and 
its activities are connected with the words “congress”, “union”, “festival” 
and “meeting”.

The second prominent theme was education and student life, which 
meant in this journal studying, education and students as a social force 
in society. Under this category, there were articles for example on the de-
mocratisation of education in different types of societies, brain drain from 
the Third World countries to the West, values and worldviews, as well as 
the wellbeing of students. Relatively little space was devoted to leisure 
activities, culture and sports. Most of the issues had one or two pages of 
cartoons and half a page of personal ads for those seeking pen friends. In 
1970–1973, every issue included at least one article focusing on culture, 
for example a report from film festivals, reviews on new films and books, 
or a reportage of theatre productions. Interestingly, the coverage of culture 
most often focused on socialist Eastern Europe.

The third major theme consisted of the organisational matters of the 
IUS. These included reports on congresses and seminars of the IUS, the 
events and activities it organised alone or together with other Soviet-
backed organisations, as well as international events organised or hosted 
by socialist countries or associations. WSN reported on specific student 
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events, such as International Students’ Day on 17 November,38 the World 
University Theatre Festival, the International Student Forum on Coopera-
tion in 1975, and congresses and seminars held by the IUS and national 
regional organisations, as well as devoting special issues to the World 
Festivals of Youth and Students that the IUS organised together with the 
WFDY. Moreover, WSN wrote a great deal about the activities of other 
Soviet-sponsored international organisations, such as World Peace Con-
gresses arranged by the WPC. Cross-referencing each other’s events and 
writing to each other’s journals made the whole network known beyond 
one organisation. Publishing articles and special issues on international 
events hosted by socialist countries, but ignoring such events when they 
took place in capitalist countries, underlines the pro-Soviet ethos of the 
journal. While the Moscow 1980 Summer Olympics were discussed in a 
special issue, the other Olympic Games or any other significant interna-
tional events were barely mentioned.

�Controlled Diversity of Voices

WSN and its writers often underlined that the journal did not only focus 
on disseminating the IUS’ views but also allowed divergent opinions on its 
pages. What did this mean in practice? What kind of difference in opinion 
was allowed and how diverse was WSN as a student journal? A close read-
ing of WSN shows that diversity mainly applied to the articles that were 
written by guest authors, people who were not part of the editorial board 
or members of the IUS bodies. These authors included student leaders and 
activists, well-known figures from other Soviet-sponsored organisations 
and politicians. In the 1970s, WSN published articles, for example, by the 
likes of Soviet sociologist Igor Kon, Hungarian sociologist Károly Varga, 
Finnish student leader and chair of the Finnish Student Union Jorma Ollila 
(later the CEO of Nokia Corporation) and Argentinian communist politi-
cian and general secretary of the WIDF Fanny Edelman.

The topic of democratisation of education perhaps best shows the diver-
sity of WSN, as the topic was discussed in the context of all three worlds: 
capitalist, socialist and the Third World. The editorials and articles writ-
ten by the staff of the journal mainly followed the pattern where all these 
worlds had a different narrative on education, aligned with the stage of the 
development of statehood in the respective country. The articles discuss-
ing the democratisation of education in Western countries approached the 
topic from the perspective of crises, problems and an implicit need for a 
change in the educational system, resulting from the contradiction “be-
tween the interests of state-monopoly capitalism and those of the people”. 
The texts addressing the topic in the context of Global South countries em-
phasised the legacies of the former colonial powers in creating educational 



systems, which maintained and renewed the class-based hierarchies and 
power relations. Last, the educational system of the socialist countries was 
described as the most progressive and democratic in the field of education, 
“with free access for all, continuity at all levels of education, and the ac-
tive participation of students and their organisations in the direction and 
management of university institutions”.39

A closer look at a couple of articles allows us to see what kind of di-
versity was allowed and what the limits were within which the authors 
needed to operate. One of the articles discussing the democratisation of 
education in capitalist countries is a text written by a secretary of educa-
tion and science of the Finnish Student Union, Mikko Pyhälä (1945–). His 
article, published in 1971, addresses the demands for democratisation of 
the university administration by Finnish students. Unlike most of the ar-
ticles in WSN, Pyhälä’s text does not lean on the idea of a battle between 
societal systems, and it lacks the standard concepts of Soviet international 
discourse. It focuses on the specific Finnish case and contextualises it by 
providing a detailed background and comparing the situation with other 
countries. In short, Finnish students wanted to have a real chance to in-
fluence the university administration and demanded universal and equal 
suffrage in the university elections. In comparison with many other arti-
cles in WSN discussing the democratisation of education, Pyhälä’s article 
is analytical and thoughtful. It emphasises the role of student activism 
and does not blame the capitalist system for the problems in education. It 
is also interesting that the text mentions, in passing, that “the university 
should be a place of awareness, not of passive knowledge, as it is now”. 
Moreover, Pyhälä points out the importance of critical thinking and ob-
jectivity, concepts that were rarely mentioned in other articles discussing 
education in WSN.40

In an interview, Pyhälä recalled that the editors of the paper had prob-
ably asked him to write for the paper. In the early 1970s, he was already 
an experienced writer with wide language skills and international network. 
Later to become a diplomat, serving as Finnish Ambassador to Peru and 
Venezuela, Pyhälä mentioned that he did not receive any strict guidelines or 
rules for writing to WSN.41 A comparison of his text with other articles dis-
cussing the same topic demonstrates that it did not follow the conventional 
pattern of writing and that individual writers could get their texts pub-
lished, thereby illustrating that WSN was not solely full of clear-cut praise 
for the socialist system and straightforward criticism towards capitalism.

The second example is an article by the Youth League of the South West 
Africa People’s Organisation (SWAPO). It addressed the democratisation 
of education and anti-colonial struggle in Namibia. Namibia was a former 
British colony that South Africa had taken under her wing after World 
War I. Namibia finally gained independence in 1990. The article addresses 
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the question of education with regard to the colonial structures and differ-
ent types of education offered to white colonialists and the local people, 
“African masses”, as the article puts it. The discussion on education is 
closely linked to the colonial present, racism and the national liberation 
struggle. Therefore, the first step on the path to democratising the educa-
tional system in the country was to fight for national independence.42 In a 
similar fashion to Pyhälä’s article, this text departs from the local students’ 
needs and perspectives. The article is framed in the anti-colonial fight, 
where students took part in the revolutionary activities and even guerrilla 
groups of SWAPO. The text does not mention the Soviet Union or the 
socialist bloc but refers to the Marxist-Leninist vision of a classless society 
as an inspiration for building education in the country.

In the 1970s, both the GDR and the Soviet Union assisted African liber-
ation movements, including SWAPO, by training and educating Namibian 
youth. According to Chris Saunders, who has studied South African lib-
eration movements, the help from the socialist countries did not ultimately 
have much influence on Namibia. Although SWAPO referred to scientific 
socialism in its political programme, it was more interested in the inde-
pendence fight and used the ideological rhetoric only as a political tactic.43 
Mikko Pyhälä recalled that the IUS and the WFDY provided Global South 
students and young people with a channel to meet and interact with stu-
dents from other parts of the world. Most of them adopted the pro-Soviet 
rhetoric, but, in his opinion, despite the few true believers, the majority 
were primarily interested not in communism but in international network-
ing to help their countries.44 The article by the Youth League of SWAPO 
can also be seen from this perspective. The main goal was to get Namib-
ian voices heard and their struggle for independence known to the world. 
A brief mention of Marxist-Leninist inspiration at the end of the article 
might have been just a tactical move to ensure the publishing of the piece.

These two examples of articles demonstrate what kind of diversity ex-
isted in WSN in the 1970s. These texts did not radically differ from the 
Soviet bloc agenda and they were not anti-Soviet or anti-communist. The 
diversity can be found in the framing, language and contexts. Western 
and Global South students were in different positions, with regard to their 
regimes, than students in socialist countries, whose societies did not need 
such radical changes according to the official rhetoric. Therefore, students 
outside the socialist bloc were allowed more freedom in terms of writing. 
Students from the capitalist West could freely criticise their governments 
and were not obliged to frame their articles in terms of Soviet rhetoric. 
Students in African countries could use militant and revolutionary terms 
and rhetoric that would not be allowed for socialist students. As long as 
they did not criticise the USSR or praise the US or China, they were free to 
formulate their texts and use whatever discourse they liked.



�Conclusion

WSN was a political student journal published by the Soviet-sponsored 
IUS. In the 1970s, the era of détente and less strained relations between 
the Soviet Union and the US, WSN adopted a new tactic. Especially dur-
ing the late Stalinist years, it had been straightforwardly propagandist and 
unisonous. Now it attempted to look more diverse and limitedly tolerant. 
An openly propagandist style did not work in a world where both the US 
and the Soviet Union (and their allies) were fighting for the hearts and 
minds of students in the Global South and in the West.

WSN’ tactic was to focus on students and student leaders outside the 
socialist bloc and support those issues that were important to them. Giv-
ing voice to student activists in newly independent countries in Africa or 
leftist students fighting against extreme right-wing governments in Latin 
America was a way to strengthen student agency but also their potential 
pro-Soviet sentiments. Western students, who often preferred to focus on 
“purely student matters”, were encouraged to become more active in de-
manding social change in their societies. While supporting Global South 
and Western students in criticising, and even attacking their regimes, so-
cialist students were required to keep silent about any problems and to 
project a picture of socialist countries as the forerunners of progress.

Soviet-sponsored transnational organisations and their journals have 
thus far received only marginal attention in scholarship. The obvious pro-
Soviet nature might have given the impression that there would be nothing 
to actually study in their work. Using a media tactics approach, this chap-
ter has demonstrated that the examination of the Soviet bloc organisations 
can bring new understanding of the mechanisms that the global leftist me-
dia used in reaching out to the leftist West and the Global South. In concert 
with other sources, such as archival materials of national student organi-
sations as well as oral histories of student activists, WSN provides a rich 
base for future research on the long-term impact of the Soviet-sponsored 
international student movement among Global South students and young 
people. Do the legacies of WSN, the IUS and other Soviet-sponsored or-
ganisations still influence the way in which Global South countries think 
about Russia and its role in world politics?
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