
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“I have always been 
interested in the history of 

social movements and 
popular mobilisation, 

looking at the reasons why 

large groups of people 
come together to support 

or oppose a group, or an 
idea or a government and 

the different forms that 

this can take”. 

 

Hot Topics Hot Seat: 99 Not Out: The National Union of Students and its 

Internationalisms: British Students and Transnational Solidarity from the 

1950s to the 2000s with Emily Sharp 

In addition to Hot Topics? Coole Solutions! Coole Insight brings you these 

regular articles where we interview experts, professionals and 

commentators on a range of issues that impact on education and society. 

The Hot Topic – 99 Not Out: The National Union of Students and its 

Internationalisms: British Students and Transnational Solidarity 

from the 1950s to the 2000s 

The National Union of Students (NUS) has, and always will have a special 

place in the heart of Steve Coole, as it does with so many people and for 

so many different reasons. NUS recently turned 99 and will celebrate its 

centenary in 2022, so in recognition of this and to play its part in the 

celebrations, Coole Insight caught up with Emily Sharp who is studying at 

Northumbria University and working with NUS on this project as part of 

her PhD. We got in touch to see if we could help in any way and to try and 

draw more attention and support for Emily’s work through our network of 

students’ union colleagues and friends. 

In the Hot Seat – Emily Sharp, PhD Student at Northumbria 

University 

Emily has always had a passion for history. From a young age this passion 

put Emily on a path that has resulted in a highly impressive educational 

journey. “My true passion has always been History. I love delving into the 

past and uncovering hidden gems and new meanings within the source 

material, looking at lots of different views and offering a new perspective 

on why things happened, and using this to inform our future decisions and 

choices”. 

Emily studied at Glasgow University between 2012 and 2017, firstly as an 

Undergraduate (MA Hons History First Class), before going on to complete 

a Masters (History MLitt with Merit) that focused on Glasgow student 

activism and the anti-apartheid movement. Whilst at Glasgow University 

Emily studied a range of different courses covering History, Politics, 

Archaeology and Comparative Literature which all helped to broaden her 

perspective and knowledge as a researcher.  

After finishing at Glasgow University, Emily went travelling around New 

Zealand, Australia, and South-East Asia for 6 months before returning to 

the UK and starting work for a scientific journal at Springer Nature. 

However, it was not long before Emily was drawn back into historical 

research and the higher education community and after a year with 

Springer Nature, Emily moved to Cambridge and joined the editorial team 

for History at Cambridge University Press, which she felt was a better fit 

for her background and allowed her to keep up to date with research 

topics and work with fellow historians. 

It was during Emily’s time in Cambridge that the opportunity to start a 

PhD at Northumbria University, and to continue to develop what she had 

studied during her Masters in Glasgow, arose. Following a successful grant 

application to the Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) Emily is 

now studying for her PhD and is working alongside NUS on the project we 

are about to explore in this article - ‘The National Union of Students and 

its Internationalisms: British Students and Transnational Solidarity from 

the 1950s to the 2000s’. 

After starting this project and beginning the work with NUS, Emily was put 

in touch with Steve at Coole Insight. During the interview Emily reflected 

that “it was the Friends of NUS network who put me in contact with you” 

and as a result, Coole Insight would like to put Emily in touch with 

possible sources of support from its own network as she continues to 

develop and work on this research project during a global Pandemic! 

If this is topic appeals to you and you would like to get involved, 

then please contact Emily at emily4.sharp@northumbria.ac.uk. 

 

 

SC: Emily, please can you tell me 
why this research topic is of 
interest to you? 
 

ES: This project is particularly 

interesting as it allows for a direct 

comparison of multiple different 

solidarity campaigns over the course 

of the second half of the twentieth 

century, helping to uncover how 

people’s perceptions changed over 

time and how different movements 

learn from one another (or do not 

learn from one another) and to 

uncover the successes (and failures) 

of using similar tactics in different time 

periods, under different governments, 

and for different causes.   

Also, it has been really interesting to 

find that the current literature on 

these movements often tends to 

ignore the specific role of students in 

these campaigns, despite students 

often making up the majority of 

participants in protests and 

demonstrations! Student leaders were 

often the key activists in these 

campaigns whilst they were at 

university and continued their activism 

throughout their working life. 
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SC: How did you arrive at this 
topic, considering what you have 
researched in the past? 
 

ES: I took part in a research 

placement at Glasgow University 

Archives in 2016 which was aimed at 

uncovering the support that Glasgow 

students had offered to the civil rights 

movement in the US. However, once I 

was in the archive, I realised that 

there was a mass of untapped sources 

relating to Glasgow student’s 

participation in the anti-apartheid 

movement which led to my Master’s 

dissertation ‘‘Locks Off for Luthuli’: 

Glasgow Student Activism and the 

Anti-Apartheid Movement’ which aimed 

to demonstrate the importance of 

local-level activism and student 

participation in bolstering and 

sustaining the Anti-Apartheid 

Movement in Britain from the late 

1950s until the early 1990s.  
 

I am now broadening the scope of my 

research to include both the Chile and 

Palestine solidarity campaigns, as well 

as the anti-apartheid movement, and 

will use NUS as a focal point to allow 

for comparisons to be made with 

regards to student activism across the 

UK. I aim to uncover the different 

kinds of local and national level 

campaigns that British students were 

involved in and to highlight the impact 

that these kinds of pressure group 

politics and popular mobilisation could 

potentially have on the wider 

international solidarity campaigns, 

and, ultimately, on international 

politics. 

 

SC: Who else do you think can benefit from your research and work 

in this area? 

 

ES: I hope to be able to offer a number of exhibitions and research pieces 

over the course of my PhD by engaging with NUS and with local history 

units, for example. I believe that this will be very useful in trying to show 

the importance of these forms of activism to the wider community. This is 

also particularly pertinent when you consider the rise of movements such 

as the MeToo movement and the Black Lives Matter movement. It’s 

important to learn from the past as student mobilisation is on the rise 

again. 

 

SC: If this interview can help you reach out to professionals and 

sector experts who could potentially add value, context or support 

your research, what would your message be to them? 
 

ES: I’d be keen to speak with students from British universities that studied 

between the 1950s and the mid 2000s who had personal experience of, or 

can remember the solidarity campaigns in support of Chile and Palestine, or 

the anti-apartheid movement. I’d be very interested to hear about your 

memories of these campaigns (whether you were involved in them or not) 

or even if you were involved in the campaigns at a later period of your life 

and not as a student. I am also particularly interested in trying to uncover 

the interactions that were taking place between NUS and individual 

students’ unions, plus any alternative student groups to see how 

widespread these feelings and sentiments were. I want to hear about the 

different tactics that were used and the impact that people feel (or felt at 

the time) that these actions were having on the wider international 

campaigns.  

SC: What do you intend to do with the research once its completed? 
 

ES: The research will initially inform my PhD thesis. Further to this I’d like 

to produce publications, hopefully in academic journals and possibly an 

academic book on the topic. Ultimately, I am hoping to encourage public 

engagement with the history of student activism and local-level activism 

and so I hope to curate some exhibitions or documents for local history 

units from my findings. Also, as you are well aware, NUS is about to 

celebrate its centenary in 2022 and so the opportunity to display my 

findings around this time and to highlight the role of NUS in these 

campaigns would be great. 

SC: What is the timeframe for this work? 
 

ES: My funding runs until March 2024 which gives me a considerable 

amount of time to collate my evidence, conduct oral history interviews and 

compile a thorough and representative body of sources on the subject. I 

am hoping to conduct my interviews from this summer onwards either 

face-to-face (Covid depending) or via online software such as Teams or 

Zoom. I will be conducting my primary research in the archives for the next 

year or so alongside this in order to complete my write-up by early 2024. 

 

SC: It’s been great talking with you Emily - Are you willing to share 

any thoughts or insight from the work you have done so far? 

 

ES: Thanks Steve, what I find most surprising is how little has been written 

on student activism for international causes in Britain. Despite large bodies 

of academic work on student activism in the US and student unrest in 

France, Italy and Germany in the 1960s comparatively little work has been 

conducted on student activism in Britain. The work that has been 

conducted so far focuses almost exclusively on the Campaign for Nuclear 

Disarmament and the Vietnam War. Yet, in popular British memory, these 

other campaigns are synonymous with widespread popular unrest and 

student activism. Hopefully, my research will help cement British activism 

in the wider historiography and will emphasise the importance and unique 

impact of student involvement, and in particular the impact of local-level 

activism, on these international campaigns. 

 

 

Emily’s Interesting Facts: 
 

• Between 1972 and 1976 nearly 

50% of South Africa's total foreign 

borrowing came from British 

banks, as many in the student 

movement know led to a boycott 

of Barclays. 
 

• During 1968, The Times 

newspaper contained some 300 

references to incidences of student 

protest within England, yet, to 

date, there is comparatively little 

academic literature on the subject. 
 

• A 1968 gallop poll indicated that 

only fifteen percent of the working 

class sympathised with student 

grievances about the universities.  

 
Do you want to get involved 

with this research and support 

Emily with this project? If so, 

get in touch using the contact 

details below. 
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