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Abstract

Education has been an extensively researched area as an important resource of political
participation across the globe. However, politics on campus has been an under-researched in
South Asia including Pakistan. This study was set forth to explore the factors responsible for the
involvement of students in politics at the campus. The present study was conducted under
positivist epistemology in three randomly selected public sector universities in Islamabad city,
Pakistan. A sample of 396 proportionately selected male students was drawn from the selected
universities. A self-constructed questionnaire was employed in the survey to collect the data.
Alpha reliability of the subscales was calculated and found appropriate to use. Factors including
peer suggestion, ethnic affiliation, academic environment, political culture, political
socialization, perceived status, and power deficit were tested to find out their association. The
Pearson correlational analysis confirmed the association of all the variables. It can be concluded
that all the above seven variables are persuading students to join politics on campus and
participate in political activities.

Keywords: Student Politics, Peer Suggestion, Ethnic Affiliation, Academic Environment,
Perceived Status, Power Deficit.

1. Introduction

Education has traditionally been found very important in explaining political behaviour and
overall political participation of citizens including youth. A stream of researchers for instance
(Miller et al., 1985; Verba & Nie, 1987; Dalton, 1988; Verba et al., 1995; Peterson, 1990) has
substantially emphasized the role of education in predicting, promoting, and perpetuating
political behaviour and political activities. Another stream of researchers considered socio-
economic status as an important factor for political engagement (Wolfinger & Rosenstone,
1980; Dalton, 1982; Wolsfeld, 1986; Verba et al., 1995). These researchers looked at education
as one of the factors promoting political participation in masses in society. They considered
education as one of the vital resources ensuring political socialization and resultant
participation in the political realm. However, they rarely included educational institutions as
unique sites for the research.

Higher educational institutes including university are a very dynamic platform for personal,
professional, and career aspirations. It is one of the powerful social agents of socialization. It
helps students sharpen their social, cultural, economic, and political skills. Researchers like
Finlay & Flanagan (2009) found that students’ participation in community-related work
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increased as they joined higher education. Their civic engagement improved considerably.
Similarly, Galston (2001) and Beaumont et al. (2006) noted that students of the university were
more enthusiastic to actively participate in community and other voluntary work. They have
developed a strong civic sense. Different activities in and out of the classroom, discussion with
class fellows, and other co-curricular and extra-curricular activities like sports are important
for the political socialization of students, which in the long run promotes their participation in
politics and the related activities. These skills enhanced their interest in the political activities
and improved their participation (McMillan & Harriger, 2002; Colby et al., 2010; Einfeld &
Collins, 2008; Kahne & Middaugh, 2008; Finlay & Flanagan, 2013; Agsa et al., 2017).

Higher education also provides opportunities for interaction with diverse group of fellows from
different social, cultural, economic, religious, and political backgrounds (Yeoh, 2006; Khan &
Rehman, 2018). Common interests, ideologies, ethnicities, and problems at campus provide
strong bases for interaction. Students also are cognizant of their social network and cultural
capital. Researchers for example (Putnam, 2000; Price, Cappella & Nir, 2002; Barabas & Jerit,
2004; Huckfeldt et al., 2004) clearly and strongly emphasized the importance and role of peer
in shaping political behavior. Diversity of interaction is very vital for co-existence. Flow of
information, the plurality of ideology, results in developing political attitudes and increasing
political participation. Researchers like (Cigler & Joslyn, 2002; Marschall & Stolle, 2004; Mutz
& Mondak, 2006) have also pointed out the importance of social networks in the increased
flow of information and political mobilization. Peer association has been found to have a strong
impact on political activities and the provision of channels to express political views. However,
Teorell (2003) has accentuated the nature of relationships, time spent, and level of formality.
These factors can undermine the quality of discussion, exchange of information, and the flow
of political information.

The campus is a place rich with diverse ethnic and linguistic groups. This multi-ethnic
environment sometimes is discouraging for some ethnic or linguistic group and provides them
fewer resources and opportunities. These ethnic/ linguistic groups may have different political
attitudes and sometimes conflicting. Which in turn brings them more criticism and
discrimination. However, this feeling of discrimination and isolation is fetched with a
possibility to group together with the students of the same ethnicity or language. Researchers
for instance (Baltzell, 1976; Klobus-Edwards et al., 1978) have explored the experiences of
black people in American society in general and in universities in particular. They have pointed
out that students with similar ethnic/racial identities were more often connected and shared
with each other. They often experienced prejudice, which pushed them to connect to each other
and share strategies to deal with that. Discrimination, discouragement, prejudice, deprivation,
isolation, and stigmatization become the strong bases for political participation for these
individuals and/or groups.

The academic environment is one of the most crucial factors influencing students in multiple
ways. The availability of political groups on campus, academic policies, curriculum, and other
administrative arrangements have both negative and positive impacts and resultant political
consequences. Researchers in this field like (Altbach, 1968; Berghe, 1973; Jayaram, 1979;
Altbach, 1993) have discussed university policies, flagging conditions at campus, corruption,
malpractices, poor administrative arrangement, and lack of facilities amongst the reasons for
students’ political activism. Students feel pressurized to stand against these odds and participate
in all those activities including protests and agitation. Connell et al. (1981) highlighted a very
important factor that indirectly pushes students to join politics and participate in political
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activities. She narrated that authority sometimes puts restrictions on political activities on
campus and in some cases penalised students and teachers who were found guilty. This action
propels staff and students both to actively take part in banned activities.

Some researchers for instance Berghe, (1973) and Rodriguez & Routh (1989) have explored
that demographic variables were responsible for the political participation of students. They
explained that students were different areas particularly the rural areas faced difficulties on
campus. This varied experience may push them to take part in politics. The availability of
different political groups of students is one of the major reasons to join campus politics. These
groups through study circles, political information, political campaigns, protests, agitations,
and political training are providing a conducive environment for students to join different social
groups and participate in the politics.

Political socialization of the students plays a very vital role. It has been extensively researched
that students exhibit the political attitudes and behaviour they learned from their parents. Early
researchers of political socialization for instance (Adorno et al., 1950; Campbell et al., 1954;
Mazo & Hess, 1968; Kraut & Lewis, 1975) were of the view that youth carried the political
attitudes of their parents. They emphasized the role of parents in the socialization process of
their off springs. They also supported the generational continuity of political learning in the
active participants in politics at the campus. They endorsed the idea that parents transport their
political attitudes, behaviours, knowledge, values, and beliefs directly to children (Keniston,
1967). However, later researches did not find evidence to support the suppositions of the
previous studies and researchers (Flacks,1967; Thomas, 1971). Nonetheless, parents have a
very strong influence on their children and positively affect their attitudes and behaviours
including those related to politics.

Status and power deficit are very important aspects of human life. Everyone at some point in
time experiences at least the one (Turner & Stets, 2005). Students from different socio-
economic backgrounds join the campus. They come across with different lifestyles, fashions,
and other experiences. Students from the urban setting, middle class, educated family
background, well exposed, technologically equipped can undermine the students from a rural
and modest backgrounds. This social status cleavage results in status and power deficit. The
researches have very loudly demonstrated that politics is one of the most important tools to
enhance status and power. Students for the sack of excitement, impression management, and
to impress their fellows join political activities. The notions of traditional masculinity also
coincide with status and power deficit and push students to join politics. Political activism at
campus gives prominence, exposure, opportunities for interaction, and well established social
networks and capital (Loader et al., 2015).

The scholarship on politics at campus indicates different factors motivating/pushing students
to join politics or participate in political activities. These factors include demographic, social,
cultural, economic, and political. This scholarship documents education as one of the pivotal
resources for political participation. It also highlights the socio-economic status of students’
family as being significant. The literature mentions that peer interaction is of prime importance
in shaping up political attitudes and behaviours among students. The cited studies spotlighted
ethnic/linguistic affiliation and its contribution to political involvement of students at the
campus. The research underlines academic culture, political culture of campus as one of the
major factors responsible for students’ political participation. The literature also draws its
attention to the role of parents in inculcating political norms and values to children. The cited
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literature is dominantly the western experience and enumeration of different and diverse
studies. The present study endeavours to incorporate all the above-discussed factors to
theoretically align with the current scholarship on politics on campus.

The present study combines all the above-discussed factors to see which factor/s motivates
students at campus to join politics and participate in political activities. The study also
incorporates two more variables, status and power deficit along with variables derived from
established research scholarship. This set of variables would be a contribution of this research
to the existing body of research and knowledge on student politics on campus and is the first
of its kind in Pakistan.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants

For this study, a sample of 396 male students enrolled in different academic programs (BS,
MA/MSC, MS, PhD) in three randomly selected public sector universities of Islamabad- Quid-
e-Azam university, Federal Urdu university and International Islamic university, was recruited
proportionately. Selection of the public sector universities ensures representation of students
from across Pakistan. Presence of different political wings of students in the public sector
universities is also an important reason for their inclusion. Male students generally take active
part in politics and political activities particularly in public sector universities. That is why this
sample includes only male students enrolled in public sector universities. Students enrolled in
the BS program constituted 50% (n = 198) followed by MA/MSC 38% (n = 151) and 12% (n
=47) in MS/MPhil. An overwhelming majority of the participants’ i.e. 90.2% (n = 367) were
residing either in university or private hostels. The participants of this study were living mostly
in joint/extended family i.e. 75% (n = 297). The majority of the participants placed them in the
middle class. Participants 70% (n = 280) confirmed their affiliated with different political
parties. Participants 22.5% (n = 89) considered them conservative, 42.4% (n = 168) moderate
and 28.6% (n = 113) liberal.

2.2.  Procedure

The questionnaires were distributed among the participants during university time. The
participants were briefed about the purpose of the study. Informed consent was taken from
every student in written form. The participants were assured of the confidentiality of the
information obtained. They were also briefed that they can quit the survey any time they want.
All the participants voluntarily joined the study.

2.3. Measures

A self-constructed questionnaire consisting of subscales was administrated to collect the data.
The measures used five-point Likert type scale where strongly disagree was coded as 1 while
strongly agree was coded as 5. Peer suggestion has 13 statements and points out the
motivation/persuasion by the peer to joint politics. Alpha reliability of this variable was 0.77.
Ethnic affiliation has 10 statements and covers the ethnic/linguistic ties and their role in joining
political activities. It has alpha reliability 0.69. Academic environment on campus has 15
statements and asks for the opportunities to participate in discussions, debates, and
volunteering. Alpha reliability of this variable was 0.74. Political culture on the campus has 10
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statements and denotes range of political activities and participation. It has alpha reliability
0.81. Political socialization with 7 statements describes the internalization of different political
activities. Alpha reliability of this variable was 0.65. Power deficit has 11 statements and
indicates the perceived powerlessness in comparison with other fellows. It has alpha reliability
.85. Status deficit with 6 statements describes perceived position in the group of fellows. It has
alpha reliability 0.75.

4, Results and Discussion

The analysis shown in table-1 indicates the Pearson R correlational of variables. It illustrates
that all the study variables are strongly and positively associated with each other. The results
are significant at .001 level. The analysis also points out that all the variables tested in this
study to find out the factors motivating students in the campus to participate in politics and
political activities are significant in predicting political participation.

The study was planned to find out the factors persuading students to participate in politics at
the campus. Peer suggestion appears to be one of the important factors motivating students to
participate in politics at the campus. Peer plays a very influential role in the overall socialization
of students including political involvement. The informality of relationships, time spent with
each other, and frequency of interaction makes relations stronger. It has been found that strong
social networks and informal relationships are very much helpful for political information and
mobilization (Marschall & Stolle, 2004). Frequency of interaction and time spent with each
other is providing an opportunity to discuss different personal, social, cultural, economic, and
political issues (Cigler & Joslyn, 2002; Putnam, 2002; Teorell, 2003; Mutz & Mondak, 2006).
Students at the campus interact with fellows, friends, teachers, and administration. This diverse
interaction helps them develop long-term relationships. They also have to experience different
views, which become an important source of information. Students with different socio-
political backgrounds help each other to be politically tolerant and learn the value and
importance of co-existence (Eveland & Scheufele, 2000; Huckfeldt et al., 2004). Living in a
hostel with students from different social, cultural, economic, religious, and political
backgrounds is also helpful in developing political attitudes in students.

Ethnic identities are powerful predictors of political participation. Students of similar ethnic
and linguistic backgrounds develop the sense of group identity among them. Research has
clearly demonstrated that this interaction is very helpful in the flow of information and political
knowledge. The campus at Islamabad is home to members of multiple ethnic and linguistic
groups including Pashtuns, Punjabis, Sindhis, Baloch’s, Galgit’s, and Kashmiris. This
multiplicity is of prime importance in terms of developing political attitudes and behaviours.
These groups safeguard their interests and persuade their members for active participation in
all those related activities. They are also actively engaged in political bargaining with
university administration.

The study illustrates that the academic environment of the campus directly and indirectly,
influences students’ political behaviours. The academic environment is a complex of student,
teacher, administration, curriculum, and policies. Public sector universities are facing many
problems including financial, bureaucratic, and governance issues. These academic, co-
curricular, and extra-curricular problems are one of the major sources and indicators of political
participation. Students have a very keen interest in campus issues and try their best to overcome
these. Different levels of expectation of students also motivate students to take part in political

LASSLJ, 2020, 4(2), 52-60 56



A. Ahmad

activities at the campus. The availability of various political groups at campus is another
important source of political participation.

The political culture of the campus and political socialization of students are very crucial
indicators of political participation. The presence of political activities on campus is motivating
them directly to participate in politics. Political groups are engaging students in study circles,
protests, campaigns, agitation, and many other political activities. Political activities at the
campus are a source of political information, knowledge, and interest and all these are strong
predictors of political participation. The findings of this study also confirmed that the political
culture of the campus and political socialization are strongly and positively associated with
each other and are sources of political participation of students at the campus.

The perceived power and status deficit were two new factors incorporated in this study keeping
in view the socio-cultural and political realities of Pakistani society. There is a dearth of
academic literature on the perceived status and the power deficit among university students.
Politics is one of the important spheres of power and authority. Involvement in politics in
general and on campus in particular breeds benefits including strong social networks, capital,
and sometimes due/ undue favours. Members of the political groups enjoy prestige and often
hold positions in their political groups. They have the opportunity to interact with faculty,
administration and can assert when it is possible and/or necessary. This relatively high status
and assertion of power can impress and motivate other students to take part in the group politics
and the political activities on campus. Students also learn from their families, neighbours,
community, and society that politics can push their social position upwards. Students from
lower socio-economic status can also found political a ladder to enhance their social status
(Brass & Krackhardt, 2012).

Table 1: Pearson R correlational analysis of Study Variables (N =396)

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. Peer Suggestion 1

2. Ethnic Affiliation b5** 1

3. Academic Envir. H53** ATF* 1

4. Pol. Culture A46** A46** .60** 1

5. Pol. Socialization A4** A0** A0** A9** 1

6. Power Deficit 34** A6** 39** S7*r* 34** 1

7. Status Deficit AT7** 27%* 29%* 29%* 1 7*%*  B5** 1
**p<.001
5. Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that students at campus join politics or political activities because
they are under the strong influence of their peers and the ethnic groups present on the campus
of the university. Ethnic affiliation to the groups is powerfully endorsing their political
participation. The academic environment of the campus, and issues faced in the co-curricular
and extra-curricular activities is another strong tenacious factor for them to join the political
groups at the campus. Political culture and political socialization are also influencing the
students to take part in the university level politics. The perceived status and power deficit also
persuade the students to participate in the politics on campus.
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