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Introduction
Global Student Struggles in and against the University

D O N N A  H O N A R P I S H E H

And so I came to the year 1968. Or 1968 came to me. With the ben e fit of hind sight I could 
say I felt it com ing. I could say I had a wild hunch and it didn’t catch me un awares. I 
fore saw, intuited or suspected it; I sniffed it on the wind from the very first min ute of 
Jan u ary; I an tic i pated and en vis aged it even as the first (and last) piñata of that in no
cently fes tive Jan u ary was smashed open. I could even go so far as to say that I smelled its 
scent in the bars and parks in Feb ru ary and March of that year; I sensed its pre ter nat u ral 
quiet in the book shops and the food stalls, while I stood eat ing a pork taco in the Calle 
San Ildefonso, star ing at the church of Saint Catherine of Siena and the Mex i can dusk 
swirling de lir i ous ly, be fore the year 1968 was what it would be come.
—Roberto Bolaño, Amuleto

Each page of Roberto Bolaño’s 1999 novel Amuleto is haunted by the trauma of the 
Tlatelolco Massacre (Oc to ber 2, 1968), when riot po lice and mil i tary forces bru tally 
shot un armed uni ver sity and high school stu dents, lead ing to deaths and dis ap
pear ances that re main un ac counted for and un known to this day. Bolaño’s nar ra
tive un folds like a dream; its prose moves be tween skewed mem o ries, en coun ters 
that have not yet oc curred, and im ages that stand still. The nar ra tive asks us to 
re mem ber the events of 1968 in Mexico City, as well as the wave of stu dent re bel
lions that spread across the world, as open and un fin ished strugg les, as wounds 
that con tinue to sound their pain (along with their prom ises) across his tor i cal time 
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and geo graphic bor ders, and are now inherited by a va ri ety of rad i cal com mit ments. 
Reflecting on the mov ing force of 1968, Bolaño’s nar ra tor, Auxilio Lacouture, per ceives 
the im bri ca tion of past, pres ent, and fu ture: “The year 1968 be came the year 1964 and 
the year 1960 be came the year 1956. But it also be came the years 1970 and 1973 and 
the years 1975 and 1976.”1 This time is not one of rup ture or uni di rec tional move ment; 
rath er, it un du lates in mul ti ple di rec tions, dem on strat ing a dy namic his tor i cal mem
ory im por tant for po lit i cal mo bi li za tion. Bolaño’s po etic ren der ing of state vi o lence 
against stu dent ac tiv ists reg is ters the tem po ral and global man i fes ta tions of past 
strugg les as well as their fu ture per mu ta tions, keep ing open a ho ri zon of pos si bil
i ty, suggesting that in the po lit i cal ac tiv ism we are wit ness to on uni ver sity campuses 
to day we might still hear the re sound ing echo of stu dent de mands ini ti ated in 1968.

Indeed, the range of stu dent move ments across the globe that con tinue to 
voice their de mands and wage their strugg les for and within the uni ver sity points 
to the ne ces sity of think ing about the role of the uni ver sity in con tem po rary strug
gles and the ways in which it can operate as a ground for rad i cal po lit i cal cri tique, 
even while it is, at the same time, mired in his to ries of co lo nial vi o lence, ra cial 
dis crim i na tion, class/caste hi er ar chy, and vi o lence against women and queer and 
trans peo ple of col or. It is also a quo tid ian re minder of the grim re al ity of in creased 
pri vat iza tion and bu reau cra ti za tion. As part of a broader re flec tion prompted by 
the fif i eth an ni ver sary of 1968, as well as by persisting inequities faced by stu dents, 
this dos sier con sid ers the global con di tions of stu dent ac tiv ism, from Mexico City 
to Par is, Berkeley, Johannesburg, New Delhi, Hyderabad, and Palestine.

Readers might note the dy namic sense of his tory and the nar ra tive era sures 
in an im age cre ated by Berlinbased arts col lec tive Slavs and Ta tars. Drawing on 
the res o nances of the gen eral strike that built up to the stu dent up heav als in Paris 
in 1968, the im age includes the River Seine over laid with 1388 in hijri num ber ing 
(which con verts to 1968). This brightcol ored green and yel low bill board over the 
Parisian back drop re opens the po lit i caltem po ral bound aries of pro test and suff er
ing to sur face the un til re cently elided Paris Massacre of 1961. The Paris Massacre 
of Oc to ber 17 re flects one of the darkest mo ments in French co lo nial his to ry, when 
the French po lice turned their guns on a group of thirty thou sand pro test ers as they 
marched to call for an end to the war in Algeria, mas sa cring over three hun dred 
Algerians, throw ing many of them off the bridge and into the Seine. The super
imposed im age brings Oc to ber 17 into the mem ory of 1968, linking these dates in 
French his to ry. This vi sual ges ture points to France’s his tory of co lo nial ism and con
tin ued re pressed nar ra tives of French state vi o lence against Algerians, ab sent from, 
yet haunting, France’s sta ble na tional nar ra tive of rev o lu tion and prog ress. The cur
rent re ver ber a tions of global stu dent ac tiv ism in the face of persisting vi o lence and 
in equal ity de mand that we reckon with po lit i cal mo bi li za tion be yond the tem po
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ral and spa tial con tours of any originary move ment and con sider more deeply the 
chang ing con tem po rary for mu la tions of stu dent de mands. Rather than posit the 
events of 1968 as the point of or i gin for a new or der, the con tri bu tions to this dos sier 
on global  student move ments con tain overlapping tem po ral i ties while attesting to 
the rad i cally cre a tive and po lit i cally ur gent work taken on by stu dent ac tiv ists to day.

The fol low ing con tri bu tions take read ers through a range of his tor i cal 
mo ments and lo cal strugg les, most of which are pres ently ac tive in cam pus com
mu ni ties as well as in broader in tercam pus or ga niz ing and which of en ex tend 
be yond the uni ver sity space to cre ate al li ances with com mu ni ties out side the in sti
tu tion. The var i ous forms these ac tiv ist doc u ments take—es says, leafl ets, lists 
of de mands, pro test pho tos, graphic art, po et ry, and short stories—give read ers 
a sense of the range of cre a tive prac tices that are in te gral to stu dent or ga niz ing. 
Among our con trib u tors are stu dents, ac tiv ists, art ists, and schol ars, many of 
whom take on sev eral of these categories at once; all  of them are po lit i cal ac tors 
invested in the the o ret i cal tools off ered by higher ed u ca tion, and their con tri bu
tions share a vi sion of the uni ver sity as a site not only for pro test but for trans for
ma tion as well. By bring ing these pieces to geth er, we hope to cre ate an as sem blage 
of global move ments that speak to diff er ing and some times overlapping con cerns. 
From the spread of the rightwing ideology that has spurred de bates about free 
speech across US campuses, to the in creased pri vat iza tion and adjunctification 
of the uni ver sity that has con trib uted to the ex ploi ta tion of la bor for stu dent and 
nonstu dent work ers alike, and the fee hikes that ac com pany such pri vat iza tion in 
places like the University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, the con tri bu tions 
to this spe cial is sue de mand that we reckon with the sta tus and place of the uni ver
sity as it sur ren ders to op pres sive forms of pow er.

Pinjra Tod (Break the Cage), an au ton o mous wom en’s col lec tive from sev eral 
col le ges in New Delhi, speaks out against se cu rity mea sures, in cluding the sur
veil lance of wom en’s bod ies by uni ver sity au thor i ties, and aims to re claim pub lic 
spaces with slo gans such as “DOWN WITH THE RHETORIC OF PROTECTION & 
SAFETY!” Their crit i cal re sis tance to nar ra tives of se cu rity points to the way the 
uni ver sity re pro duces Brah man i cal and pa tri ar chal struc tures to limit wom en’s 
mo bil i ty. In this dos sier, their con tri bu tion speaks out against the In dian state’s 
pol i cies in Kash mir, which again, with a vo cab u lary of “safe ty” and “pro tec tion,” 
have turned Kash mir into an openair pris on. Those cri tiques of cap i tal ism and 
pa tri ar chy in vite us to ex plore how uni ver sity ap pa ra tuses de ter mine what con sti
tutes safe ty, for whom, and for what ends; these ques tions res o nate with the work 
be ing done by Disarm the UC, an in ter sec tional stu dent col lec tive that seeks to 
dis man tle the University of California’s in creas ing re li ance on mil i ta rized po lice 
pres ence on campuses, a pres ence said to be, again, for the sake of stu dent “safe ty” 
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and “se cu ri ty.” What is lost when governing in sti tu tions take com mand of our 
safety and be come the op er at ing force maintaining its sta bil i ty? Which bod ies 
are deemed dan ger ous to this se cu ri tiz ing ap pa ra tus? How might diff er ing con
cep tions of safety come into play in places like UC Berkeley, where the uni ver sity 
aims to pro tect the speech of rightwing in vited speak ers whose rhet o ric poses real 
risks to the safety of oth ers, namely queer and trans stu dents and stu dents of col
or, many of whom rely on safe spaces? As the uni ver sity pri or i tizes fi nan cial profit 
over stu dent needs, stu dent ac tiv ists of en find al ter na tive me di ums to pro vide 
care for other stu dents and com mu nity mem bers, pro duc ing vi tal ma te ri als such 
as the “AntiMilo Toolkit,” a doc u ment cre ated by grad u ate stu dents to give oth ers 
strat e gies and tac tics to counter and pro tect them selves from threat en ing altright 
pres ences on cam pus, when the uni ver sity failed to do so.

Ofen stu dents fight for trans for ma tive pos si bil i ties through forms of col lab o
ra tive risktak ing with oth ers, cre at ing in some con texts forms of eth i cal com mu
ni ty. Audre Lorde re minds us of the cre a tive func tion of dif er ence, of ac tiv ist work 
that en gages with diff er ence as a cre a tive force in the ser vice of imag in ing new ways 
of think ing, act ing, and com ing to geth er. Difference, Lorde writes, “is that raw and 
pow er ful con nec tion from which our per sonal power is forged.”2 Whereas govern
ing or ders aim to se cure and sta bi lize, in ter sec tional stu dent move ments prove that 
we should not shy away from diff er ence, that we make use of its gen er a tive pow
ers in the face of re pres sive forces. Intersectional pro test prac tices were a founding 
prin ci ple of the Third World Liberation Front (TWLF), a co a li tion of mi nor ity stu
dent or ga ni za tions that col lected their de mands in 1968 to fight against a pre dom i
nantly Eu ro cen tric ed u ca tion and for a more in clu sive acad e my, one that would take 
se ri ously their epis te mo log i cal per spec tives. The strikes that emerged from these 
col lab o ra tions be came what are known as the lon gest and ar gu  ably most impactful 
stu dent strikes in US his to ry, resulting in the es tab lish ment of dis ci plines like eth
nic stud ies and Black stud ies, among other nonwhite dis ci plines. In spite of these 
successes within the uni ver si ty, we know that the “dan ger” of the po lit i cal po ten tial 
of diff er ence is deeply reg is tered by governing bu reau cra cies that seek to re press its 
pow er. Consider the me dia spec ta cle gen er ated in 2018 at UC Berkeley and the in sti
tu tion’s fear that dem on stra tors might dis rupt a pris tine im age of the university’s 
re spect for free speech. This fear only led to fur ther mil i ta ri za tion of the cam pus. 
In 2015–16 at the University of Missouri, it took a weeklong stu dent hun ger strike 
for the dean of the uni ver sity to fi nally be gin to re spond to stu dents’ longstanding 
de mands for ra cial equal i ty. Student dem on stra tions, inasmuch as they dis rupt and 
give rec og ni tion to diff er ences in de sire, de mands, and po lit i cal com mit ments, and 
inasmuch as they par take in in ter sec tional col lab o ra tion—of en in volv ing its own 
forms of the o ret i cal risktak ing, in clud ing the shar ing of vulnerabilities—do have 
the ca pac ity to take diff er ence and trans form it into col lec tive pow er.
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Students across the globe prove that, de spite dis crim i na tory struc tures and 
ep i ste mic era sures, there is still po ten tial in en gag ing with the uni ver si ty, in us ing 
its grounds crit i cally and col lec tively as a stage for pub lic pro test. The #feesmustfall 
move ment that be gan in 2015 at the University of the Witwatersrand or “Wits” in 
Johannesburg be came the spring board for other stu dent move ments across South 
Africa. Initially, stu dents demanded an elim i na tion of fees so that all  stu dents 
could at tain aff ord able ac cess. Student ac tiv ist Mbali Mazibuko points to the way 
this ini tial ar tic u la tion of a de mand fur ther opened the sphere of de sire and the 
ex tent of the stu dent move ment. Students were moved to de mand more than ba sic 
in sti tu tional ac ces si bil i ty, in au gu rat ing a push to de col o nize Af ri can uni ver si ties 
across the con ti nent. As in many move ments we have witnessed, cour age serves as 
the ground from which stu dents are moved to state their de mands and take po lit i
cal risks, ex pos ing them selves to the vi o lence of com mand ing forces, bring ing also 
the po ten tial of trans for ma tive change.

Writing from Palestine, Majd Kayyal de scribes the col lapse of the pos si bil ity of 
as sem bly for Palestinian stu dents within the set tlerco lo nial in sti tu tions of Israeli 
uni ver si ties. Pinjra Tod’s ac tiv ist work con tin u ously re marks upon the hy poc risy of 
a sys tem that prom ises safety for women while eras ing their au ton o my, es pe cially 
when cases of sex ual ha rass ment are rou tinely si lenced. Sara Ahmed de scribes a 
sustained and ac tive form of re sis tance through the con cept of will ful ness, a po lit
i cal stance that re fuses to cover over what is miss ing, what is deemed “diff er ent.” 
What we learn from Ahmed is that a pol i tics of will ful ness is nei ther al ways in ten
tional nor de pen dent on a sub ject be hind the will.3 In the case of Dalit an ticaste 
re sis tance, the sui cide of Rohith Vemula in 2016 is un der stood by Dickens Leonard 
as a will ful re jec tion of a re jec tion. This raises ques tions about the mean ing of his 
death: Who did his death be long to? Was it a sac ri fice? Was it his own death or was 
it also the death of com mu ni ty? And fur ther, how does this phys i cal death re late to 
the prior on to log i cal or “so cial” death he ex pe ri enced at the hands of dis crim i na
tory struc tures of the uni ver sity prior to the mo ment of his phys i cal death?

In his re flec tion on stu dent ac tiv ism in In dian uni ver si ties, Gaurav Pathania 
ar gues that an ticaste ac tiv ists en gage in a prac tice of de con struc tion to undo 
the so cial mean ing of iden ti ty, and sub se quent ly, use the space of the uni ver sity 
to build lib er at ing coalitional re la tions and undo his tor i calcul tural nar ra tives of 
caste. Indeed, many stu dent voices in this dos sier har mo nize with Ahmed’s med i
ta tion on what it means to be a will ful sub ject, act ing according to a cer tain set of 
de sires and val ues out side of the norm, not al ways in ten tion ally but of en from the 
grounds of con vic tion, pain, and rage.

At the end of Zachary Manfredi’s re flec tion on the role of the law in two par tic
u lar mo ments of re sis tance in re cent his to ry—the Occupy move ment and the ini
tial Mus lim ban lit i ga tion of 2017—he states the ne ces sity of cre at ing in ter sec tional 
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link ages in lef pol i tics with out instrumentalizing diff er ence. While both Occupy 
and the Mus lim ban in spired mass mo bi li za tions across pub lic squares, uni ver sity 
campuses, and air ports, our cur rent COVID19 quag mire, which de mands so cial 
dis tanc ing, has al tered our abil ity to col lec tively mo bi lize in this same way for 
the time be ing. Indeed, as the world cur rently faces a global pan dem ic, it seems 
ur gently nec es sary to build rad i cally diff er ent forms of sol i dar ity and coalitional 
strat egy in the face of encroaching op pres sive forces. On a fun da men tal lev el, the 
cri sis has chal lenged the means by which stu dents can gath er, or ga nize, and hold 
the uni ver sity ac count able, es pe cially when uni ver sity re sponses such as an tic i
pated aus ter ity mea sures put the most vul ner a ble stu dent pop u la tions at risk.

UC Berkeley’s COLA (Cost of Living Adjustment) move ment has de clared 
a shif in tac tics since the California gov er nor’s shel terinplace or der in March. 
The move ment, which be gan at UC Santa Cruz and resulted in the fir ing of over 
se venty strik ing grad u ate stu dents, set in mo tion a se ries of wild cat strikes across 
UC campuses. At UC Berkeley, the Ethnic Studies and Af ri can Amer i can stud ies 
(AfAm) de part ments were the first two to de clare strikeread i ness, en er giz ing the 
move ment on cam pus. However, even as many de part ments de cided to sub mit 
grades this spring due to the eff ects of COVID19 on teach ing and learn ing, Berke
ley’s AfAm and Ethnic Studies de part ments de clared that COVID19 only ex poses 
the ur gency of the COLA move ment and that they in tend to con tinue coalitional 
work that cen ters the voices and ex pe ri ences of mar gin al ized stu dents. In a dis
patch on their leg acy of stu dent ac tiv ism and their role in the COLA move ment, the 
Ethnic Studies Collective de clared their renewed com mit ment to the de mands of 
COLA while also em pha siz ing the im por tance of coalitional or ga niz ing, and po lit i
cal com mit ments that place demilitarizing the uni ver sity and the ab o li tion of white 
su prem a cist be liefs at the top of the list of po lit i cal pri or i ties. And while COVID19 
has cre ated un cer tain ty, these stu dent ac tiv ists know that the an ti co lo nial and an ti
rac ist his to ries from which they emerge will be guid ing forces as they con tinue to 
build to ward decolonial fu tures.

What emerges from the vul ner a bil ity and strength of these stu dent ac tiv
ists is a call to chal lenge the uni ver sity for fail ing to as sume its crit i cal task, and 
to de mand that it both hear and re spond to stu dent voices for re stor ative jus tice 
and in sti tu tional trans for ma tion. The col lec tion of ac tiv ist doc u ments here at test 
to the ex pan sive and dy namic na ture of global stu dent strugg les, from stu dents 
who find crit i cal tools within the the o ries pro duced by the uni ver sity to oth ers who 
must turn to po lit i cal imag in ings out side the uni ver sity when the knowl edge pro
duced therein only re pro duces the vi o lent struc tures of the broader so cial sphere. 
And fur ther, in parts of the world where the uni ver sity is itself un der at tack, where 
preexisting prob lems are now agg ra vated by the con di tions of the global pan dem ic, 
stu dents from across the globe call for aff ord able and ac ces si ble ed u ca tion; they 
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seek al li ances and po lit i cal foun da tions from which they can cul ti vate their pow er, 
ar tic u late cho sen free doms and as sert rights to selfdefi  ni tion through diff er ence, 
cre a tive and crit i cal thought, and of en through ac cess to the tools of ed u ca tion 
itself. As in Bolaño’s am u let, an im age that con jures forces—his tor i cal, futural, 
and imag i na tive—the pieces brought to gether in this dos sier dem on strate the cre
a tive capacities of stu dent ac tiv ism and put forth the de sire and ur gency of the 
uni ver sity as a global site of strugg le, one in which trans for ma tion is made pos si ble 
through the o ret i calpo lit i cal acts of risktak ing, in and out side of the uni ver si ty.

DONNA HONARPISHEH is a PhD can di date in the Department of Comparative 
Literature and the Program in Critical Theory at the University of California, Berkeley. 
Her re search fo cuses on global mod ern ist aes thet ics, Ira nian film and fic tion, 
Francophone lit er a ture, and post co lo nial the o ry.

Notes
1. Bolaño, Amulet, 32.
2. Lorde, “Master’s Tools,” 95.
3. Ahmed, Willful Subjects, 185.
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