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COLA, COVID, and 50/500 Years  
of Struggle
A Dispatch from the University of California, Berkeley, 
Wildcat Strike

U n i v e r s i t y  o f  C a l i f o r n i a ,  B e r k e l e y,  
e t h n i C  s t U d i e s  G r a d U at e  C o l l e C t i v e

abstract   This short dis patch re flects on the re cent cost-of-liv ing-ad just ment (COLA) stu dent move-
ment at the University of California. We out line a short his tory of stu dent la bor ac tiv ism at the University 
of California, Berkeley, and  jux ta pose  it with  the strug gles  that have come out of  the Department of 
Ethnic Studies since 1969. We dis cuss the con text of COLA and how the COVID-19 pan demic has af fected 
the aims, goals, and de vel op ment of the move ment from an eth nic stud ies per spec tive.

keywords   eth nic stud ies, Third World Liberation Front, COLA, de col o ni za tion

Academic pol i tics are so vi cious be cause the stakes are so small.
—Henry Kissinger

The re cent wave of cost-of-liv ing-ad just ment (COLA) ac tiv ism at the University of 
California was sparked in the fall of 2019 at the University of California, Santa Cruz 
(UCSC) by a militant fac tion af l i ated with the or ga niz ing ef orts of the UC stu-
dent-worker union, United Auto Workers (UAW) Local 2865. During the sum mer 
of 2019, the union lead er ship and the University of California ad min is tra tion ne go-
ti ated and signed a con tro ver sial con tract agree ing to a 3 per cent wage in crease 
with no hous ing sub sidy or rec og ni tion of the dire need for a COLA.1 Largely in 
re sponse to the con tract, in De cem ber 2019, hun dreds of grad u ate stu dents at 
Santa Cruz with held grades, mo tion ing the start of a wild cat strike. When the 
strike was met with a se ries of fir ings, ar rests, and other re tal ia tory charges on the 
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part of the UCSC ad min is tra tion with the full sup port of Janet Napolitano’s UC 
Ofce of the President, it set of a chain re ac tion of sol i dar ity across the UC sys tem, 
gal va niz ing grad u ate stu dents to join the wild cat strike.

At UC Berkeley, a gen eral as sem bly of grad u ate stu dents be gan to or ga nize in 
sol i dar ity with UCSC stu dents, to spread the wild cat strike across UC campuses. 
With the Department of Af ri can Amer i can and Diaspora Studies lead ing the way, 
the Department of Ethnic Studies shortly followed, along with sev en teen other 
de part ments de clar ing them selves strike-ready. On March 9, 2020, grad u ate stu-
dents voted to join the wild cat strike by with hold ing grades and la bor, un til the 
fol low ing de mands were met: (1) the re in state ment of all  fired UCSC grad u ate stu-
dents, (2) a COLA, (3) the UC’s drop ping its un fair la bor prac tice charge against the 
union, (4) the de mil i tar iza tion of the UC Police, and (5) the elim i na tion of sin gle-
se mes ter lec turer ap point ments.

Notes on Fifty Years of Struggle
As a col lec tive of eth nic stud ies grad u ate stu dents at UC Berkeley, we see the 
im por tance and value for the call to ad just in come lev els to the ris ing cost of liv ing. 
We also con cern our selves with the state-sanc tioned vi o lence that peo ple of color 
ex pe ri ence at the hands of the po lice. Therefore, what we also see as non-ne go tia-
ble is the “de mil i tar iza tion” of UC po lice, or bet ter yet the com plete re moval of cops 
from cam pus. It must be stated that la bor or ga niz ing at UC Berkeley and across UC 
campuses has his tor i cally fo cused on a class anal y sis. To be clear, there have al ways 
been peo ple of color at the fore front of move ments for la bor rights, but cen ter ing 
race in the anal y sis has not al ways been a pri or ity when ag i tat ing the rank and fi le. 
Union or ga niz ing at the University of California goes back to the late 1930s.2 There 
were spo radic ef orts from the 1960s to the 1990s to mo bi lize for union af l i a tion 
but it wasn’t un til 1998 that a grad u ate stu dent strike resulted in the rec og ni tion of 
grad u ate stu dents as work ers, giv ing birth to UAW Local 2865. All these ef orts par-
alleled and co a lesced with var i ous move ments that we con sider to be in the larger 
spirit of the Third World Liberation Front (TWLF).

Alongside the union i za tion ef orts of the late ’60s, stu dents of color (Asian 
Amer i can, Black, Native, and Chicanx) mo bi lized the lon gest and most costly stu-
dent strike in US his to ry. We see our selves as the suc ces sors of the leg acy set forth 
by the TWLF in 1969, and we con tinue the emancipatory and decolonizing pro jects 
that emerged in the po lit i cal, ep i ste mic, and spir i tual bat tle for “eth nic stud ies.”3 
Since the cre a tion of the Department of Ethnic Studies, the UC ad min is tra tion has 
con tin u ously tried to shrink, merge, and ul ti mately dis man tle what re mains of the 
de part ment at UC Berkeley, be gin ning with the de nial of a pre vi ously prom ised 
au ton o mous col lege. Labor rights are among the po lit i cal fronts, but not the only 
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po lit i cal front, on which we have had to en gage. The 1969 TWLF strik ers in cluded 
as part of their strat egy the ef ort to gain the sup port and sol i dar ity of the teach ing 
as sistants strug ling to union ize.4 It was sim i lar in the 1980s and 1990s, dur ing the 
an ti-apart heid move ment and the move ment against re ac tion ary an ti-im mi grant 
California Senate Propositions 187, 227, and 209. Black and Indigenous stu dents 
and stu dents of color have al ways had to fight on var i ous fronts while cen ter ing 
race and rac ism be cause our sur vival de pends on it. For ex am ple, as the UAW 
Local 2865 formed in 1998, an it er a tion of the TWLF re formed itself in 1999 to fight 
against aus ter ity cuts and at tacks on the Department of Ethnic Studies, which 
resulted in a long and con ten tious hun ger strike in 1999 to save the de part ment 
from be ing dissolved.5 The 1999 TWLF hun ger strike could be read as a pre cur sor 
to the 2009 aus ter ity cri sis, which hit the UC sys tem as a re sult of the 2008 global 
fi nan cial melt down. Like the min er’s ca nary, stu dents of color al ways feel the cri sis 
“be fore” it hits.

Much like in years be fore, in 2009 and 2010 Ethnic Studies stu dents be came 
pre oc cu pied with the ad min is tra tion’s cru sade to dis solve and di vest from the 
Department of Ethnic Studies once again. As part of a strat egy of at tri tion, the UC 
Berkeley ad min is tra tion had ig nored re quests to fill re tired fac ulty and staf po si-
tions. When the ad min is tra tion launched a blan ket “equal” cut across the board, 
smaller de part ments like Ethnic Studies were hit hardest, and a hun ger strike was 
launched in 2011 to de fend Ethnic Studies from these cuts and the mas sive cuts 
to pub lic ed u ca tion in California in gen er al.6 As the broader stu dent move ment 
fought back against tu ition hikes and mass lay ofs, those of us in Ethnic Studies 
had to con tend with the con tin ued threat to our self-de ter mi na tion and ex is tence 
as a de part ment. Inspired by the Occupy Wall Street move ment, stu dents cre-
ated an en camp ment on the steps of Sproul Hall, and in re sponse the UC Berkeley 
ad min is tra tion unleashed the po lice force on pro test ers. Many of the or ga niz ers, 
stu dents of col or, some from Ethnic Studies, were bru tal ized and arrested.7 As the 
Occupy move ments fiz zled out when po lice of  cers were given a green light to vi o-
lently crush en camp ments, the rise of the more militant “de col o nize” con tin gent 
of ac tiv ists brought forth an Indigenous-cen tered cri tique of the call to “oc cupy 
ev ery thing,” and as a re sult many white ac tiv ists, in typ i cal fash ion, sim ply faded 
away.8

A COLA Makes Sense
The call to or ga nize around a COLA came to us from our com rades in Af ri can Amer-
i can and Diaspora Studies. In a let ter they penned addressed to UC Berkeley chan-
cel lor Carol Christ, they stated their sup port for a COLA and stressed the de mand 
to ad dress the his tory of po lice bru tal ity on the part of the UC Police Department. 
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As Indigenous grad u ate stu dents and grad u ate stu dents of col or, we are in debted 
to the TWLF’s vi sion and ef ort to build sol i dar ity among racialized peo ple. We also 
main tain our com mit ment to the vi sion for a Third World College—an au ton o mous 
col lege with in, yet be yond, the uni ver sity sys tem. For us, COLA be came a ral ly ing 
point to reactivate a cul tural mem ory and an in vi ta tion to re com mit to the TWLF’s 
guid ing prin ci ples of sol i dar i ty, self-de ter mi na tion, and an ed u ca tion that is rel e-
vant to and in part ner ship with racialized, mar gin al ized, and minoritized com mu-
ni ties. The COLA strug les emerge from a larger con text: the his tor i cally un just 
and un equal dis tri bu tion of re sources rooted in sys tems of power such as white 
su prem a cy, cap i tal ism, cis-heterosexist pa tri ar chy, ableism, and set tler co lo nial-
ism. As an eth nic stud ies col lec tive, our de mand for COLA also includes a com mit-
ment to de col o nize the uni ver sity and strug le for a just and eq ui ta ble so ci ety for 
all  mar gin al ized peo ple.9

The Effects of COVID-19 on COLA
Although the first case of COVID-19 in California was con firmed on Jan u ary 25, 
2020, the World Health Organization did not de clare coronavirus a global health 
emer gency un til Jan u ary 30. The COLA move ment’s in creas ing mo men tum came 
to gether in a rally on Sproul Hall, which was attended by over one thou sand un der-
grad u ate stu dents, grad u ate stu dents, fac ul ty, staf, and res i dents. On March 16, 
seven Bay Area counties de clared a shel ter-in-place or der, and on March 19 the gov-
er nor of California issued a state-wide shel ter-in-place or der, lim it ing our abil ity 
to mo bi lize rallies and phys i cal picket lines on cam pus. By April, the en tire COLA 
or ga niz ing strat egy had to shift, and as stu dents fell deeper into pre car i ous ness 
many or ga niz ers be gan to push for a sanc tioned strike backed by the UAW Local 
2865 through an un fair la bor prac tice charge. Because of the cri sis, many grad u ate 
stu dents returned to work and re neged on their com mit ment to with hold grades, 
lead ing or ga niz ers at UCSC and other UC campuses to call of the wild cat strike 
and work in fa vor of a sanc tioned un fair la bor prac tices strike.10

Where Are We Now
Janet Napolitano an nounced that the University of California took $600 mil lion 
in losses in the month of March alone and projected April’s losses to sur pass those 
num bers.11 Mass lay ofs of lec tur ers, staf, and other pre car i ous work ers are sched-
uled for the fall. On April 3, 2020, Henry Kissinger penned an op-ed in the Wall 
Street Journal, where he wrote, “When the Covid-19 pan demic is over, many coun-
tries’ in sti tu tions will be per ceived as hav ing failed. Whether this judg ment is 
ob jec tively fair is ir rel e vant. The re al ity is the world will never be the same aft er the 
coronavirus. To ar gue now about the past only makes it harder to do what has to be 
done,” and he could not be more right about that.12 The University of California will 
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not look the same aft er the dust of COVID-19 set tles, and it is up to us, and those of 
us in other mar gin al ized spaces, to be there to re make it from the ground up: into 
a uni ver sity that ac tu ally serves the peo ple.

Graduate stu dents in Ethnic Studies and Af ri can Amer i can and Diaspora Stud-
ies con tinue to or ga nize and build ca pac ity with other stu dent and com mu nity 
com rades. We be lieve in the fight for COLA, but be yond a cost of liv ing ad just-
ment, our col lec tive strives to ward greater and more rad i cal de mands that ad dress 
the fun da men tal prob lems move ments like COLA are try ing to ad dress. For us, it 
has al ways been about po lice bru tal ity and the state-sanc tioned vi o lence inflicted 
on Black and Brown peo ple. Our strug les have al ways been about land and food, 
against set tler co lo nial ism and white su prem a cist vi o lence. COVID-19 has in ten si-
fied all  these fronts, but peo ple of color have been liv ing in a con stant cri sis for over 
five hun dred years, and we know how to sur vive.

On May 2, 2020, an online town hall was held by mem bers of UC Ethnic 
Studies–af l i ated pro grams and de part ments. Alliances were built and new pos si-
bil i ties were born. We are here for a COLA, but we will not stop there. We are not 
only grad u ate work ers. We are also ab o li tion ists, women of color fem i nists, po ets, 
writ ers, mu si cians, and cooks. We are rad i cal health work ers, moth ers, daugh ters, 
and spir i tual guides. We are only in the ini tial stages, and it is dif  cult to pre dict 
where we will go, or how we will get there. We have the leg acy of the TWLF and 
the his tory of over five hun dred years of an ti-co lo nial and an ti-rac ist re sis tance 
to guide us. We will con tinue to build and work to ward decolonial fu tures like our 
lives de pend on it, be cause they do.

THE UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, BERKELEY, ETHNIC STUDIES GRADUATE 
COLLECTIVE is an or ga niz ing body of in dig e nous stu dents and stu dents of color who 
come to gether as guests on Huichin, the tra di tional home lands of Chochenyo and Lisjan 
Ohlone. As ben e fi cia ries of a set tler-co lo nial in sti tu tion, we unite in our work to de col o-
nize our re la tion ships with our com mu ni ties and with the land and wa ter. We af rm and 
ac knowl edge our re spon si bil ity to this place, a site of his toric vi o lence and on go ing dis-
pos ses sion, which de mands com mit ment to a pro cess of rep a ra tions that includes ac cess 
to dig ni fied hous ing for all  mar gin al ized com mu ni ties. We are guided by the prin ci ples 
of au ton omy and self-de ter mi na tion with a vi sion of a fu ture where land, la bor, and life 
are respected in mu tu al ity and rec i proc i ty. Abra ham Ramirez, Cyn thia Ledesma, Angela 
Aguilar, Sonia Suarez, Marcelo Garzo Montalvo, and Ina Kelleher con trib uted to this piece.

Notes
1. Latimer and Horton estimate that “in the 2018–2019 academic year, 77% of PhD (i.e. all PhD 

students in the UC system except UC Davis, Merced, and Riverside) and 100% of master’s 
students across the UC system were rent-burdened, yielding a total percentage of 78% of 
academic graduate students being rent-burdened.” The Department of Housing and Urban 
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Development defines rent-burdened as spending more than 30 percent of pre-tax income 
on rent. In talking to graduate students involved with COLA at UC Berkeley, we found that 
a significant portion spend anywhere from 50 to 70 percent of their income on rent alone.

2. UAW 2865, “Our History.”
3. We agree with Maldonado-Torres when he writes, “Seen from the outside and through the 

lenses of the European sciences . . .  Ethnic Studies and related fields only appear partially 
and in distorted form” and that “Ethnic Studies, their survival, and continued growth also 
have to do with its rich and diverse epistemological foundations.” See Maldonado-Torres, 
“Ethnic Studies,” 235.

4. AAPA cofounder and 1969 striker Harvey Dong notes that “support from the American 
Federation of Teachers Local 1570 occurred incrementally.” An initial vote in January 1969 
to support the strike and stand in solidarity was defeated. It was not until an ofshoot of 
thirty-six AFT Local 1570 members who stood in solidarity with the TWLF were arrested 
and brutalized by the police in February of that year that the union voted to strike. See 
Dong, “Third World Liberation Front”; and Leong, “Personal and Social Transformation.”

5. See Luna, “1999 twLF.”
6. The current 2020 COLA4All movement can be traced back to this specific moment in 

student movement history. See Ikebe, “Roots.”
7. See Dupuy, “Occupy Cal”; and Daily Californian, “Complete Coverage.”
8. Tuck and Yang, “Decolonization.” To see the more radical tendencies within Oakland 

Occupy, also known as Oakland Commune, see Conatz, “Occupy Oakland,” and the short 
film The Oakland Commune, produced by Brandon Jourdan and Marianne Maeckelbergh.

9. See Lee and Ahtone, “Land-Grab Universities,” on the need to return land back to its 
original caretakers.

10. Graduate students in most departments decided to return to work and break the digital 
picket line, leaving graduate students in Ethnic Studies and African American and Diaspora 
Studies (i.e., students of color) along with Theater, Dance, and Performance Studies as the 
last workers holding the line.

11. See Watanabe, “UC Reels.”
12. Kissinger, “Coronavirus Pandemic.”
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