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Abstract

In a time of global neoliberal precarity that follows from perpetual war, uncontracted and
heightened forced global migration to name a few contemporary violences, there has been a
noticeable rise of protest both nationally and also localized to university campuses in the United
States. Experiencing the historical weight of racism, classism, sexism, ableism, and nationalism
on college campuses, students are claiming public and digital spaces as sites of resistance. These
movements trace connections to the accomplishments of the civil and academic rights
movements of the 1960s, by again and still asking for institutional responses to white supremacy
and systems of oppression (Ferguson, 2012) while realizing they take different shapes due to the
international, national, and local forces that call them into being. This paper provides some
preliminary mapping of the student activist and institutional responses to student

movements. Necessarily, my work also historicizes the how the university is shaped by national
and global political and economic violence and structures—namely, neoliberalism and

empire. Using feminist, queer, and critical race theory as my theoretical and methodological
frameworks, I examine two case studies of student protest: The University of California, San
Diego of 2009 and the University of Missouri in 2015. I ask questions about the production of
student political subjectivity, as both process and product. Using what Guattari and Rolnik
(2008) term capitalist subjectivity, I am particularly interested in analyzing how a particular,
perhaps alternate kind of student (activist) political subject(ivity) emerges in/out of confrontation
with the university’s normative student subjectivity, but nonetheless constituted in relation to

it. This thesis works within a historico-political moment (2009-2015), and hopes to both
interrogate and understand the university, its strategic gains for social justice, and what we make

of its role in the here and now.
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Preface

This thesis is original and independent work of the author, K. Carey. Parts of Chapter 1 have
been published in the Open Library of Humanities [Carey, K. (2016). On Cleaning: Student
Activism in the Corporate and Imperial University. Open Library of Humanities, 2(2): e4, pp. 1-

30, DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.16995/01h.92] by the author.
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PROLOGUE

21 September 2014

About 150 students congregated at the bottom of the university’s sloping hill, with a tense
combination of excitement, exhaustion, and anxiety emanating from their eyes and bodily
movements. Cars were shuttling sleeping bags and blankets to a nearby house that was
volunteered to hold the belongings of those who were preparing to stay overnight in the
university’s Admissions office. After driving one of the cars, I arrived back to the spot just a
minute before one of the organizers, a 22 year-old African-American woman, began calling
everybody into line. Rather quickly, the densely packed group of people made their way up to
the newly renovated, red brick building. As soon as we entered, ten students moved quickly,
taping off areas where people could sit, having researched the fire code regulations the night
before. Members of the Association of Critical Collegians (ACC) made homes out of various
corners of grey carpet—some sitting and finding spaces to read, others grabbing some of the
already prepared red and black spray painted cardboard signs to head outside: diversity not
diversion, community not conformity, reclaiming our education. I hear Chimebere’s voice
cracking as she continues to chant, her body already exhausted and yet the volume comes from
some unknown place inside her small body. There are already tears. This is the first time
anyone outside of our house is allowed to see them. Students were taking a stand on the kinds of
oppression they faced within the campus community, and demanding attention.

Standing on the stone steps, we noticed an employee from Buildings and Grounds
standing nearby the building (one of the only people of color employed on campus) directing
those who worked in the Admissions office to head down to the student union. It was clear that
the university had been aware of what the ACC had planned for that Monday morning, and had
made plans to address the situation—that is, ensuring that business could take place in the form
of an alternative space. From the first few moments of what would turn into a 100 hour-long sit-
in demonstration, the administration of the university took measures to ensure that outside of the
Admissions Office, the institution’s daily functioning would continue as usual. Tours,
information sessions, and other events related to the self-marketing of the university were simply
dis-and re-located, and staff were trained accordingly. A movement started with two weeks of
underground planning, initiated by four women of colour, both beginning and regulated within
ten minutes of its commencement.

24 September 2014

There were seven of us at the table. Four women of colour, a representative from
communications, the dean of the college, the university president. It was as if the president had
been studying power poses—I noticed his swift movement from standing tall, fingertips poised in
a steeple in front of his chest, to both of his palms flat on the varnish, straight-backed over the
wood, to his constant pacing around the room. We were in the middle of what would be a five-
day sit-in demonstration;, it was Wednesday. I asked him about the email he ostensibly sent
yesterday, while we were sitting in these exact positions. There were two, actually: one that
asked the student movement to take down a post on Twitter that was supposedly “inaccurate,”
and another to the wider campus community. The person from communications responds,
betraying the heavy drafting process of the email, the number of eyes that it crosses in its path,
the submission into an automatic system where it then goes out to the university. A brief tangent
before we get back into the messiness of negotiating the administration’s response to our list of
21 action steps. And the power stances resume.



The conversation stalled at the demand addressing either the elimination of Greek life or
the addition of multicultural sororities and fraternities. I feel the rate of my anxiety increasing
in tandem with the volume in the room: there is yelling back and forth, Kori fills the room with
precise reasoning, knowing her audience, as to the effects that fraternities have in cultivating
rape culture, mental health distress, as spaces that breed offensive racial and sexist slurs and
actions. The president responds that this is not going to happen; that if students just listened to
the administration about how to manage events and parties, none of these things would be an
issue. Kori counters saying we will not leave until this is resolved; the president cuts her off,
saying that this just isn’t possible; Kori says that a lot of things aren’t possible, but that doesn't
mean... Slam. The president slams his palms on the end of the wooden table and yells, no. And
for the first time in three days, the room is silent. We look at each other, unsure what to do, how
to feel, what our next course of action is. The representative from communications suggests we
break for the day. The four of us go downstairs, nearly collapsing into the wood railing that
holds us as we walk. I can feel the exhaustion in the beads of sweat on the back of my neck, ears
ringing as professors ask us whether we would consider an exit strategy, as first year students
look at us eagerly, waiting for affirmation that their social media posts were beautiful, just as
they are.

4 December 2014

I could feel the darkness of the clouds set in with the turning of the seasons, dead leaves
crunching as I ran to check on the third person with a suicide scare that week. Despite the
success of the weeks and months prior, with tangible gains and steps forward made by the
university administration, the university was in crisis. It came after the lack of indictment for
Eric Garner and Michael Brown—and another set of demonstrations that asked the campus
community to listen. The United States was in a state of emergency, and students responded to
student protesters with death threats. Students of colour are haunted by the footsteps of those
following them around campus, followed home by anonymous voices in cars yelling racial slurs,
throwing objects, email inboxes full of threats about women’s bodies, about heads smashing into
walls, about cuts to be made. The glares on our backs like daggers, menacingly and constantly
following our gait. It was a change, I realize, from our previously invisible stature to one of
dangerous hypervisibility.

I never walk alone—but always keeping track of those closest to me. “Have you heard
from Natasha today”; “Hey, when’s the last time you talked with Dayna;” “Where are you
going? Alone? Will you text me when you get there? Let me go with you.” Adding to a campus
culture that already breeds precarious mental and physical states, the added threats did none of
our fretting much good.

And soon enough I find myself up the stairs of the house, watching eight police officers
storm into my bedroom. I hear Melissa’s body hit the wall, and my head drowns out the screams
of Edwin and Jordan, yelling at the officer three times her size. I look for her face, and my eyes
land on shivering bodies. I see a stretcher, eight white bodies restraining one Black body. Eight
white bodies with guns holding one Black body. And it doesn’t seem so different from the
national movement we were all fighting against, anymore. As I sprint down the stairs I keep a
running tape of my friends names and whereabouts replaying in my head. I feel my legs moving
fast as we are suddenly outside, yelling for each other, begging Frank to get in the car so we can
go—so we can follow the paramedics. I hear the air exiting my lungs in the form of screams. [
hear Christelle screaming as she is still holding the Bible close to her chest, pleading to get us to
the hospital as fast as we can. I am in the car. And my eyes race frantically around me as the



car pulls out of my house’s driveway, and I realize that all of the police cars are gone--that all of
the people are gone. And I entertain the idea that the five women who are hyperventilating in
this car now must look as though they have lost their minds. The darkness taunts me as [ bow my
head to pray for the first time. Our father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name... my atheist
head has it memorized by the end of the car ride. I open my eyes as we enter the fluorescent
lights of a medical center that I've never seen, but a space that is, too, haunted with the familiar
sterile and clean spaces of the university machine.

Two days later, I leave campus with 20 other women of colour, on “personal/medical
leave.” We finish our assignments from a house a few hours away from the university.

I return in January. And it seems nothing has happened, at all.
I want to begin a discussion on US universities, student activism, and the whiteness of space by
drawing upon an important ideation of how vectors of power run through us, how new kinds of
precarity both demands and engenders new forms of sociality—of ways of knowing and being in
the world. Since this series of moments three years ago, I’ve been consumed with questions of
the university machine. How do we walk through its walls? How are our intellectual projects,
mental precarities, day to day interactions shaped by its historicities and cultures? Can we ever
define our own political subjectivity—as students, as teachers, as participants in its functioning?
How do we push back against the many vectors of power that run through us? Should we? The
narratives I began with remain irreconcilable, unfinished, mostly inexplicable—and both
germane and also not—to my thesis research. My thesis is concerned with US universities,
student activism, and neoliberalism and empire as traced through student movements in the past
fifteen years. The previous narratives are my own, and while not taken from the two case studies
centred in my formal paper, offer insight into how I arrived here. Scenes of protest, university
administration, and states of unsafety on university campuses, while unique to bodies and
circumstances, are also familiar to many. Their placement reminds us that this project is
haunted. Following Alexis Pauline Gumbs (2010), while there is a birth in these pages, there is

also baited breath, ghostly matters, and, too and always, death. I find this integral to my project

on the political subject and subjectivation: feelings, such as my own, take up a kind of historical



residue in the intricacies of political situatedness, theoretical mapping, and scholarly context.
Even if, as Audre Lorde (1987) reminds us, we were not meant to survive, that maybe this work
is a place where we might. In a similar vein to how Robin Kelley (2002) provides a historical
mapping of new visions that look to transform both our sources for political imagination and
ourselves, I hope that my thesis remains an active archive in a historico-political moment—a

moment [ delimit to the early 2000s through to 2015 in the United States.



INTRODUCTION

In a time of global neoliberal precarity that follows from perpetual war, uncontracted labour and
heightened forced global migration to name a few contemporary violences, there has been a
noticeable rise of protest both nationally and also localized to university campuses in the United
States. Experiencing the historical weight of racism, classism, sexism, ableism, and nationalism
on college campuses, students are claiming public and digital spaces as sites of resistance. These
movements trace connections to the accomplishments of the civil and academic rights
movements of the 1960s, by again and still asking for institutional responses to white supremacy
and systems of oppression (Ferguson, 2012) while realizing they take different shapes due to the
international, national, and local forces that call them into being. Additionally, and with the
recent rise of national social movements for racial equity, campus activism harnesses that energy
in its movement against institutionalized racism within university politics. This thesis calls
attention to student activism on campuses that are both historically and contemporaneously
situated in cultures of whiteness and heteropatriarchy.

This thesis interrogates the space of the public university in the contemporary United
States through the lens of student protest, while simultaneously taking on the project of
understanding both the limits to university protest (student subjectivation and subjectivity, the
corporate university, institutions) and also the demand to know it, and to know its effects and
affects within neoliberal capitalism (Brown, 2015), the carceral state (Davis, 1983; Shakur,
2005), and in “somewhere in advance of nowhere” (Cortez, cited in Kelley, 2002, p. xii). I hope
to take up this process in its complexity through two case studies, the 2010 student protests at the
University of San Diego, California and the 2015 student protests at the University of Missouri.

The former is characterized by student responses to anti-Blackness on campus, and then



continued response to the $513 million in budget cuts in the University of California system. At
this time, this was one of the first notable instances of students of colour organizing and action,
and I draw attention to this movement because the university was unsure how to respond. The
second case unpacked in this thesis is set at the University of Missouri during the fall of 2015.
This campus was but one of over 100 universities involved in demonstrations against
institutionalized racism, and during the third year of the #BlackLivesMatter, or, the Movement
for Black Lives, in the United States. The series of demonstrations and movements, detailed in
this project, provide a complex and important terrain for analysis with regard to its political
agenda and university/community response. I turn my attention to these two protests as not
necessarily a marker of comparison, but rather to trace what was happening within their
sequential historical context as well as to think critically about how their protests and the
institutional reactions were also very much shaped by the political context of the United States in
the early 21 century.

The intention and scope of my project is the formation of the student-activist as political
subject. I will examine the ways that institutional histories interface with interpersonal histories,
and what this means for the production of the student. Following Foucault (1989), we must
understand how it is that human beings are made into subjects, and as subjects that signify the
state, being subject to another’s control and obtaining an identity position. If we are, as he
intimates, to understand the development of the modern state—and here I might suggest the
development of the modern educational institution—we must look to the “antagonism of
strategies” against power relations (p. 329). Put differently, the resistance betrays the power of
the institutions. Therefore, I spend time thinking through the structuring of moral economy of
the political subjectivity: the creation of the good citizen, and conversely, the bad activist. More

so, I am interested in the management of the student-activist. If, as Moten and Harney (2004,



2013) further suggest, “governance is the management of self-management,” I aim to provide
some preliminary mapping of the student activist, as traced from 2010 and 2015, and what their
movements look like both against and within the institutional response to that activism.
Recognizing the gap of United States’ student protest movements from the 1960s until the early
2000s during the Clinton Era, this thesis will historicize the emergence of the university as
directly affected by national and global political and economic violence and structures —namely,
neoliberalism and empire.

As scholars of critical educational studies have suggested, institutions of higher education
in the United States operate in an environment imbued with values legitimated by our economic
system (Readings, 1996; Tuchman, 2009; Washburn, 2005). Following political theorists, such
as Tayyab Mahmud (2012) and Wendy Brown (2015), I understand neoliberalism to name an
economic and historical moment that engenders social and political conditions of being. In this
sense, the neoliberal present, named as such, suggests not only configurations of the nation-state,
but also the ways in which economic terms come to inform individuals’ own thinking, feeling,
relations, and interactions with one another. In the context of the university, neoliberalism and
privatization work through both its structures and community.' The drive for corporate profit and
the rise of a particular and neoliberal individualism in relationship to subjectivity—as I will
offer, that which emphasizes interiority—contextualize how these values influence and become
embedded within university culture. Specifically, terms such as accountability, logic, and

efficiency are rehearsed within spaces of higher education, moulding the university as a

' Mahmud (2012), writing about the relationship of debt and discipline in the neoliberal moment,
uses a Foucauldian analysis to state pointedly that “neoliberalism has transformed the state rather
than driving it back— ‘the outcome [is] not implosion but reconstitution.” Consequently, rather
than directly determine subjectivities, governmentality forms a ‘habit of subjectification’ within
fields of operation demarcated by law” (p. 470, citing Peck & Tickell, 2002, p. 388-9; Rose,
1999, p. 178, respectively).



corporate machine. The historical relevance of the university, its inception as a space of cultural
imperialism and legacies of academic repression, policing of (racialized/queer/marginalized)
bodies, and militarization of education provide some context to the university as both a corporate
and imperial space.

Using feminist, queer, and critical race theory as my theoretical and methodological
frameworks, I ask questions about how student activism interfaces with the university space,
how both the movements in our case studies and their interaction with each university might
resist, confirm, refract and/or retain these tropes, and further, how a particular kind of student
political subject(ivity) emerges in/out of confrontation with the university. Realizing the heavy
escalation of student activism in the past two years, this project seeks to be in conversation with

and fill in the space of university student movements’ contemporary resurgence.

Methods & Frames

Didion (1984) poses as rhetorical, but also perhaps invites as a real question, “what is going on
in these pictures in my mind?” (n.p.). The proposed research project emanates from my own
experiences as a student activist, and my attempts to string together, tear apart, dis-member and
re-member their unfolding. Like Didion, I believe the stories we are able to tell enable us to live
more meaningfully, reflectively, and lead more just lives. Following important work by
feminists of color (e.g. Anzaldda, 1999, Behar, 1997, Lorde, 1987 among many others),
theorizing my own experiences, has both helped make sense of myself and also engendered new
questions. In some ways, my background as a student activist grants a certain kind of legitimacy
and legibility to the work I want to bring to the table. However, and simultaneously, I struggle
with my own representation woman of colour who often presents as white. I have a different

kind of representational relationship than many of the more visibly racialized bodies that were



and are part of the movements spoken to in this thesis. Though my body is regulated in other
ways—as queer, as a woman—power emplaces itself differently on my skin. I articulate these
thoughts not because I have an answer as to how I negotiate these tensions in practice, but rather,
because grappling with their complexity might provide another lever that I might use in doing
this work. The systems of oppression that keep my relationship to this project complicated are
precisely that which this project seeks to address. My experience as a student activist is what
drives my passion for this project—the organizing that is happening on college campuses in the
United States is more than of note, and certainly not to be dismissed. Its urgency, in a time of
incredible violence, demands attention.

The genesis of this project, evidenced by the narratives that open up this work, has much
to do with my experience organizing at my undergraduate university but additionally is invested
in recent and trending commentary on student activism by many. Gaining traction, it seems, are
perspectives on student activism from everyone except those involved in the movements
themselves —it seems, at least, that no one has wanted to ask “them.” While productive critique
is a powerful way to disrupt ideological certainty and other sedimentations, I question the
intention of critique without providing space for understanding and respecting these movements
with relationship to the university terrain on which they are enacted. With demands for students
to be more resilient, questions are hardly asked about from what they are expected to be resilient
from. Those that say that building name changes are unproductive, while perhaps constructive in
certain kinds of ways, refuse to name the very conditions that create this as students” most
strategic and legible option as a tactic of university change. These examples point to a critical
juncture in current analyses of student-led protest movements on university campuses. With this
project, I hope to more holistically approach this complex terrain. It is for similar reasons that I

have chose to weave what are traditionally segregated sections (e.g. literature review, data



analysis) into and throughout the three sections following. The integration of voices, both
historical and present, offers an opportunity to situate the case studies within the development of
critical literature within higher education.

The use of case studies rather than a large survey approach is a common qualitative
method that allows the exploration of an in depth understanding of a phenomenon. Rather than a
broader overview of universities, as a route that could be taken in the project, the case study
allows for microscopic analysis.” Following in the epistemic vein of Strega’s (2005) concept of
research as resistance, this project aims to open up dialogue for the ways in which research can
act and enact hope through aiming to articulate the nuances of experience that can often be
overshadowed within the breadth of surveying. The two case studies: first, a series of student
protests at the University of California, San Diego in 2010, heightened by racialized incidents on
campus and budget cuts. The second, a student’s hunger strike and mass group protest at the
University of Missouri, in response to anti-Blackness and racism amidst other unjust budget cuts
on campus.

Critical discourse analysis (CDA) as method is necessarily weaved throughout the body
of this thesis. Critical Discourse Analysis was first coined by Norman Fairclough (1980), and
encompasses a multi-layered approach and intersection in order to understand how to read our
world. He notes that while the primary form of critique that becomes associated with CDA is
ideological, it is important to understand CDA as a tool for three forms of critique: “ideological,

rhetorical, and strategic” (Fairclough, p. 12). Ideological critique seeks to understand the ways

2 Yin’s (2009) definition of the case study suggests “an empirical inquiry that investigates a
contemporary phenomenon in its real life context, especially when the boundaries between
phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (p. 13). The latter part of this definition is
particularly important to the subject of universities and student activism as we understand certain
kinds of student protest as produced due to the conditions of the university space. The case study
offers a more holistic approach that remains useful in that they are also bounded by time and
activity (Stake, 1995).
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in which social relations act as a site of transfer for power, rhetorical critique speaks to the
persuasive mechanisms used in individual texts in order to articulate certain ideas of grandeur,
and strategic critique looks towards the strategies used by “groups of social agents” for the aims
of ideas produced within the previous two forms. Through rhetorically analyzing the material
produced by the University of California and the University of Missouri, in addition to the
ideological and strategic critique engendered through the very act of naming the university as a
space imbued with power, I find CDA central to my work. The particular kinds of discourse that
I speak to specifically, come from the living archive(s) which students produced and are
producing on the Internet. That is, while the university might not have an institutionally
recognized memory of the events, students have meticulously logged their writings as well as
those produced by the university in order to ensure living memory. Thus, CDA comes into
careful play in my analysis—as students both assert their own subjective truths and present the
truths that their administrations put into written circulation.

In a larger and more long-term project, other methods that I might use include
ethnographic methods. However, given the limited time and scope of this project, discourse
analysis offers an important way to understand the ensemble of ideas and their representations in
the world. Following Foucault (1979), discourse both reflect and shape the way we experience
the world around us—that is, an analysis of discourse is an analysis of what people say and do.
Its reverberations, alongside and intertwined with that of institutional analysis, shape this project.

This project is composed of three sections, each of which might speak, in some way, to
the unreconciled opening narratives that remain in the opening of this work. I want to embrace
the unresolved grey area, to hold it as an indicator of the continuing and necessary narrative that
this project must keep writing. While this project is divided into three sections, the narratives’

insertion serves as an indicator of the dissatisfaction of this open-ended story.
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The first section, entitled the corporate and imperial university, will contextualize the
U.S. university through its historical formations and evolutions. As seen through global and
national political contexts, we can trace the university as both a corporate and imperial space,
affecting how we understand the geography of higher education. Further, there is a plethora of
theoretical scholarship on institutions and their functions, interpellations, and political lives in
which I am deeply invested. The aforementioned literature plays a pivotal role in laying the
foundational work for this project. I will explore how institutions structure our relationships
between the material world and an embodied world, and in particular, how political, cultural, and
affective forces construct not only our physical surroundings, but also the conditions moderating
how subjects come to be recognized as thinking and feeling beings. Neoliberalism and empire
play two integral roles in those subjectivations.

The second section of this project, points in time and space: San Diego & Missouri, will
use the literature as the groundwork by which one might understand two university spaces,
student movements, and institutional reactions. The University of California, San Diego protests
of 2010 and the University of Missouri demonstrations of 2015 offer examples across
temporality through which we might understand the changing institutional climate of the public
university. Realizing the kinds of limitations emplaced on this project in terms of both time and
necessary scope, I limit my analysis to case studies in order to provide a snapshot of university
terrain. While these studies are about particular places with material effects and affects on
people and institutions, this project also seeks to open conversation about university life,
cultures, and spaces. The specificity of the institution both matters and it does not in that they
could also represent a number of other spaces of similar kind. Looking at patterns, similarities,
and emulations of institutional response and student activism across time and geographical space

offers a worthy opening in thinking about these ideas in higher education.
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The third and final section is entitled, subjectivity, regulation and cleaning, and makes a
theoretical and literature based argument about institutional responses to student activism,
namely through the pathologizing of certain (racialized, gendered, classed) bodies in the creation
of what I term the moral economy of institutions. Drawing from Foucault’s (1979) concept of
the economy of discourses of truth, I will argue the ways in which the university creates
mechanisms whereby certain students are made “good citizens” and others, “bad activists.” It is
examining this dichotomy that provides insight into what I have previously mentioned as the
“cleaning” of institutions—that is, the ways in which universities sanitize and absorb student
dissent into their very structures.” The institutional and campus community responses offer an
important lens for understanding both the state of the public university and its limitations,
especially with consideration and ware of the future into which we enter. Given historical
evidence that shows how the university became affected and afflicted by state policy, the
political state at the time offers a bit of context for the resurgence of student activism at the start
of the new millennium. Especially given the more commonplace rhetoric that dismisses youth
and student activism today (consider Malcolm Gladwell’s popular piece, Small Change: Why the
revolution will not be tweeted, or Lukianoff & Haidt’s commonly cited The Coddling of the
American Mind), 1 find there are important and more critical conversations to be had regarding

today’s college campuses.* In calling attention to the political economy of youth social and

* In the same way that critical geographers have theorized projects of urban gentrification in
terms of cleaning, containment, and control as a “cleansing of the built environment and streets
from the physical and human detritus...to make the city over into a pleasant site of and for
bourgeois consumption” (Wacquant, 2008, p. 199), elsewhere I analyze the cleanliness of the
university space—the cleaning and sanitizing movements of activism and dissent (Carey, 2016).
* Most of the scholarly work on student activism in the United States has taken a retrospective
look at the varied and widespread mobilizations of the 1960s, and many lack the conversational
bridge between those movements and that which we see today (e.g. Coomes, 2016, Franklin,
2014). While some, such as Keeanga-Yamabhtta Taylor’s (2016) important book offers an
insightful analysis of the historical grounding and emergence of #BlackLivesMatter, particularly
13



political activism without romanticizing or exaggerating its effects, this thesis hopes to further
our conversations about the dialectical “state” (i.e. state-affected and contemporary formation) of

student activism, and what it might mean for our own outward gaze onto the horizon of socially

just and anti-oppressive futures.

in conversation with how historical foundations of social organizing offer might help discern our
contemporary moment of protest. It is my aim to do this with activism localized to universities.
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CHAPTER ONE: Institutions of Higher Education
They say we have too much debt. We need better credit, more credit, less spending. They
offer us credit repair, credit counselling, micro-credit, personal financial planning. They
promise to match credit and debt again, debt and credit. But our debts stay bad. We
keep buying another song, another round. It is not credit we seek nor even debt but bad
debt which is to say real debt, the debt that cannot be repaid, the debt at a distance, the
debt without creditor, the Black debt, the queer debt, the criminal debt. Excessive debt,
incalculable debt, debt for no reason, debt broken from credit, debit as its own
principle...
The student is not home, out of time, out of place, without credit, in bad debt. The student
is a bad debtor threatened with credit. The student runs from credit. Credit pursues the
student, offering to match credit for debt, until enough debts and enough credits have
piled up. --Stefano Harney and Fred Moten, “Debt and Study”
In zeal to examine the (im)possibilities of doing social justice within the increasingly
corporatized and imperial space of the university, many scholars have noted the proliferation of
“experiential learning” or “service learning” study abroad programs to the global South (e.g.,
Abdi & Shultz, 2015). Often nested within buzzwords such as globalized citizenship,
globalization, and internationalization, these programs tend to be framed within narratives and
moral economies that articulate their aims and content as being inherently good (Zemach-Bersin,
2007). Inthe U.S. context, this usually has to do a sense of self-mastery, cultural exchange, and
an unsettling experience, all the while boosting the global reputation of the university itself as a
global, liberally minded, institution (e.g., Zemach-Bersin, 2007). In a competition over full-fee
paying students, universities have capitalized on a colonial fetish (i.e., global) of looking
outward for new markets and new economies of scale for undergraduate education. The global is
the space of exotic intrigue; a space of conflict; and a space of new possibilities for educational
enhancement (e.g., Breen, 2012). Through experience and service (i.e., doing/action), students

are interpellated into good subjects: going out into a world that has problems that they, they are

told, can assist in helping to fix. There is moral credit to be gained out there in the world of
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debt-ridden “third-world” countries, not to mention the possibility for economic and cultural
credit, too.

Simultaneously, and perhaps dialectically, over the past five years institutions of higher
education in the United States have been spaces of other kinds of experiential educations and
service learnings with the rise of student activism on campus. Experiencing the historical weight
of racism, classism, sexism, ableism, and nationalism on college campuses, students are claiming
public and digital spaces as sites of resistance. Much like their contemporaries in the streets of
Santiago, Chile or Cape Town, South Africa, American college students are turning their gazes
inward—to the university itself—as not only a contributor to global coloniality, sexual violence,
and global militarism, but perhaps as the most egregious perpetrator (Gay, 2015). While
thousands of students have been and are demanding that their universities take a stance on the
systemic oppression they face in their communities and that they actively disinvest from
institutions such as private prisons to the state of Israel, critics of student movements have named
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them “angry,” “over-sensitive,” “coddled,” and too “inexperienced” to make claims of state
violence, racism, and hostile learning environments. These students have been positioned within
a moral economy of ungratefulness for all the things their universities have provided for
them. In other words, and in attempt to silence student voices, universities and critics have
endeavoured to remind the public that they are indebted to the university; that without the
university, their future would be all but impossible: they would have very bad credit.

Existing within (and often reflecting) the violences of modernity, institutions of higher
education have disentangled these assemblages to create moral economies of the good and bad
subject. It is the tension and co-constitutive nature of these two disparate productions of the

student-subject—the good, outwardly global, student and the bad, internally critical, activist—

that informs my approach to research on contemporary student activism. This production lives
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within the contemporary university space, in its both increasingly corporatized (e.g. Washburn,
2005) and imperial (e.g. Chaterjee & Maira, 2014) formations, (re)producing the violence of
consumer culture, knowledge as venture capital, academic containment, and institutional control.
This thesis will explore both the political subjectivity of the student activist and also the political
subject of student activism as traced through two movements, both organized in response to
neoliberal and imperial symptoms of the university space: the University of California protests of
2010, and the University of Missouri protests of 2015. Towards the latter part of this project, I
will return to the concept of the construction of moral economies in relationship to the student
activist and bad/erasable student subject. For now, I want to call attention to the historical
tracings of the university as they foreground my own thinking in how the university and its

culture is continually shaped by global and national political, economic, and cultural forces.

The corporate and imperial university

While scholars such as Bok (2013) and Geiger (2015) have taken to task the historical mapping
of higher education in the United States from 1604-onward, my point of analysis is the
transformation of the “modern” university, a model based on the confluence between liberal arts
and democracy, to the “post historical” university (Readings, 1996). The former emerged during
the rise of the Welfare state and Keynesian economics, generating the rise of governmental
participation in ensuring the public good, and centralization (Judt, 2010). In recognizing the
Deweyan concept of the school as a microcosm of society, the university was also focused on the
formation of community, intellectual pursuit for the sake of the common good, and the collective
over the individual (Washburn, 2005). During the 1970s, we begin to see the decline of the
Welfare state, and can draw parallel declines through the decentralization of the university. With

the rise of privatization, a diminishing of the social contract between citizens, and the cult of
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privatization that we now recognize as big businesses and corporations, (Judt, 2010), institutions
of higher education underwent radical transformation. Around the 1980s, the university
separated into what Washburn (2005) terms Humanists and Scientists, with separately operating
professional schools. The university also de-emphasized undergraduate teaching as its
professional rewards structure and shifted towards individual research and publication (p. 46-7).
Giroux’s (2002) definition of “corporate culture” is important for its contextualization in
higher education. It refers to:
an ensemble of ideological and institutional forces that functions politically and
pedagogically both to govern organizational life through senior managerial control and to
fashion compliant workers, depoliticized consumers, and passive citizens...in which
citizenship is portrayed as an utterly privatized affair whose aim is to produce
competitive self-interested individuals vying for their own material and ideological gain
(p- 429).
Echoing Giroux’s ideological assessments, we might also observe the ways in which the current
condition of higher education in an increasingly globalized and interconnected world has taken
on a particular relationship with states and markets. Slaughter & Leslie (1997) name this
emergence ‘academic capitalism’, and analyze its two main components. The first element they
interrogate as structural, related to neoliberal policy that has recently re-structured higher
education through funding streams, influential linkages in organizations, and regulations that
have tied the academy to the state and market. The second is behavioural/cultural, and addresses
the market-like actions and ideologies that affect the individual actors and overall culture of
higher education. Recognizing the former is both relevant and necessary to my project: since
culture is inherently and perpetually informed by structure, I illustrate the cultural aspects of how
universities engage in excellence and self-evaluation, positioning of students as consumers and

trustees as managers, and the ways in which these processes get mapped onto and shape

university life.
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Additionally, Chaterjee and Maira (2014) trace the roots of the university as an imperial
space to the historical legacy of academic containment and repression in higher education.
Noting three moments of ideological policing—World War I and the McCarthy era of the 1940s-
1950s, the COINTELPRO era from the late 1950s to early 1970s, and the post-9/11 era—the
authors use historical data to explain the university’s contemporary imperializing effects. The
logic of academic containment and academic freedom emerged co-dependently, beginning in the
United States during World War I. Chaterjee and Maira argue that especially as the professoriate
began to build strength at the end of the nineteenth century, there were only a few scholars who
dissented or challenged the status quo. As Schrecker (1986) evidences, the conception of
“academic freedom” materialized as a way to pacify this minority. However, with the “relative
insecurity” that was felt by many in the profession, “the exclusion of ideas as well as behaviour
that the majority did not like [created] an increasingly internalized notion that advocacy for

social change was a professional risk for academics” (Chaterjee & Maira, 2014, p. 23)°. The

> The notion 