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 In the fall of 2009, the University of California Board of Regents announced 
that it would vote on a proposal to raise student fees by 32 percent. In 
response, student and union organizers called for a student strike to take 
place during the regents’ meeting, November 18–20. To engage as much of 
the student body as possible, graduate student organizers visited dozens of 
undergraduate classrooms to talk with students about the protests. In one 
week, I spoke about the fee increases to science and engineering majors 
in a first- year composition class, to humanities students in a sophomore 
seminar on existentialism, and to world- weary seniors in an upper- level 
logic course; in each case, I encountered a mix of outrage and apathy. 
Often, these two affects seemed to coexist in a single student: students 
acknowledged that the increases—which would make the cost of attend-
ing UC more than $10,000 per year—were extreme, but they also seemed 
resigned to inevitably increasing student loans. “I guess it’s sort of not all 
that tangible to me,” admitted one student, shrugging. “I can’t even pay the 
tuition as it is now, you know? My parents and I are just borrowing it any-
way, and I guess that’s just what we’ll do when it goes up—it’s like when 
you buy something with a credit card: the money’s just not all that real. At 
least, it’s not real yet.”
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$23,000

As of 2008, the average student loan debt carried by a graduating senior 
nationwide was approximately $23,000, double what it was in the mid- 
1990s. The average debt of public university graduates has grown almost 
twice as fast as that of students coming out of private institutions. Low- 
income students have on average $2,000 more in debt than others. During 
the last ten years, average U.S. college tuition has increased about 8 percent 
(three times the rate of inflation) every year. In the UC system, tuition has 
increased 300 percent since 2000.1

2014

These numbers represent cold realities. So why do fee increases feel “intan-
gible”? The reason is expressed in the shrugging student’s description of 
buying on credit: it is real, but “not real yet.” Debt is a promise of future real-
ization, not a present fact. As historian J. G. A. Pocock famously observed, 
the very notion of the “historical future”—a future available to human 
action yet driven by social forces larger than the individual agent—is an 
effect of the emergence of large- scale credit mechanisms.2 For the student 
buying education on credit, the future of debt repayment is at once deferred 
and inexorable: 2014, when today’s first- year students will be asked to start 
paying back their loans, may seem unimaginably distant to some but noth-
ing will prevent its arrival. Many students are already becoming aware of 
the cruel certainty of debt repayment. In the summer of 2009, two of my 
students had to miss classes to help parents who were being evicted from 
their homes; they did so in the besieged Central Valley of a state whose 
own drastic debt forced it to give public employees IOUs rather than pay-
checks. The student’s shrug is thus a gesture expressing both repayment’s 
postponement and debt’s inevitability, and this experience of an ineluc-
table but distant day of future settlement sustains a feeling of resignation 
far colder than what is often dismissed as generational apathy. Creating a 
sense of critical urgency among students around the issue of fee increases 
requires that we bring the indebted future into the present, that we make 
the cost of an education bought on layaway visible—and transformable—
here and now.
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$40,000

In the United States, the number of students carrying more than $40,000 
in debt has increased nine- fold in the last ten years. African Americans are 
the most likely of all ethnic groups to fall into the category of “high debt” 
student borrowers. Between the mid-1990s and early 2000s, the overall 
number of “high debt” graduates earning less than $15,000 nearly doubled. 
As a result of bankruptcy laws passed in the mid- 1970s, student loans are 
the only debt not erased when bankruptcy is declared. They are also not 
subject to state usury regulation or to most transparency- in- lending laws.3

$53,000,000,000

To combat the hopeless feeling of mounting debt and to counter the UC 
administration’s claims of scarcity and crisis, student organizers must work 
with a diff erent accounting. We off er our own version of the university’s fi s-
cal scenario, indexing the fat paychecks of senior university administrators 
to the ballooning price students are paying for their education (see fi gure 1).

Figure 1. Growth in UC Employment (FTE) Poster, by Chris Chen

“Everyone in the UC community is being asked to share the pain of our short-term solution.”—Mark Yudof

Percentage increase of UC student fees over the last decade: 250%
Percentage increase in the number of UC executives and administrators earning over $200,000 in recent 
years: 300%
Join students, staff , faculty and WALKOUT on September 24
For more information, see http://berkeleycuts.org/
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 In response to the university’s rhetoric of complexity and refusal of 
transparency, this alternative reckoning is simple and clear. It gives the lie 
to UC president Mark Yudof ’s language of “shared pain.”4 By exposing the 
correlation between rising salaries and rising fees, we imagine a possible 
future in which university resources are allocated not for executive com-
pensation and speculative construction projects but for the creation of a 
truly public institution: universally accessible and tuition free.5

0.2 percent

Student loans also make up the only sector of the consumer credit market 
insured by the state. As a result, Sallie Mae earns an average of 37 percent 
profit from its loans. Private loans, which often charge variable interest 
rates as high as 18 percent, more than doubled in volume between 2003 
and 2007.
 In 2009, the UC took on $1.35 billion in new construction debt backed 
by the promise of perpetually increasable student fees. The existence of 
this “collateral” allows the UC to save 0.2 percent in interest. The bonds 
are thus a kind of interest rate swap, where the UC saves a fraction of a per-
centage point and families borrow more in order to pay tuition.6

$89,000

Over beers one night with other graduate student organizers, the subject 
of student debt came up. Everyone went around the table and “confessed” 
their student debt in the style of an AA meeting. “Hi, I’m Annie, and I have 
$89,000 in student debt.” Once I realized I had the highest student debt, I 
declared that I had won—but it isn’t a game, and there aren’t any winners. 
Appropriately, my own student debt was accrued entirely from attending 
public institutions.7 We talked about the terror of emerging from college 
with a BA in the humanities and a huge monthly repayment bill unman-
ageable on the salary of a barista, an administrative assistant, or a bookstore 
clerk. We agreed that most of us had seen the only solution to be a “defer-
ment” made possible by enrolling in graduate school, yet this solution is 
not without irony: after many years in graduate school deferring debt, we 
have accumulated tens of thousands in additional debt and interest. This is 
precisely why grad students have been at the forefront of organizing against 
the fee increases: for us, the “not yet” of repayment already arrived, and 
horror- struck, we became students again in order to pretend that it hadn’t.
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Last Ones

The material consequences of the fee increases feel most present when 
students begin to imagine the future as something violently withheld from 
students still to come. The shrugging student for whom debt is “not real 
yet” is answered by another: “Yeah, but what if you’ve got younger brothers 
and sisters? I’m halfway through my degree here, so my parents are going 
to make sure I finish, but they’re saying they don’t think they can do that 
for my little sister. How are they going to pay her tuition while they’re still 
paying off mine?” At a rally, a student describing herself as the daughter of 
UC graduates “who started their lives in this country as immigrants with 
nothing” said if the fee increases go through, she will be the last one in her 
family who will be able to attend a UC. Local high school students joined 
a march past their classrooms chanting, “Education is our right.” Drawing 
on revelations about the use of student fees as debt collateral, organizers 
used the language of “collateral damage”: against the university’s claim of 
a shared burden, students represented fee increases as warfare. The reality 
of a future in which a public education is unavailable to more and more stu-
dents was made powerfully present by images of violence. On the fortieth 
anniversary of the Kent State massacre, black- clad students at UC Irvine 
staged a “funeral for education” to tie the struggle over fee increases to 
the long history of student activism; organizers at UC Berkeley held a “day 
of the dead” protest and symbolic “die- in” to emphasize the impact of fee 
increases on students of color.

$59.72

Yet there was a sense of life as well as death, of revitalized possibility in the 
face of crisis. At Berkeley, Live Week was organized as an alternative to what 
is commonly called “dead week,” the final days of the fall semester set aside 
for exam study. Reoccupying and reclaiming campus buildings for alterna-
tive forms of education, Live Week offered a riposte to those who criticized 
“disruptive protests” by cynically calculating the $59.72 lost when a day 
of class is missed.8 In the last week of the spring 2010 semester, students 
organized a hunger strike in front of California Hall. Going without food 
and water for days, they inhabited the administration’s empty rhetoric of 
“sacrifice” and “scarcity.” Joined by union organizers and demanding jus-
tice not only for students and workers but also for U.S. immigrants crimi-
nalized by Arizona’s recently passed anti- immigration law, SB 1070, the 
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hunger- striking students created solidarity among political constituencies, 
drawing together future and present, high debt and low wages, exploitation 
and privatization.

$0.00

As Fred Moten and Stefano Harney put it in their manifesto “Debt and 
Study,” “the debtor seeks refuge among other debtors.”9 To see indebted-
ness as the core of our common interest—to imagine a union of debtors 
militating against their own collateralization—is also to believe in the pos-
sibility of a strategically unified student movement. Yet to confront fully the 
realities of student debt, we will need new and more radical tactics. Tuition 
strikes conducted on a mass scale have the potential to disrupt business 
as usual at the university in ways that rallies cannot. Likewise, the grow-
ing call for mass default on all student debt presents expanded opportu-
nities for national solidarity.10 These forms of refusal would be new to the 
UC student movement, but they have already been promised by its modes 
of tactical and rhetorical engagement; challenging the temporal logic of 
indebtedness, we must make good on those promises. In the chant most 
resoundingly shouted during this year of crisis—“Whose university? Our 
university!”—the seemingly inevitable march of privatization is blocked by 
a radical assertion of the public. In claiming ownership of their university, 
students and workers turn their gaze away from the abstract future sold by 
higher education and discover a present in which our debts are only to one 
another.
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