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ABSTRACT 

Highlighting the relationship between the racial slavery in the formation of U.S. colleges and 

universities and the archive of Black student revolt, this dissertation examines one of the longest 

and most violent Black student strikes in the history of postsecondary education–the San 

Francisco State College strike in 1968-1969. Rather than deconstruct the strike for a central 

meaning or produce a (counter)narrative history, this dissertation argues that the politics of Black 

student revolutionaries during this strike radicalizes constructions of the modern educational 

subject and invites a reconsideration of Black educational subjectivity. Working towards the 

notion of the captive subject of education as a theory and method for reading the guerrilla tactics 

of Black students during the five-month siege of campus to elucidate these claims, this 

dissertation overreads reading the actions of Black student revolutionaries in solidarity with the 

political, affective, and psychic conditions that engender slave insurrection to suggest an 

alternative theory of the Black educational subject that emphasizes the psychopolitics of student 

protest. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Educating Flesh: Toward A Theory of the Captive Subject of Education 
 
  Over the course of about one month, from October 12, 2021, to November 15, 2021, an 

average of 150 undergraduate students at Howard University staged a prolonged protest, more 

specifically Blackburn Takeover, at Blackburn University Center, the primary student hub on 

campus. These protests gained national media attention from famous celebrities like rapper 

Gucci Mane who refused to perform in Howard University’s homecoming until student demands 

were met to political figures like Senator Elizabeth Warren who vocalized her support of the 

students protesting on the social media platform, Twitter. An attempt to elicit more transparency 

and accountability from the Howard administration and include student voice and representation 

on the Board of Trustees, the protest was primarily organized to confront the hazardous living 

conditions of the dorm rooms on campus. Residence halls were riddled with rats and mice, 

roaches, and plumbing issues that left hallways flooded with dirty water and various student 

rooms and kitchen spaces soaked. One student, Yedidya Kefale, was even hospitalized after 

falling ill from the mold in her dorm room. She laments, “I came here so I wouldn’t have to 

protest. I came here so I didn't have to fight for my education, fight for my basic life, literal basic 

necessities. For (Howard) to make me fight even more than when I had to back in Seattle, there's 

no reason for me to be here.” (Today News, 2021). At the close of the protest, a long 34 days, 

student activists and Howard University reached a “confidential” agreement officially ending 

Blackburn Takeover. It matters that even as Black students' lives were at risk simply for 

attempting to exist within the confines of college residence halls, these same students would 

jeopardize their health and safety again by camping out in tents and sleeping bags in freezing 
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temperatures in a university building of which no administrator acknowledged the dire risk of 

refusing to turn on the heat. It is this very relationship between resistance and the jeopardization 

of one’s own life, the capacity to simply be a student as Yedidya Kefale reminds us, the ways 

that universities make decisions around who and who isn’t educable. What the student protest 

reminds us of is that the presence of Black students on any campus, particularly those designated 

as HBCUs, is a direct reflection of race and desire. For example, one can consider that if the 

distribution of state funding to HBCU campuses wasn’t so keenly asymmetrical (HigherEd 

Today, 2021) perhaps student protest wouldn’t be desperately necessary. The imbrication of 

higher education, (anti)blackness, and desire and impossibility of Black being on campus makes 

it so that the normative rubric of student resistance used to critique the university's investments 

in anti-blackness and settler colonialism are insufficient to fully elucidate the contours of Black 

student protest and the utterance of black student demand. But even more importantly, layered 

within this complication of student protest and activism on campus, is the fact that Blackness of 

students whose protest is a reminder of the ways that Blackness not only modifies the “student” 

position. Rendering dominant discourse of student activism an incomplete analytic to fully 

articulate the social life of higher education, an analysis of the university that centers Black 

positionality and a critique of anti-blackness becomes central to understanding contemporary 

modes of student activism and protest. This shift that I am making reconfigures student protest as 

a problematic to understand not only how anti-black violence shapes the contemporary and 

historical experiences of Black people on college campus, but also efforts to resist violence state-

sanctioned by the university and the capacity to redress this violence, if at all.  

What drives my interest in thinking with the experiences of Black students protesting at 

Howard University is not simply attempt to make coherent the contours of Black social life in 
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institutions of higher education and tarry with the conditions on college campuses that make the 

“basic necessities” of life for Black students constitutive of unfreedom, or a mechanism through 

which schools function as anti-Black sites of suffering (Dumas, 2014). What I am aiming at is 

also a continued problematization of the university as an authorizer, producer, and spatio-

temporal site of liberal subjectivities regulated primarily by desires for capital and knowledge 

accumulation and instantiated by the genocidal clearing of indigenous land and by the theft of 

African persons violently transformed into captive vessels for the pleasures that erected the New 

World (Harris et al, 2019; Stein, 2020). And further, these desires manifest not just in the 

relationship between institutions of higher education and their surrounding communities 

(Baldwin, 2021) but even in the internal workings of the university through administrative and 

pedagogic practices, institutional policies, and budgetary decisions that both attempt to repress 

student protest and ostensibly augment the perceived ends of Black student protest.  

In this dissertation, I uncover what makes Black student protest in the contemporary 

moment and historical context resonant, but not fully compatible, with dominant and 

counternarratives of student activism and rubric of student resistance by positioning the lived 

experience of Black students on campus as the inherent contradiction of university life and 

higher education. I say this not only because the university is a site of unfreedom but for the very 

reason that Black students' lives are jeopardized by the same conditions that necessitate the 

riskiness of giving up one’s own life in the first place. What remains unclear in my inquiry, is to 

what end/s do Black students risk their lives in the context of their education when Black 

livelihood in the contemporary society world is intimately tied to violence? And if th ends of 

Black student protest are situated towards the transformation of the university, already a 

mechanism through which more democratically engaged citizens are produced, into a more 
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equitable, “humanizing higher education”1 do these acts of student protest not also reveal the 

inherent contradiction of the university as also a constant terrain of struggle? Put another way, 

how do we read the acts of struggle by Black students on campus as a direct consequence of the 

indomitable will of the university to constrain, discipline, modify, and finally capture certain 

subject-positions to ultimately ensure the hegemonic stability of the university-world itself? And 

relatedly then, might we recalibrate the tactics deployed by Black students to insist on 

symptomatic reading of Black student resistance as evidence of a critical ambivalence towards 

the University? The affirmation of the contradictory ways that Black subjects caught up in the 

machinery of higher education both desire the University and long for its destruction.   

It is these series of questions that brings me to San Francisco State College and the Black 

and Third World Student Strike as an apt historical moment of campus-based protest that helps 

both interrogate the aforementioned questions at the intersections of higher education, student 

resistance, and Black social life and implicate current discourses of student activism and the 

contemporary culture of student protest.  The strike at SF State has set many historical 

precedents in the context of Black protest and broader history of student resistance. It was not 

just the longest lasting student protest, occurring a little over five months from November 6, 

1968 and March 21, 1969, but the aftermath of the strike allowed for the first Black Studies 

program in the country and first and still only College of Ethnic Studies in the country. My 

interest, however, moves beyond the notions of racial progress and toward campus 

transformation that permeate discursive renderings of the strike to comment on the nature and 

 
1The theme for the 2022 Association for the Study of Higher Education Conference is “Humanizing Higher 
Education”. I bring this context into my dissertation to emphasize the contradiction of  “humanity” as the 
referent through which higher education functions as an ostensible site of liberation even as scholars continue 
to situate universities and schools as sites of Black suffering. For example, see Dumas (2015) work where he 
uses Afropessimist theory to describe K-12 schools. 
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scale of the strike. For example, even as proclamations of racial progress subtended the culture 

of Black protest during the late 1960s era of higher education (Rogers, 2009), the violence at SF 

State and the that accompanied the strike was unmatched. It matters then that anti-Black violence 

both precedes the strike at SF State and organizes the sheer “ruthlessness of the riot police” 

(Whitson, 2013, para 5) against all strike participants, and especially Black students. I argue that 

the protest politics of Black students during the SF State strike evinces the radicalization of 

“student activism” as a distinct modality in which student resistance is represented through 

discourse. For example, the leaders of the strike opted out of the discourse of “student activism” 

and label of “student activist” by articulating themselves as Black student revolutionaries. I 

specifically use the term student revolutionary throughout my dissertation to emphasize one, the 

historical voice of the Black Students Union (BSU) members and Third World Liberation Front 

(TWLF) strikers and the emphasize on overhauling the current order of campus. Two, the use of 

the term revolutionary also allows me to see how Black students were adopting a unique subject 

position in contrast to contemporary descriptions of student activism. Stewart and Williams 

(2019) echo my point that around the saturation of representations of student activism when they 

write that there is a “mainstream homogenization of what it means to be an ‘activist’ and what is 

recognized as ‘activism’ (p.203). For them, ‘resistance’ enables a more robust account for the 

ways that students are subversive in clandestine and overtly political ways. Whereas limited 

notions of resistance might only register “traditional activism” as a legible form, an attention to 

the “everyday acts of eluding the consequences of oppression (Butz & Ripmeester, 1999), or 

disrupting the pervasiveness of oppression” can account for “direct and indirect actions…such as 

such as avoidance, survival, coping, and accommodating.” (p. 207). I also follow this definition 

to account for the Black student revolutionary. However, in this definition, I also want to, one, 
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emphasize, revolution as a distinct modality developed and cultivated independently from the 

University’s investments in manufacturing student(s) (activism) and geared towards the undoing 

of an institution or regime. And two, departing from their theorization of resistance, my 

dissertation accounts for the role of Culture in dictating the coherence of categories like activism, 

resistance, and even revolution. Thus, in my dissertation project, I emphasize the ways that 

revolution stretches the discourse of student activism and resistance beyond University legibility 

and demonstrate how even revolution fails to account fully for the ‘revolutionary’ activity of 

Black students as symptom of culture itself. While my intention here is not to denigrate the 

current moments of student activism or students who adopt ‘activist’ as an identity category, 

what I am stressing is that contemporary student activism is also administered by the university 

as a particular response to minority and women’s movements during the sixties and seventies as 

Ferguson (2012) informs, especially during the San Francisco strike. Or put differently, my 

dissertation examines how (anti-black) Culture situates discursive renderings of what student 

activism. Further, an analysis from this perspective offers a glimpse of what Chuh’s (2019) 

language of “illiberal humanism” excavates for thinking about Black students’ relationship to the 

university. I argue that methods and rhetoric used by Black students in the strike calls into 

question the very grammar of humanism and its hold on the university. Put another way, my 

attention to Black student protest broadly and the tactics of Black student revolutionaries at SF 

State specifically is to illuminate Blackness as a rupture in regulatory socio-symbolic and 

psychoaffective practices that sustain the university idea/l. Simply, Black student protest 

elaborates the unthought dissolution of humanism’s hold on higher education.  
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Humanism and Higher Education 

Kripal (2020) writes that “Humanism…and higher education have historically been mutually 

productive, if not often more or less identical, in the European, North American, and now global 

scene” (p. 2). Without rehearsing his argument again by measuring the “lines of proto-humanist 

religious thought” (p. 1) that cover the social and cultural history of higher education in Europe 

and the United States up until the early modern period as Krippel does, the conclusions that he 

draws about the intimacies between humanism and higher education are important. His 

reflections of humanism invite a definition at length. He writes 

Humanism constitutes a set of deeply linked philosophical commitments to (1) the 

authority of reason and the related rejection of belief in or reliance on any supernatural 

entity or force, (2) science as our most reliable way of knowing the physical world, (3) 

democratic forms of government, and (4) social justice in its various racial, economic, 

gendered, and now environmental forms. (p. 1) 

Most central to this definition of humanism is that it must fall under the auspices of the human as 

its most defining trait. Humanism is inseparable from higher education and the broader 

university. Humanism, as the foundational logic of universitas is the viscous underbelly that both 

stabilizes the university an imbues it with the aggrandizing power. In the context of higher 

education, the assurance of the university as a wellspring of education. In this way, I understand 

the university to not just be the conduit through which a more refined human subjectivity is 

achieved or liberatory human potential is augmented (e.g., the ASHE conference theme) but as 

equally culpable in the development and stability of categories like freedom and agency, 

individualism, and the domination of scientific reason. The University as it stands is not only 

invested in educating the human but rather refining it through the officiation of knowledge about 
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the contours of the human and human capacity itself. However, the schema of the human, that 

Caribbean philosopher Sylvia Wynter (2003) theorizes as the “overdetermination of man” is, as 

Wynter tells us, not without critique. Many of them involve the definition of “the human'' itself 

and whether this category can really contain what we need to think, what we need to imagine. 

Thus, when Krippel (2020) asks, “is ‘the human’' inevitably code for whiteness and white 

subjectivity?” (p. 13), I argue that this question at once calls attention to the primacy of human 

life in and the erasure of non-human, animal, and more-than-human life forms and relationships 

as a consequence of the new world order. The profound consequence of humanism particularly 

as it is connected to the theoretical and methodological protocols of higher education and the 

philosophical underpinnings of university education is that the notion of the student is also 

defined alongside the values of modernity. Meticulously working through the thinking of Black 

feminist and Caribbean philosopher Denise Ferreira da Silva in conjunction with Wynter, higher 

education scholar Sharon Stein (2018) corroborates my argument and opens the possibility of 

critiquing the modern subject of education. She posits, “despite significant differences between 

the postwar (liberal) model of students as engaged and productive citizens and the current 

(neoliberal) model of students as customers and entrepreneurs” (p. 133, emphasis in original) 

the assumptions that  both precede these descriptive yet converging categories of student 

subjectivity cohere in and through the onto-epistemic arrangements that undergird the making 

the modern subject through violent histories of colonial and racial violence. Put differently, it 

matters an “other” not only had to be identified, categorized, and then included into a taxonomy 

of difference as the condition of possibility for human/ism to flourish, but that this taxonomy 

would not have been possible without the ways genocide of Indigenous peoples and the theft of 

African persons made into fleshy commodities through the Transatlantic slave trade. The point is 
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that the necessary focal point through which the wellspring of human potential might be 

catalyzed by one’s admittance into institutions of higher education is conditioned by the violence 

against Black and Indigenous peoples. Simply, the “U.S. university has been held up by the same 

conceptual, material, and affective architectures that reproduce the modern subject” (Stein, 2018, 

p. 139) as the pinnacle of universal reason and Enlightenment self-consciousness, and casts the 

racial, gender subject as “affectable other” in opposition to the Western subject. My interest then 

in this critique of the modern subject of Education to highlight the fact that as these indices of 

educational subjectivities are constantly being molded and negotiated. Stein for example (2018) 

discerns the shift from being productive, democratic citizens to the now neoliberal model of 

customer/entrepreneur by highlighting how the student subject position is one that is always 

already defined against an (raced and gendered) other. I locate this racial other through the 

occluded figure of the slave, my dissertation asks what it means to think about the development 

of higher education in the context of humanism from the perspective of enslaved Africans whose 

labor and bodies were the condition of possibility for higher education itself. Thinking about the 

modern subject of education from this perspective allows us then to see the ways that the student 

subject position, as a dimension of liberal humanism, was unavailable to the slave even as she 

was a necessary and integral part of the social life and organization of the University itself. 

Historians such as Craig Stephen Wilder (2013) have offered comprehensive analyses of the 

foundations of colleges and universities as inextricably connected to the institution of chattel 

slavery (Meyers, 2008; Clark & Fine, 2010; Meyers, 2013; Wilder, 2013). Much of this research, 

however, often aims to explore universities and colleges as single sites. For example, Brophy’s 

(2008) study interrogated the historical role of slavery within the confines of one institution of 

higher education. In thinking about the role that colleges and universities have in recognizing 
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their fraught histories and issuing apologies as formal institutional response, Brophy (2008) 

notes “these efforts [as] lead[ing] to a question about whether other schools ought to consider 

self-investigations'' (p. 1092), adding, “The College of William and Mary is a particularly good 

place to ask such questions” (p. 1092). In addition, efforts to address the issue of slavery on 

college and university campuses have escaped the limits of individual faculty research and 

engendered institutional investment in reconciling this fraught past through the formation of 

committees, commissions, and even centers (Brown University Steering Committee on Slavery 

and Justice, 2006; President’s Commission on Slavery and the University (2018); Task Force on 

the History of Clemson, 2016). Harris, Campbell, and Brophy (2019) most recent collection of 

essays offer the most thorough examination of the relationship between individual institutions 

and pro-slavery and anti-slavery discourse and presents these legacies as enduring and being 

maintained through current university practice. The hermeneutics of slavery at work in this vein 

of scholarship recognize the legacy of slavery on college campus and insist on anti-slavery praxis 

to reckon with and ostensibly ameliorate the vestiges of slavery. In effect, this acknowledgement 

of slavery and the university in this series of scholarship aims towards a politic of forgetting 

where “perhaps by incorporating slavery's memory into slavery's history and vice versa, 

Americans—white and black—can have a past that is both memorable and, at last, past” (Berlin, 

2004, p. 1268). Craig Steven Wilder's (2013) crucial intervention in his project is not only a 

more thorough and robust and comprehensive understanding of the ways that chattel slavery as a 

general logic of practice (Bourdieu, 1990) ignites higher education institutions and was crucial in 

their in their development. He is also tracing this relationship between chattel slavery and 

contemporary practices of higher education. He writes that “American slavery was the 

precondition for American education” the knowledge produced from labor of the enslaved and 
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libidinal association of knowledge with the enslaved “was not a passive transfer of information 

from European intellectuals to colonial students. American scholars were expanding knowledge 

in ways that transformed Atlantic academies.” (p. 177). Put differently, slave labor and the 

plantation economy not only built the universities and promulgated the technical divisions of 

labor in the University (the labor relationships between faculty, administration, and students). 

Thinking from the position of the captive subject, the slave allows us to see Blackness as the 

unthought aspect of the political-libidinal economy of the university where the captive subject 

functions in various contexts as either slave or freed servant, but always as an object of desire to 

stimulate the circulation and production of knowledge. In this way, the University as a 

knowledge economy is not just about the profitability of knowledge but the innate pleasure in the 

exchange as well. This attention to a reading of the social/cultural history of the university from 

the perspective of the captive subject that allowed for the flourishing of the university creates 

space us to see how the power relations that emerge from the plantation also structure and 

contemporary higher education practices and student experience even as historical markers of 

progress are made in and on behalf of the university. The relations of power that index the 

gratuitous spectacle and quotidian banality of racial slavery are rehearsed in and through higher 

education practice (both acts of administrative repression and student resistance) and are 

inscribed in the very desires of Black captivity that enable the formation of the university as an 

ideological-repressive state apparatus (Althusser, 2014). In fact, several works have connected 

histories of racial slavery and colonial violence as the animating feature of K-12 and 

contemporary higher education (Dancy et al., 2019; Mustaffa, 2019; Squire et al., 2019; Squire et 

al., 2021; Stein, 2016, 2017, 2018). For example, Plantation Politics and Campus Rebellions 

offers integral analytic for theorizing the presence of plantation politics on modern colleges and 
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universities in the context of student resistance. It signals one of the first extended meditations on 

antiblackness in its collection of writings and engagements across disciplinary type, but also 

makes expressly clear the connection between. If “the recent black protest movements and 

activism, particularly on college campuses” (Anderson and Span, 2015, p. 649) are to be taken 

seriously by those invested in producing more equitable educational outcomes for Black 

students, as Anderson and Span (2015) aver in the History of Education Quarterly, then critical 

educators must be ready to tarry with “the onset of the massive North Atlantic slave trade that 

made it impossible to treat black lives…as cargo to be captured, bought, and sold like livestock” 

(p. 649). While Anderson and Span write from the perspective of burgeoning discontent from 

Black student on campus at the height of the movement for Black Lives, the implications of this 

could not be clearer for the students at Howard University and contemporary moments of Black 

student protest but also historical perspectives on notions of resistance in the context of 

education. If we are to take seriously a critique of humanism and higher education through the 

lens of the power relations that emerge from the scene of the plantation as a consequence of the 

forced captive relation between Blackness and the current social order, then we must renegotiate 

the politics of student protest and reframe educational resistance.  

Framing Educational Resistance  

Student protest is not an unprecedented event on Howard University’s campus (Cohen & 

Snyder, 2013; Joseph, 2003; Meyers, 2019; Rogers, 2011) nor in the general culture of higher 

education (de Groot, 2014; Rhoads, 1998; Vallela, 1988; Wheatle & Commodore, 2019). For 

example, the “Great Butter Rebellion” at Harvard, a means to address the poor quality of food on 

campus, is perhaps one of the earliest attempts at cataloging the nascent phenomenon of student 

activism and campus protest in higher education spaces into a broader discourse of student 
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activism. (Moore, 1997).  Student protests like the one seen at Harvard were a direct reflection of 

the sociopolitical climate at the time which highlights a broader theme within the literature 

around student activism in higher education. Effectively, the sociopolitical issues occurring in 

the United States provided the infrastructure and possibility for campus demonstration and the 

hopes for a transformed campus from the colonial period through the 21st century (Rudolph, 

1990; Rudy, 1996; Broadhurst, 2014). For example, the Revolutionary era, a significant arch in 

relation to postsecondary education, witnessed widespread anti-British and anti-Stamp Act 

discourses nationally. This moment catalyzed protests in various colleges across the country and 

even instantiated tension between students, faculty, and administration (Braungart & Braungart, 

1990) due to a particular desire for separation of church and state and movement away from the 

immanent theological orientations that undergirded the policy and practice of colleges in the 

colonial era and college administration (Brax, 1981; Horowitz, 1986; Rudolph, 1990). The Civil 

War and decades leading up to it, however, evidenced a shift in campus activism from being 

wholly reflective of sociopolitical climate to dissidence: pro-slavery or abolition (Randy, 1966). 

A divergence of this magnitude, however, marked the vanguard of student activism occurring 

along multiple areas of student difference or student identity. As scholarship indicates, the 

resistance that students engage on campus is often connected to issues like race, gender, class, 

citizenship status (Linder et al, 2019; Morgan and Davis, 2019; Munoz; 2015; Rhoads, 2016). 

And yet, as Boren notes in his comprehensive historical treatment of student resistance, the 

“unruly subject” of education, or the modern-day student activist as I understand it and a general 

culture of student resistance, is endemic to higher education. Put another way, as long as there 

has been formal education, there has been resistance. Chronologically tracing the history of 

student resistance in various different geopolitical contexts (e.g. the violence in educational 
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spaces in the medieval Europe, the student riots in the colonial college era in the late 18th and 

early 19th century U.S., the civil rights, women’s and gay liberation movements of the 1960s, the 

UNAM strike in Mexico and Tiananmen Square uprising in China during the 1980s), the 

significance of student resistance as a global phenomenon is critical in understanding the 

relationship between resistance and the higher education. As Boren (2013) avers, “since the birth 

of the university, acts of student resistance and rebellion have had profound impacts on the 

political structures and the histories of many countries; today, student actions continue to have 

direct effects on educational institutions and on national and international politics'' (p. 3). While 

Boren coyly positions resistance as the “fourth r” of education, the implications of this cannot be 

understated and in fact should be augmented to their logical limit. If student resistance is a 

“continually occurring, vital, and global social phenomenon” (Boren, 2013, p. 3) incipient in the 

formation of the university itself, then I suggest like humanism, student resistance should be 

treated as deeply imbricated in how the university is both historically and culturally situated and 

because of this it is inseparable from the axiological grip of humanism. If resistance is not at the 

essence of the social and cultural foundation of higher education, then it is perhaps witness to 

one of the university's most profound contradictions. For if the university, is supposedly the 

aggregate of persons in any given institution (of “higher” learning) constituting an academic 

community,2 then what would necessitate the desire to resist this potentiality to be a part of a 

greater whole at all? The significance then is that the ruling epistemes through which student 

resistance becomes coherent phenomena are not just overdetermined by the values of humanism 

so that self-individual agency is the ineluctable consequence of student resistance is represented 

discourse. Thus, I argue that we cannot understand student resistance without also deciphering 

 
2 https://www.etymonline.com/word/university 
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how notions of agency, self-autonomy, the self-conscious subject right that knows itself fully, 

and a subject who is in full possession of their body–a subject that is not captive to the institution 

but captive to education itself–are imbricated in the signification of terms like student activism. 

These onto-epistemic assumptions around the figure of the unruly subject (i.e., student activist) 

are also calcified in and through the discourses (historical narratives and visual depictions) that 

attempt to describe these varied modes of educational resistance. While my project is not 

necessarily interested in making technical incursions around definitions of activism versus what 

is resistance as some scholars have (e.g., Stewart & Williams, 2020, nuanced activism) I do find 

utility in acknowledging “the mainstream homogenization of what it means to be an ‘activist’ 

and what is recognized as ‘activism’ in education and beyond” (Stewart & Williams, 2019, p. 

203). Thus, I am also attempting to think about the ways that public displays culturally familiar 

versions of activism that get discursively represented (e.g., marches, sit-ins, and those activities 

that fall within the purview of a sort of physical or bodily engagement with the public) saturates 

significations of student resistance. These moments, I believe, are codified under the broader 

discourse of student activism. Throughout this dissertation then, I will use the term educational 

resistance to describe two interconnected processes: one, the formal, dominant frames of student 

resistance that saturate public discourses and those subversive quotidian modes of resistance that 

Black students engage in that don't always get recognized as an attempt to subvert the normative 

logics of the University or are unintelligible to the university capture. And, in a separate but 

related line of thinking, I locate educational resistance as a fundamental aspect of subjectivity–

the absent-presence of an unconscious that resists formalization. By also relying on the 

psychoanalytically inflected notions of resistance that take on particularly the Lacanian notion of 

resistance as a sort of structural imposition cut between our speech and desire. Or put another 
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way, each attempt at speaking is at once a gesture at shared meaning through communication to 

an other and the expression of something escapes meaning, that is lost in the process of speaking 

as desire. The significance of treating educational resistance as that which indexes both the 

formal mechanisms of power and (police and administrative) repression and the unconscious 

aspects of repression through psychic resistance allows me to highlight the ways that Black 

student protest might signify both share demand to radically change the university and a desire 

for something that escapes the intelligibility of the dominant rubric of student activism. Simply 

put, reading historical and contemporary perspectives of educational resistance through the lens 

of Black student protest not only offers a radical cultural critique of the cultural foundation and 

contemporary social life of the university, but also requires a renegotiation of student subjectivity 

and the desires and demands of Black students. My interest then in a Black reading of 

educational resistance is to highlight how the urgency and contradiction of Black student protest 

as it is folded into the discourse of student activism is both resisted and eclipsed by presumptions 

of proper student activism and protest. In what follows, I return to the foundational scholarship 

in critical Black studies as it pertains to the necessity of chattel slavery in the making of not just 

the university, but the restructuring of modernity through the violent imbrications of physical, 

onto-epistemological, and psychic forms of Black captivity. In this way, what I am maneuvering 

towards is a notion of the captive subject of education that illustrates how anti-black logics and 

pleasures are actively rehearsed both during moments of Black student protest and in the afterlife 

of Black protest on colleges and university campuses.  

Flesh; Or the Captive Subject of Education 

But I would make a distinction in this case between ''body” and ''flesh” and impose that 
distinction as the central one between captive and liberated subject-positions. In that sense, 
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before the "body" there is the "flesh," that zero degree of social conceptualization that does not 
escape concealment under the brush of discourse, or the reflexes of iconography. (Spillers, 1987, 
p. 67) 
 

Hortense Spillers, Black feminist scholar and literary critic, words often bear repeating 

and in no less way in the context of student resistance. For it is this discernment between flesh, 

the stolen African person who “register[s] the wounding” that starts with the disorienting spatio-

temporality of the hold of the ship and the cascade of ecological violence that instantiates the 

Transatlantic slave routes and expedition. The colossal abrogation of African kinship systems 

and familial, language and custom, connections to land and space, and even the cluster of 

assumptions that latch onto categories like gender and sexuality were destabilized through the 

production of racial Blackness. As Spillers (1987) confers, “Under these arrangements, the 

customary lexis of sexuality, including ‘reproduction,’ ‘motherhood,’ ‘pleasure,’ and ‘desire’ are 

thrown into unrelieved crisis” (p. 76). Situating the ungendered flesh of the enslaved female as 

the “quintessential” feature in chattel slavery (as the status of the mother would not only 

determine the property relation of the child but catalyze the (re)production of the new social 

order) Hortense Spillers simultaneously critiques both the syntagmatic and paradigmatic 

elements of the anti-Black “American grammar.” A grammar that organizes not just our ethics, 

values, pleasures, and desires against and through Black flesh, but also how people are 

constituted as subjects in the image of anti-Black patriarchal, classist, imperial American culture. 

Black flesh, “in this absence from a subject position” as Spiller’s (1987) notes “provides a 

physical and biological expression of ‘otherness’” (p. 67). Further than a critique of how the 

captive subject position gets constituted as the abject material necessary for the development of 

the social order, Spillers also generates a lexicon for thinking about a grammar that might redress 

if not problematize the discursive field that continues to reinscribe “a scene of actual mutilation, 
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dismemberment, and exile” in the everyday lives of Black people (Spillers, 1987, p. 66). I also 

understand this theoretical and methodological gestures of flesh to implicate the ways that anti-

Black violence also disorganizes the patriarchal inscription manhood for the Black male. Spillers 

(2003) writes at length, 

I am not addressing the black female in her historical apprenticeship as an inferior social 

subject, but rather the paradox of non-being. Under the sign of this particular, black 

female and black male are absolutely equal. (p. 156)  

Thus, I take Spillers cue by writing from the perspective of Blackness as a paradox of non-being 

through the figure of female flesh ungendered that has equal integral conclusions for not just 

Black men and his “specific occasion to learn who the female is within itself” (Spillers, 1987, p. 

80), but also Black intramurality writ large. Specifically, what I am noting here is Spiller's 

broader engagement with the psychoanalysis to draw significant conclusions around not just the 

topology of the Black unconscious, but about the psyche as a site for intramural redress. She 

offers a “psychoanalytic protocol” (Spillers, 1996, p. 107) with its sights set on ungendered flesh, 

absent from a subject-position, to translate “the muteness of desire/wish–that which shames and 

baffles the subject, even if its origins are dim, not especially known–into an articulated syntactic 

particularity” (Spillers, 1996, pp. 107-108). Syntactic particularity not only foregrounds the 

nascent potential for thinking about the contours of Black intersubjectivity/intramurality, but 

offers a psychoanalytic procedure that complicates the relationship between Blackness and 

prominent psychoanalytic concepts such as fantasy and drive, desire and demand, knowledge and 

jouissance, must be renegotiated through the lens of the ungendered flesh. This is so because the 

hallmark of psychoanalytic thinking and trajectory of its analysis into individual psychosexual 

development and collective psychosocial relations is centralized around the same onto-epistemic 
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coordinates of the family and kinship relations inherited from Western humanism even as 

psychoanalysis rejects core thinking around the humanist notion of the self-consciousness 

(Clemens, 2013). 

An attention to the captive subject of education, that accounts for conscious and 

unconscious aspects of subjectivity is central because even as scholars evoke the scene of the 

plantation to analyze the politics of contemporary student protest, humanity is recuperated 

through a reliance on signifiers of agency as subjectivity. For example, Carey (2021) writes that 

the University is “haunted by colonial illusions, both material and psychological effects of a 

legacy of plantation politics…when it profits off of certain bodies’ presence and 

performance…without deeming their subjectivities legitimate.” (p. 238). She posits, 

The production of students’ political subjectivity is constituted in relation to what Félix 

Guattari and Suely Rolnik (2008) term capitalist subjectivity— “manufactured, modeled, 

received, and consumed.” They argue that the production of capitalist subjectivity is a 

mode of capitalist profit, reducing individuals to “a value that responds to the…market. 

They are like solitary, anguished robots, increasingly absorbing the drugs that power 

offers them” (p. 54).  

In identifying how the University both disciplines individuals into performing actions that 

continue to legitimate its power and how this process actively produces certain subject-positions 

(e.g. student as consumer; student as robot) or subjectivities, Carey (2021) is correct when she 

suggests student protest as the site of an “alternate, kind of student (activist) political 

subject(ivity) [that] emerges in/out of confrontation with the university’s normative  student  

subjectivity,  but nonetheless constituted in relation” (p. 239). Writing that the University spaces 

are already “contained for them [emphasis original]” or put differently, because the University is 
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always, already a form of captivity, the revolutionary work that might spring from student protest 

is constrained by the same  “institutional legibility” that coheres through the capitalist 

subjectivity that turns individuals into robots–“institutionally reproducing the university’s 

psychic agencies, remaining the resting place for its desires of tolerance: their tactics must 

remain legible to the politic of the plantation” (p. 239). The problem of relying on Guattari and 

Rolnik’s metaphor for capitalist student subjectivity as the reduction of free-willed individuals to 

self-operating machines as evidence of the absent presence of the plantation on 

college/university campuses is clearest not only in student protest as site through which 

normative university subjectivities are challenged but also in how Carey conceives of the student 

activist as a subject-position through her notion of student political subjectivity. She argues, 

“unlike how the formation of the interdisciplines has required the rendering of social reality as 

disciplinary object3 student activism doesn’t require the institution to create them into objects—

indeed, their previously unregulated political subjectivity (articulated interiority as construction 

of self) gives way to different kinds of regulation” (p. 239-240. This is to suggest then that 

student activists can counteract the capitalistic desires of the university because they even though 

they are hyper-regulated by the will of the university, there exists a political subject with the 

“psychic agency” or “articulated interiority” that might be activated to overturn this capitalist 

desire. The problem then is that for the enslaved, agency, even when exercised as psychic agency 

or interiority, is traversed by property relations and abject domination. The captive status of the 

slave not only made resistance improper and illegible to the political, but the denial of Black 

subjectivity was the condition of possibility for the political, or socio-symbolic field itself. From 

the perspective of the slave then, an “unregulated political subjectivity” is a myth, and the 

 
3 Gordon, 1997; Mitchell, 2011; Wiegman, 2012 
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interiority was always, already foreclosed so that slave defined the interminable within the notion 

of the self as defined by agency, individualism, and autonomy. In this way, while student 

resistance and the politics of student protest challenge normative student subjectivity as Carey 

suggests, I argue that the due to the sheer contradiction of agency and Black subjectivity, we 

must “recognize the agency of the dominated and the limited and transient nature of that agency” 

(Hartman, 1987, p. 62) without inserting claims that the politics of Black student protest reflect a 

political subjectivity regulated or not.  

Following this logic then, my dissertation treats the principles of guerrilla warfare that 

guide the practices of Black student revolutionaries as evidence of what Hartman (1997) calls a 

“politics without a proper locus”.  As I understand it, the unbounded nature and force of captivity 

during chattel slavery made it so that any action that did not extend the master’s will was not 

only judged heretical but was illegible to the domain of the political. Thus, the practices of 

resistance that describe the conditions of the enslaved are not only subterranean to the ostensible 

aim and outcomes of politics but evince the failure of the political agency to account for these 

practices of resistance as such. This is so because the language of political agency assumes the 

notion of a political-juridical subject that can rely on the stable foundation of categories like 

freedom, liberty, and equality to then articulate when these values are being violated or infringed 

upon. Hartman reminds us however that, “The slave is indisputably outside the normative terms 

of individuality to such a degree that the very exercise of agency is seen as a contravention of 

another's unlimited rights to the object” (p. 62). In essence, agency and notions of the 

autonomous, self-possessed subject are defined in contradistinction to the slave such that any 

action of the enslaved outside of the master’s will and desire is only “intelligible or recognizable 

as crime” (Hartman p. 62). The significance then of this is constrained and criminal agency has 
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consequences even for the enunciation of the revolutionary demand for Black Studies as an 

intellectual labor of Black people. As Hartman avers, “even labor is not considered agency 

because it is the property of another, extracted by coercive means, and part of the bestial 

capacities of the black; it simply personifies the power and dominion of the owner.” (p. 62). 

Thus, there is never a moment where Black labor in contemporary higher education–physical, 

intellectual, and now ever more emotional labor–is not invaded by the same property relations 

that circulate in the economy of profit and pleasure regulated by Black flesh. The contradiction 

that Hartman spells out, however, is that legal emancipation as the “official acknowledgment of 

agency and humanity, rather than challenging or contradicting the object status and absolute 

subjugation of the enslaved as chattel, reinscribes it in the terms of personhood” (p. 62). In this 

way, “the burdened individuality of freedom” rehearses another form of subjection for the Black 

subject. The consequences of this relation in the context of educational resistance and the SF 

State strike could not be starker.  

What I propose then is a (re)turn to a critique of the modern subject in the context of the 

lived experiences of BSU members’ revolt on campus only to stretch the limits of student 

activism discourse that their speech illuminates by thinking from the structural position of flesh 

or the captive subject of education. My use of this conceptual term, captive subject of education 

is an attempt to identify how antiblackness shapes and informs Black student protest by paying 

particular attention to the history of racial slavery and U.S. higher education in two accounts. In 

one register through the capitalist accumulation that engendered that provided the physical 

scaffold for higher education as an educative institution and in the other, through the University 

as a site of libidinal and ideological forces that reproduces antiblack suffering so that the 

University as a reproduced of the World can endlessly reconstitute itself over, through, and 



   
 

30 
  

against Blackness. Thus, I suggest that the Black student revolutionaries, primarily in the Black 

Students Union, frame the notion of the captive subject of education because they express both 

the constitutive limit of contemporary student activism discourse and exceed the parameters in 

which educational resistance is codified. While my focus in this context is on BSU members 

specifically, I do not desire to institute a new formulation of student subjectivity nor 

identification that current student activists and practitioners should adopt. Rather, I am situating 

the ways that Black subjectivity is foreclosed in anti-Black world because of the structuring 

dynamic of socio-symbolic and psychoaffective captivity in relation to college student protest, 

the politics of the university, and higher education practice. Simply put, the captive subject of 

education is a schematic and relation that positions Black educational subjects in the context of 

educational violence. I define educational violence as a constellation of the pedagogic and 

administrative, psychic, and political-symbolic modes of violence meted out against Black 

people in the university and in educative settings. And this violence extends to those physically 

and ideologically in proximity to higher education institutions thus making it easy to say that the 

University casts a shadow on the world not because of its inaccessibility nor its return on 

investment, but because the University reproduces the Human and thus reproduces the World. 

What remains at stake is the question of what method should be utilized to read the strike taking 

these paradigms under consideration? 

Recalibrating Method: A Critical Reading Practice 

Grace Livingston (1991) writes that it is the “very tools of educational inquiry” that not 

only interfere with what counts as knowledge and who authorizes this counting, but the 

problematic of educational inquiry itself invites epistemological decisions that invisibilize and 

render inoperative the “lived” experiences of those illiberal and captive subjects who disturb the 
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equilibrium of the educational order. She suggests that “[recasting] with the conceptual eyes of 

signification…becomes a dislocating mechanism, necessitating a capacity for being on watch for 

strategies of power” (p. 11). If the experience of the lived is at once an issue of locating the 

Blackness or the captive subject of education within a vortex of socio-symbolic relations with an 

eye for power and is always, already an approximate account of the discursive-material 

experience of Black life, I argue that recasting as (dis)locative methodological intervention 

distends discourse of student activism to account for the captive subject of education so that the 

signifying relations of student activism are untethered from easily discernible aims and purposes. 

The method of recasting the student (activist) position to confront the ways that captivity 

traverses signification–the process through which the unstable nexus of symbolic-imaginary 

activity coheres to produce meaning, albeit evanescent, through language. The concept of flesh 

methodologically assists in the development of a critical reading practice that I would like to 

mobilize to distill the ways through which institutions of higher education enact educational 

violence by one, “reduc[e the captive body] to a thing, becoming being for the captor” (Spillers, 

1987, p. 67) and two, fold the captive body into the juridico-political constitution of “free” 

subjects. This movement from chattel slavery to the “burdened individuality” (Hartman, 1997) of 

freedom is intensely implicated in the history of higher education institutions especially as Black 

subjectivity in the university witnesses this same shift in the political-libidinal economy of 

higher education driven and reproduced by labors of Black flesh to the triumphant narratives of 

educational progress that student subjectivity and the admittance of the first Black students to 

higher education (Goodchild & Weschler, 1997; Humphries, 1995; Slater, 1994; Thelin, 2011; 

Wallenstein, 2008). Thus, the reading practice that I aim for does not center an interpretivist 

research paradigm that orients qualitative research (Jackson & Mazzei, 2011) to excavate a 
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central meaning of the SF State strike nor produce a counter-history to the dominant narratives of 

that subsume the intricacies of strike. Rather, I am interested in a reading practice that thinks 

with the “conceptual eyes” of Black flesh against the force of Enlightenment humanism and  

“conventional humanist qualitative methodology” (Lather and St. Pierre, 2013; St. Pierre, 2000, 

2013, 2014; St. Pierre & Jackson, 2014 ) in education research  to articulate how the discourses 

that emerge from the archival materials themselves signify a complex set of relations actively 

produce liberal student subjectivities to efface the Black student revolutionary position. More 

specifically, I argue that the production of these subjectivities and discourses that make them 

possible, however, must be read in conjunction with an account of Black flesh as “the source of 

an irresistible, destructive sensuality” (Spillers, 1987, p. 86). That said, my method is augmented 

by a reading practice that emphasizes the psychical and affective dimensions of discourse. 

Through this attention to the flesh as both the unthought racial subject of the unconscious and 

repository of violent and beguiling fantasies and pleasures, as Spillers attests, my method of 

reading the strike material is also informed by psychoanalytic methods. A “psychoanalytically 

informed philosophy has something to contribute to the analysis of why educational sciences and 

practices are and always will be haunted by fundamental impossibilities” as Hyldagaard (2009) 

posits, and “why the current demand for and effort to create ‘evidence’ will always eventually 

reach an unsurpassable limit.” (p. 286). Hyldgaard’s framing of impossibility not only resonates 

with pioneer of psychoanalysis Sigmund Freud’s  (1937) proposition that education is one of the 

impossible professions,” but analytically and methodologically creates space within this 

dissertation to demonstrate how the specter of Black flesh indexes the both “fundamental 

impossibility” of racial justice and a liberatory higher education and the trace of Black student 

desire not delimited by the discursive constraints of “student resistance” and “student activism.” 
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Through psychoanalysis as a method, I am also calling attention to the unconscious affects 

present in the structuring of emotions so that these politics of feeling are ineluctable to the 

affective investments placed in certain renderings of the SF State strike. In that sense, what is 

being said and by who, takes less precedence in this study, rather than an emphasis on the where 

subject are positioned within a particular discourse and how that subject-positioning is mediated 

by and expressed through a relationship to unconscious desire and the affective dis/pleasures 

generated from this subjective orientation. Thus, a focus on the captive subject of educating and 

for the basis of my toolkit for a new educational inquiry. Reading the primal scene of educating 

flesh requires an analysis of the onto-epistemic coordinates of humanism that subtend the 

educational order to lay bare a racial subject of education whose status as a stolen, captive body 

prefigures the notion of student activist. I am emphasizing the ways we might link resistance at 

the level of education not from the perspective of students desiring social change on campus, but 

from the frame of an educational subject that is not necessarily the student, but historically 

functioned as an integral element of the social life of higher education–those who were enslaved 

on campus.  

Summary of Chapters 

To lay out this project, this dissertation specifically arranges various primary print media 

such as campus-based and local San Francisco newspapers, congressional records commenting 

on the nature of the protest at SF State, and archival depictions of direct strike activity such as 

photographs, posters, pamphlets, and various communications from administration, faculty, 

strike leaders and participants, community members, and general observers. Drawing from 

higher education (Barlow & Shapiro, 1971; Pentony et al., 1971; Smith et al., 1970; Smith, 

1969), history (Boyle, 1970; Finberg, 1969; Daniels, 1970; Litwak, 1972), black studies (Biondi, 
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2012; Kendi, 2009; Rojas, 2007; Rooks, 2006), cultural and comparative studies (Ferguson, 

2017; Ferreira, 2003, Meyerhoff, 2019) and personal oral histories (Karaguezian, 1971; Kendi, 

2009; Whitson, 2014; Whitson, 2013) I take an interdisciplinary approach in studying  the SF 

State strike to further illustrate a multi-layered comprehension of both specific events that 

happened during the strike and the sociopolitical context in which the strike emerged by 

developing three case studies. 

In this first case study, I examine the demands of the Black student revolutionary to 

launch a critique of psychoanalytic conceptions of student protest. Using Lacan’s seminar 17 as 

the basis to advance this critique, I argue that his position that student protest is symptom of 

hysterical neurosis disregards an account of the educational subject that is marked by the 

violence of the socio-symbolic world. By reading from the perspective of ungendered female 

flesh rather than the hysterical subject, I suggest that the Black student revolutionary both 

constitutes a hysterical relation to the University and exceeds this account as well. Because the 

revolutionary masculinism that attaches itself to the Black nationalism and equally influences the 

tactics of Black male strike leaders as SF State, I argue that a reformulated concept of hysteria 

that accounts for the ungendered female flesh troubles patriarchal influence in Black revolution. 

In the second case study, The Black Mood on Campus, I describe the disorder that 

characterizes the black mood on campus as an effect of the affective demand for the end of the 

world.  I argue that there is “accumulation of affective knowledge” (Stoler, 2002, p. 102) that 

structures our investments in reading student insurrection in the 1960s of Black educational 

subjects. Reading historical and contemporary discourses that describe Black student protest as 

the vanguard of an affectively and politically hopeful racial reconstitution of higher education 

toward a racial just campus against the affective demands of Black revolutionaries or put 



   
 

35 
  

differently, I am interested in thinking about a psycho-discursive reading practice that covers the 

extent to which the racial slavery as denial constrains Black affect and its discursive 

representability.  

In the final case study, Scenes of Insurrection, I account for the libidinal politics of Black 

student protest by reading two disparate, yet complementary scenes from the strike. I argue that 

the police brutality students experienced during the strike is inseparable from President 

Hayakawa’s administrative desire for law-and-order and educational democracy. Relying on the 

psychoanalytic notion of jouissance, I suggest that perverse pleasures President Hayakawa 

expresses after scenes of violence articulates the unconscious structure of higher education and a 

university libidinal economy stimulated by anti-black violence. Following this, I argue that the 

guerrilla warfare tactics Black student revolutionaries foreground in their praxis, performs a 

relation that brings this economy of enjoyment to a chaotic disequilibrium.  
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CHAPTER 1 

Hysteria and the Other Side of Student Protest 
 

If one were to contemplate the general pulse of Robert (Bob) Smith’s presidency at SF 

State it would be sustained by his staunch belief in the democratic principles of liberalism and 

phantasmatic dream of higher education that if done right, could promise social and upward 

mobility and full participation as a democratic citizen. It is no surprise then that President Smith, 

a Professor of Education, who had also served as the Dean of the College of Education, Dean of 

Instruction, and Chairman of the Division of Education and “possibly the most popular man 

[with the faculty) on the San Francisco State campus” (Orrick, 1969, p. 55) was tapped to lead 

SF State out of its volatile climate of student insurrection. The “unsolicited phone call”4 from 

Chancellor Dumke that Smith received after the previous president John Summerskill had been 

put out to pasture” (Smith et al, 1970, p.69) however, would not foreshadow “shak[ing] the 

campus out of its crisis” Smith et al, 1970, p.70) but would portend another one of its 

momentous failures. Perhaps this is first complicated by the fact that prior to President Smith, SF 

State had seen the turnover of four Presidents in seven years5. Thus, when Smith refused to fulfill 

the interim/acting role of President and instead pushed for a full appointment, he was aware of 

the tumultuous terrain he would be inheriting in the college. He presumed that his younger age, 

and more compromising and “in touch” position as President would make a significant 

difference.  

 
4 Smith, R., Axen, R., & Pentony, D. (1970). By any means necessary: The revolutionary struggle at San 
Francisco State. Jossey-Bass. 
 
5 Glenn Dumke (1957-1961) to Frank Fenton (1961-1962) to Paul Dodd (1962-1965) to Stanley F. Paulson 
(1965-1966) and finally John Summerskill (1967-1968, 1969). Robert Smith would tender his resignation the 
same year he was announced as president in 1968. 
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When President Smith was appointed in May 1968 to quell the strike, he was not 

equipped, however, to deal with the turning point in the strike6 where the infamous scenes of 

SFPD Tactical Squad’s violent clashes with BSU members became routine practice. The reason 

as to why the Tactical Squad initially advanced on the BSU is still unclear. As Smith professed, 

“to this day [I don’t know] exactly what transpired with those two plainclothesmen and that 

cameraman and how the word got back to move the Tac Squad in” (Orrick, 1969, p. 43). And as 

far as Smith knew, the SFPD inspector they were working with, Ralph Brown, was just as 

surprised because as far as Ralph was “really a first-rate guy” (Orrick, 1969, p. 43). As Smith 

received reports that Tac Squad members had stormed the campus colliding head on with BSU 

members, there was no active decision to “withdraw the troops” (Orrick,1969, p. 43) and instead 

as Smith reflects, the police terrorized the congregation of Black students: 

There is the Tac Unit, and black students with all of their feelings about not only the police but 
the Tac Unit. We have a frightened kind of situation. They blew it, blew it right then and there. 
Flat out mistake on the part of the police. With all of the symbolism that's involved for black 
people and the like in this movement. p 42 
 
President Smith would close the campus that day, November 13th, and it would not open again 

until December 2nd after students returned from Thanksgiving break. During the closure of 

campus, Smith was bombarded with pressures to open campus and discipline strike participants 

by political leaders like Ronald Reagan (Governor of California at the time) and the Board of 

Trustees who “wanted their policy carried out…[and] if it took police to do so, then police would 

have to be used. (Orrick, 1969, p. 54). Conversely, he also faced mounting chaos from the BSU 

and the TWLF to meet their non-negotiable demands and the threat of a faculty strike of those in 

 
6 “November 13 is considered by most observers and participants (newsmen, college administrators and 
students) as the turning point of the strike. A major confrontation (incredibly ill-timed for all) occurred 
between the San Francisco Police Department's tactical squad and students resulting in an almost classic 
pattern of escalation and the polarization of many previously uncommitted students” (Orrick, 1969, p. 41). 
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solidarity with the students organized through the American Federation of Teachers union. 

Ultimately, the contradictions would be too much to bear for Smith and after the tense morning 

executive session with Board of Trustees, before more discussion or rather demand to open the 

campus, Smith preempted the conversation and offered his resignation on the spot: “"Gentlemen, 

I will save you a lot of trouble here–I resign!" (p. 54).  

As his brief resignation letter “contains the best summary of the reasons” (Orrick, 1969, 

p. 43) that President Smith resigned, I will highlight them in full: 

I request, as of this date, reassignment from the role of President to duties other than college 
administration within San Francisco State College. My reasons are: 
 

1. Inability to reconcile effectively the conflicts between the Trustees and Chancellor, the 
faculty groups on campus, the militant student groups, and political forces of the State. 
Each has brought such strenuous pressure to bear, sometimes concurrently, in efforts to 
control decisions facing me as college president in severely difficult situations that I 
believe my effectiveness has been reduced below the point necessary for successfully 
administering the college in the immediate future. 

2. The desperate limitations in financial resources cast against the commitments made in the 
colleges prior to my assumption of the role of president, June 1,1968, has been a major 
factor in my decision. The rigid controls on the available resources is also a crucial 
factor. Inability to gain relief from the financial crisis, evident since June, has contributed 
much to my decision.  

3. I believe any continuation in the role of president beyond this date would merely relieve 
the various concerned groups of the immediate and urgent necessity to face the many 
underlying causes which provoke disorder on the campus and moves the college toward 
increasingly violent confrontations. 

 
Two things mainly contributed to his resignation–the inability to foresee a campus without 

violent confrontations predicated on one, the burgeoning fiscal issues in the political economy of 

higher education post-California Master Plan for Higher Education in 19607 that would threaten 

financial viability of SF State College and other California Colleges that were not a part of the 

 
7 See Orrick 1969 for an overview; See the Liaison Committee of the State Board of Education and The 
Regents of the University of California (1960) 
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UC System and the irreconcilability between Black and TWLF demands and the institutional 

desire for law and order. Ultimately, for President Smith the “mythology and hysteria” (Orrick, 

1969, p. 54)generated on campus subtended by the  “aggressive drives”(Smith et al, 1970, p. 79) 

of the Black and Third World students had not only “grown too great”(Orrick, 1969, p. 54), 

superseding his capacity to keep students safe, but at least made the role of the presidency at sf 

state one, “caught between the and a centralized Chancellor trustee combination” a “graveyard” 

or the scene of the dead (Smith et al, 1970, p. 79). 

What intrigues me about President Smith and his resignation specifically is the rhetoric 

that describes the culture of student protest at SF State and how this recapitulated scene of 

violence is replete with terms that resonate with psychoanalysis: aggressivity, the drive(s), the 

function of myth/mythology, and the presence of hysteria. My question then is what hysteria is 

President Smith referring to? Does hysteria adequately describe the position of the Black student 

revolutionaries on campus or reflect the response from SF State administration? And if so, does 

the gendered cathexis in the historical development of the hysterical figure also lodge itself 

within the cultural politics of student protest at SF state? What ‘mythology’ or encounter with 

mythic structure might enable ‘hysteria’ on this scale? And if we assume then that Smith means 

to describe the hysteria generated by the Black guerilla warfare tactics, does the treatment of 

student protest as hysterical sustain the irreconcilable grammar of Black demand? Or to put it 

back into context of the strike, how do we understand Smith’s declaration that “as for the student 

and their guerrilla warfare pattern of disorder, we had to defeat eventually the tactics without 

defeating all of the aspirations that were involved in them–which is a complicated operation” 

(Orrick, 1969, p. 55)? It seems like a rather obscene desire when reformulated into the 

inquisitive, “How can I eradicate your will-to-power, refuse the viability of guerilla warfare, so 
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that you might be enchanted by the humanist project of reparation and recovery rather than the 

abolition of education as we know it?” Smith’s attempts at reconfiguring Black radical desire 

towards the University details a set of practices similar to what Berlant (2011) calls cruel 

optimism. A libidinal diversion intended to transmit not the “message” but the interfering 

“noise”; to emit false intimacies of “feel[ing] the funk, the live intensities and desires that make 

messages affectively immediate, seductive, and binding” (p. 224). The point that I am making 

here is that if we are to proceed with President Smith's resignation as an inability to assure 

student safety because “he felt the ‘mythology and hysteria’ on the campus had grown too great” 

(p. 55), it follows in my reading that the grammar of black demand enunciates an impossibility–

as evidenced by the  “pattern of disorder” on campus– that threatens the notion of educational 

democracy Smith is so convinced that he can uphold. Said differently, the terms available within 

education discourse and specifically student activism, cannot account for Black flesh and the 

ways that Blackness and Black subjectivity are introduced to the socio-symbolic world and 

political economy through a rapacious violence that dissolves the relationship between 

subjecthood and object status. To the point, what Smith’s rhetoric, recalibrated through 

psychoanalysis, allows for is a symptomatic reading of student protest, with the SF State strike as 

an essential case, that doesn’t assume a universal subject (of educational resistance) and in fact, 

reads for a “subject”, who emerges at the violent negation of subjectivity–the captive subject of 

education.  

More specifically, in what follows, I argue that a reading of Black student revolt at SF 

State through the lens of the captive subject not only exposes the libidinal dimension in the 

culture history of student protest on campus, but also the inability of a psychoanalytic critique of 

students protest as a function of hysteria to account fully for Black subjectivity and the 
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“insatiable demands” (Wilderson, 2003) of the Black student revolutionary. Thus, I want to 

rework the “complicated operation” that Smith deploys to extinguish insurrection, to suggest that 

the demands of Black student revolutionaries at SF state both resonate with critique student 

protest as a symptom of hysteria and exceeds the psychoanalytic discourse of hysteria such that 

Black demand is the disavowed “endless antagonism” (Wilderson, 2003) within the grammar of 

hysteria itself. Instead of reading the Black student revolutionary under the auspices of Black 

national masculinism, the educational subject I am interested in attending to the Black 

revolutionary woman.  To make this argument, I first turn to Lacanian psychoanalysis, 

specifically Seminar 17, to demonstrate how psychoanalytic thought treats the subject of 

educational resistance by reading student revolt as a function of hysterical discourse. I will then 

put this into context of SF State, by revisiting the speech delivered by George Mason Murray at 

SF State college in the context of the non-negotiable demands prepared by the BSU and the to 

illustrate that the logics of hysteria are disoriented by the antagonism of Black demand. 

Following this, I argue that the unconscious dynamics that reinforce Lacan’s failure to account 

for the aced and gendered educational subject of resistance, the Black revolutionary woman, also 

sustains the masculinism that subtends Black discourses of revolutionary violence. Thus, the 

inattention to the insurrectionary position of the ungendered flesh of the female captive subject 

results in psychoanalytic criticism of student protest that is both seemingly animated by (a fear 

of) the global libidinal pulse of Black uprising and disavowal of World ending desire attributed 

to Black demand–a hysterical production of its own kind; and repeated through the libidinal 

investments attached to male gender. 



   
 

42 
  

Lacan’s Seminar XVII 

Jacques Lacan delivered his yearlong Seminar XVII, L'envers de la psychanalyse, The 

Other Side of Psychoanalysis the year following the five-month siege of SF state strike during 

the 1969-1970 school year. However, not only was the seminar often interrupted by student 

protests the global ramifications of student discontent in the previous year of 1968, and 

specifically May 1968 in Paris, still reverberated throughout the delivery of the seminar 

(Clemens and Griggs, 2006).  Animated by Parisian students demanding an end to patriarchal, 

repressive University politics and invigorated by solidarity between poor and working-class 

factory workers, the view from France during May 1968 was illuminated by scenes of 

educational disruption, factory and university occupation, and labor strikes culminating in brutal 

clashes with the police and a renewed sense political and institutional possibility (Mercer, 2019; 

Seidman, 2004). In this way, the Parisian situation was not unlike the scene of chaos at SF State 

College. As Clemens and Griggs (2006) state, “though the social order was no longer on the 

brink of collapse as it had been in May 1968, contestation was still in the air—on several 

occasions, Lacan’s seminar was interrupted or even canceled” (p. 1). In that light, in conjunction 

with student revolt, Lacan’s dismissal from the elite Ecole Normale Superieure and the troubled 

acceptance of his novel psychoanalytic method as a return to Freud, Seminar 17 should be 

regarded as “[Lacan] cast[ing] a cold eye on the underpinnings of a society which has abandoned 

its foundations” (Lacan, 2001, p.3). If one considers that the events of May 1968 at their peak 

threatened the functionality of the French government forcing even the national President, 

Charles de Gaulle, to evacuate the country and threaten to call in military forces (Vinen, 2018), 

Seminar XVII effectively serves as critique on the status of the University amidst student protest 

and treatise on the maladaptive relationship between subject, culture, and society. Thus, this 

context of revolt and disorder helps frame Seminar XVII as both a “fortnightly deliberation on 
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psychoanalysis…[and] on the contemporary social order” (Clemmens and Grigg, 2006, p. 2). 

And moreover, it is in this context of student revolt and “the modulating university” (Graunig, 

2019) that Lacan attempted to construct his own psychoanalytic theory of discourse to critique 

the ailments of contemporary society and their effects on psychoanalytic practice by isolating the 

role of unconscious desire in the constitution of students’ political and educational subjectivities. 

Thus, Lacanian discourse should be understood as a culmination of his thinking on signification, 

subjectivity, desire, and sexual difference, and as a primer on not only how the ways the culture 

or discourse positioned subjects, but how identifications with various unconscious desires 

oriented these subjective positions (Carusi, R.M., 2020; Parker & Cuellar, 2014). As Bracher et 

al (1994) posit “One important consequence for understanding the political significance of 

[Lacan’s] discourse” (p. 1) is its capacity to frame how “resistance (in both the political and 

psychoanalytic senses) against interpellation by discourse can be produced within discourse 

itself, and how the subject, in addition to being produced by ideology, is also capable of 

producing ideology.” (p. 11). The importance of this is that educational resistance describes not 

only the traditional representations of “activism” but also characterizes what psychoanalytic 

thought terms repression. For Lacan, immanent to the structure of discourse is also an attempt to 

formulate how “resistance” or repression also works on the educational subject (Ballestin, 2021). 

 If one is to put forward an analysis of the acts of revolt that threaten the stability of 

society, the university is a critical site to interrogate what has “gone wrong”, But why? In the 

translator note at the beginning of the Lacan’s seminar Grigg notes that l’envers, as if its own 

quilting point in a series of metonymic displacements, is commonly translated in English as the 

“other side” but carries a multitude of oblique associations: "back," "verso," "lining," 

"underside," "flipside," "underneath”, all implying a hidden, or absent presence (p. 9). What I am 
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intrigued by, as a point where a nascent line of thought might emerge, however, is what seems to 

get lost in (the English) translation. The literal untranslatability of l’envers. Not just the “other 

side “with “connotations of the unseen” (“l'envers'” also connotes “a bad side… even the 

obscene” (Lacan, 2008, p. 9). Thus, the sight of obscene student revolt not only mobilizes the 

thinking in Lacan’s seminar, particularly the relation between the discourse and psychoanalysis. 

It is this “obscene” situation of student revolt, however, that at the conclusion of his yearlong 

lead Lacan to both admonish the revolutionary impulse of students during May 1968 in Paris and 

harshly say to a Vincennes student, “What you aspire to as revolutionaries is a Master. You shall 

have one!” Lacan (2008) argued that the aspirations of student revolt and “what thinks of itself as 

revolutionary, or more exactly as what is romantically called Revolution with a capital R.” (p. 

87) was not an attempt to end the presence of dominant, normative higher education, but effected 

“revolution in the other sense of doing a complete circle.” (Lacan, 2008, p. 8). To summarize the 

significance then of Lacan’s seminar, one must presume that 1) discourse moves away from the 

Foucauldian historical-materialist  orientation (Bou & Goel, 2021; Copjec, 2015) is rather about 

a structure of “fundamental relations” established through the instrumentation of language 

“inside which something that is much larger and goes much further than actual utterances  can, 

of course, be inscribed” (Lacan, 2008, p. 13); 2) insofar as the social order is constituted in and 

through language, transformation into a “New Society” is not the effect of teleological, 

progressive movement forward, but rather the consequence of a regressive (re)turn in (Master) 

discourse and the stability of society as such;  and 3) revolutionary activity like occupation of 

administrative buildings and classroom disruption can be explained by a subjective position 

adopted within a particular discursive structure. If ultimately what student protesters want is a 
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“master”, Lacan proceeds to work this out through his theory of hysterical discourse but bases 

this on a fundamental structure called the quadripode.  

The Quadripode 
 

↑!"#$%	
'()%*

  ⇏ +%*#(	
,(-.)/%	(1-22)

↓           Agent/Truth ––> Other/Product 

Figure 1. Fundamental structure of the Lacanian matheme the, the quadripode. Adapted from Schroeder 
(2008). 
 

To understand the function of the discourse of the hysteric, one must first turn to the 

structure of discourse by examining what Lacan calls the “quadripode”. Lacan (2008) stresses to 

his audience in Seminar XVII that, “My little quadrupedal schemas–I am telling you today to 

alert you to it–are not the Ouija boards of history8”(p. 188). This “quadrupedal schema” is in fact 

for Lacan the visual representation of discourse which he defines as structure of “fundamental 

relations” established through the instrumentation of language “inside which something that is 

much larger and goes much further than actual utterances can, of course, be inscribed” (p. 13). 

Not produced by event or the advent of historical twists and turns, the quadripode itself notes 

Lacan “is only an appeal for you to locate yourselves in relation to what one can call radical 

functions, in the mathematical sense of the term.”  

 Lacan constructs written algebraic functions (mathemes) as containers for a constellation of 

human activity. The structural foundation of discourse then, the quadripode, can seemingly be 

read as if it were a simple mathematical equation organized around four positions: agent, truth, 

 
8 Lacan writes in Encore that “[Discourse] is not in any sense to be viewed as a series of historical emergences 
- the fact that one may have appeared longer ago than the others is not what is important here.” p. 16. Oliver 
Feltham (2006) asks a similar question in his work discerning how the “discourses emerge historically and 
mutate” (Clemens and Grigg, 2006, p. 6) as an effect of “structural change without having recourse to a notion 
of history as sequence”.  (Feltman, 2006. 181) 
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other, and product. At the very basic level, the structure of all discourse assumes at its head a 

seemingly self-imposed Agent that in the enunciative act of speaking always addresses an 

erstwhile Other. And in the process of this exchange, something is always produced in the form 

of a loss. Called to act by the Truth of the discourse, one comes to see then that the Truth is not 

just a term hidden underneath the Agent, but rather, “the Aristotelian Prime Mover, affecting the 

whole structure of the discourse...the real driving force” (Verhaeghe, 1995, p. 80) of the 

quadrupedal schema. And one no take lightly nor need be an expert in Aristotelian metaphysics 

to suggest the Cosmological terrain of the Prime Mover and its associations with the Divine. It is 

from the position of Truth that illumines discourse as an articulation of an interrelated, yet 

independent system of relations founded in language that creates a particular social bond 

between subject, the signifier that represents her, and an “other” signifier. Verhaeghe (1995) 

characterizes two “critical disjunctures”, impossibility (between the agent→other) and inability 

(between product→truth), endemic to this structure.  

The static positions of the quadripode are also arranged to illustrate both a horizontal 

relationship between agent/other and truth/product and a respective vertical relationship between 

agent/truth and other/product. The horizontal relationship between agent and other illustrates the 

notion that within any given discourse, no speech act exists in a vacuum, and that the act of 

speech itself is conditioned by presence of and directed towards an other. While the agent of 

discourse can designate a person, construct, or institution the act of speaking itself always bonds 

the agent of discourse to the position of the other. Hence why Lacan (2011) in the seminar the 

following year, laments “I can say until I'm blue in the face that the notion of discourse should be 

taken as a social link (lien social), founded on language and thus seems not unrelated to what is 

specified in linguistics as grammar” (p. 17). The position of Other must be activated by the agent 
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as the “prerequisite for receiving and understanding a given message or discourse” (Bracher et 

all, 1994, p. 109).Thus, if the agent of speech signifies the desiring subject, that desire is always 

linked to the Other or more specifically as Lacan (2008) notes, “discourse is bound up with the 

interests of the subject9” (p. 92).Below the bar, “concerns the link between product and truth” 

(Verhaeghe, 1985, p. 81) as the evidence of a fundamental disjuncture of inability. If one sees 

Truth, not as a representation of fact and instead as that which motivates the enunciating act of 

the agent within a particular discursive frame, then what is produced from this act never aligns 

with what drives it. Thus, there is no relation between what Truth, as what drives desire, and the 

excess productive loss that completes the system of signification. Above the bar, the attempt of 

the Agent to speak the Other categorizes failure in that in the address, the full meaning is never 

delivered. There is always something left out. If we see Truth as the Desire that drives the 

subject within a particular discursive frame, then it is the impossibility of full communication 

that subtends the relationship between Agent and the Other. Because the Truth of one’s Desire 

can never match up to what is produced within the process of signification, the agent’s attempt to 

express desire becomes always, already disjunction of impossibility. Thus, the top level is better 

reflected as a broken arrow indicating a failure within the act of speaking or the failure of 

signification (the relationship between two signifiers S1→S2 through which meaning occurs and 

meaning slips) to yield the truly desired product. But what one might assume as an ideal case if, 

“the truth would find a complete expression in the desire of the agent for the other, thus realizing 

the perfect relationship between those two with, as a product, the definite satisfaction which 

 
9 The full context of this quote emerges as a rejoinder to Marx. Lacan (2008) writes “this is what, from time to 
time, Marx calls the economy, because these interests are, in capitalist society, entirely commercial.” (p. 92). 
The significance here of this Marxian infused approach to discourse here is that the quadripode can be viewed 
as a symbolic representation of a psychic economy of enjoyment. Particularly when Lacan emphasizes links 
surplus jouissance to the Marxian concept of surplus value. 
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embraces the truth” (Verhaeghe, 1995, p. 81) belies the “bar” and the function of repression. The 

bar itself suggests a disjuncture between that “active” or elements of discourse (the agent and the 

other) and the passive elements repressed or concealed by the “bar” (the truth and the product) 

that reflects the Lacanian cogito between the egoic-I of the conscious statement and the illegible 

unconscious-I of enunciation. In this way, we should think about the discourse as if a proscenium 

in which the organizing psychodrama of subjective division is performed in four different acts 

containing their own autonomous scenes or positions.  

Consequently, the “radical functions' ' of the quadripode shift based on the relationship 

between what Lacan also describes as mathemes. There are four terms through which each 

discourse functions to orient the desires of the desiring-subject: the master-signifier (S1), 

knowledge (S2), the divided/split subject ($), and objet petit a (object-cause of desire (a). The 

rotation of these four mathemes in their respective positions in the quadripode then produce the 

four discourses: Hysteric, University, Analyst, and Master. Written with the intention of 

minimizing the effects of translation and loss of meaning, the quadripode and matheme together 

represent a constellation of human activity and crucially index the capacity for subjectivity itself. 

What is at stake in the structure of the quadripode is the assumption that all subjects are (human) 

speaking-beings (parlêtre10) positioned by way of language and culture within a particular 

discursive frame. The point is that the quadripode is the underlying grammar of the Lacanian 

subject’s speech and frames the relationship between language and how the speaking-being 

negotiates desire through various speech acts.  Bracher (1993) echoes this point in Lacan, 

Discourse, and Social Change when he posits that “insofar as a cultural phenomenon succeeds in 

 
10 This neologism that combines parler (to speak) and être (being) rests on the notion that “being is constituted 
in and through language” (Evans, 2006, p. 18). The significance of this is that the subject’s entrance into 
language is conditioned by alienation in both the imaginary and symbolic  
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interpellating subjects—that is, in summoning them to assume a certain subjective 

(dis)position—it does so by evoking some form of desire or by promising satisfaction of some 

desire” (p. 19). If desire orients subjectivity, it is culture that “operates on and through” (Bracher, 

1993p. 19) these desires. Put differently, the quadripode that Lacan introduces in Seminar 17 

“reveal[s] a single shared structure” (Schroeder, 2008, p. 6) through which we might read, one, 

how culture and cultural artifacts organize our desires and, two, how “new ideologies can be 

produced by subjects even as they are interpellated into discourse(s). message or discourse” 

(Bracher, 1993, p. 109). It is through this structure then locates student protest within the 

discourse of the hysteric.   

The Hysteric’s Discourse 
 

↑$	
#

  ⇏ $%	
$&

↓ 

Figure 2. Lacan’s matheme for the discourse of the hysteric.  
“The hysterical structure is in force whenever a discourse is dominated by the speaker's 

symptom…” (Lacan, 2008, p. 66). 

 

In the discourse of the hysteric, the split-subject occupies the position of agent while the 

Master Signifier adopts the position of Other (S1). In the position of truth, is the object-cause of 

desire (a) and what is produced in the hysteric’s discourse as a loss (of jouissance) is knowledge 

(S2). The significance of the discourse of the hysteric is that it “discloses the structure of speech 

in general and…sheds light on dimensions of human discursive practice that no one would have 

related to clinical hysteria” (Wajcman, 1988, p. 6). By figuring hysterical discourse as the 

general effect of speech on the subject, Lacan both attempts to free hysteria from gendered 
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historical inscriptions of women's emotional instability by universalizing the structure of hysteria 

to account for a general theory of desire or what can be considered an ontology of desire11. If the 

ontology of the Lacanian desiring subject is constituted by a division, then it is the discourse of 

the hysteric that typifies this relationship and provides the imagistic representation of the subject 

who desires because she fundamentally lacks. Lacan (2008) writes “as soon as you ask the 

question, ‘what does a woman want?’ you locate the question at the level of desire, and everyone 

knows that, for woman, to locate the question at the level of desire is to question the hysteric” (p. 

129). And reaffirms this restating, “‘She is the hysteric, but this is not necessarily specific to one 

sex. As soon as you raise the question, ‘What does So-and- so want?’ you enter the function of 

desire, and you produce the master signifier.” (Lacan, 2008, p. 130). Put simply, the hysteric’s 

discourse allows us to see how every act of speech itself is an attempt to express desire–an 

attempt for the split subject to produce a signifier that might fill the perceived lack that causes 

her to desire the primary lost object. In the hysteric’s discourse objet petit a, the truth of her 

discourse, represents jouissance, the intimate unsymbolizable dimension that the divided subject 

had to give up in order to enter the symbolic world–the cost of being a subject. Thus, the divided 

subject as agent is not only aware of her “symptoms'' because “it is around the symptom that the 

hysteric's discourse is situated and ordered (Lacan, 2008, p. 43), she demands of the Master 

signifier recognition and acknowledgement of her demand. However, because “objet petit a” is 

beneath the bar, the demand the hysteric makes of the Master signifier in the place of Other to 

provide her with objet a “lost object” fails. It fails because the “answer” or knowledge (S2) 

produced from this discourse is insufficient in gratifying the “truth” of this discourse. Yet, the 

 
11 The full context reads as follows: “This is what the Hysteric's Discourse means, industrious as she is, in 
saying "she," we are making the hysteric a woman, but this is not her privilege alone. Many men get 
themselves analyzed who, by this fact alone, are obliged to pass through the hysteric's discourse, since this is 
the law, the rule of the game.” (Lacan, 2008, p. 34) 
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very act of speech itself is allows the hysteric to experience jouissance, an interface with the pre-

symbolic space where she is no longer split, nor aware of her dissatisfaction, and instead 

experiences a moment of wholeness, what Freud (1961) attributes to the oceanic feeling, a 

sublime plenitude. In this sense, the knowledge produced from the hysterical acts not only can be 

read as “symptoms” or as symptomatic of a hysterical structure, but as regulated by an economy 

of enjoyment as well predicated on the production of a signifier that might “fill the lack” or 

alleviate the hysteric’s symptom. 

 Lacan turns to the metaphor of the Sphinx in Oedipus to illustrate the discourse of the 

hysteric. In this reformulated myth, the Sphinx signifies as the hysterical, split subject and 

Oedipus acts as the Master-Signifier. The “truth” of this myth is that the Sphinx wants to know 

the answer to the riddle that shocks and stuns. The desire to know then should be taken as the 

fundamental desire of the hysteric. She demands an answer to her riddle in this sense the riddle 

functions as the symptomatic dissatisfaction of the hysteric and the demand to the other the 

master signifier to answer this riddle or Oedipus as the master signifier who might answer the 

riddle to the Sphinx. As Wajcman (1988) notes, “the history of hysteria can be seen as many 

Oedipuses lined up before the sphinx, each answering her riddle in his way, none conquering 

Thebes.” (p. 6).  It matters then that “it was [Oedipus’] answer that made [him] into Oedipus” (p. 

6) or put another way Oedipus would not gain his status as “idealized father” until the hysteric 

privileged the role of the father or the Master-Signifier in answering her question. “Insofar as 

[the father] plays this pivotal, major role, this master [signifier] role in the hysteric's discourse” 

(p. 95) writes Lacan (2008), “from this angle of the power of creation, sustains his position in 

relation to the woman even as he is out of action”. (p. 95). The point is that the structure of 

hysterical discourse frames every act of speech as a demand and “the one who acknowledges this 
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injunction, or mandate to speak, is given the power to satisfy the Demand.”(Wajcman, 2003, p. 

7) Thus, the crucial caveat of the hysteric’s discourse is that while “she in her own way goes on a 

kind of strike” (Lacan, 2008, p.94) refusing her body to the Master-Signifier, the aspect that 

leads Lacan to posit that “the hysteric is not a slave [to the master-signifier] p.94”, the hysteric 

also demonstrates that her speech is impossible without the Master-Signifier to ground her 

symptoms in reality. While “the hysteric plays it as though she commanded the Other” 

(Wajcman, 2003, p.7) she is yet symbolically dependent on the Master-Signifier to authorize the 

hysteric as a subject at all12. This leads Wajcman to conclude that  

She commands and at once surrenders. Her question, 'Who am I?' receives the answer 

"You are who I say." On the side of the Other the question ends with the gift of speech 

[or knowledge, S2]. But this gift has an essential flaw. By answering the subject's 

question: "Who am I?" the Other lets the subject come into being; but any given answer, 

necessarily specific, reduces the subject's quest to a finite object 

In essence, the hysteric presents her body itself as evidence of an injunction or demand (What is 

the answer, the objet petit a that orients the truth, the true “knowledge” about my subjectivity or 

the cause of my symptoms?). The knowledge generated from the bodily symptoms of the 

hysteric, however, cannot “settle the hysteric’s question” (Wajcman, 2003) and thus, the 

hysteric, remains the common typification of Lacanian subjectivity split between subject and 

 
12  The full passage reads as follows: “By posing the riddle, the hysteric commands the Other from her position 
as agent, and yet in so doing entirely surrenders to him whom she empowers to answer: "Tell me! Answer me! 
Whatever you say I am!" The demand compels speech, solicits an answer. It requests virtually all of speech, all 
that can be answered, as if all of language carried the mute question: "Who am I?" Asked by the hysteric, this 
question, essential for her, appears to arise from the structure itself. She identifies with the structure of speech, 
the synchrony of which is a question-answer: Tell me ... who I am? --- > I am who you say. 
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object using the act of speech itself to produce a master signifier that might redress the 

impossibilities of fully knowing the subject as signifier and subject as object of jouissance.  

The Black Revolutionary and a Critique of the Hysterical Subject 

Hysteria is central to student protest because it is through the antagonism of the student 

revolutionary position on campus in Paris that he develops the discourse of the hysteric. Because 

“she unmasks, however, the master's function” (p. 94), the student revolutionary is always in a 

constant state of refusing the “discursive colonization” (Clarke, 2015, p. 76) of the Master-

Signifier through hysterical questioning, resisting, protesting. in his engagements with the 

politics of  desire and social change through Lacanian discourse theory , Bracher (1993) further 

calcifies the point that hysteria and student protest are mutually constitutive in that the 

educational subject, the student revolutionary, also refuses to “give her body up  to the 

“signifiers that constitute the subject positions which society, through language, makes available 

to individuals'' resulting in the production normative, liberal educational subjectivities 

(bracher,1993, p. 94). 

Especially considering the formal list of the 10 non-negotiable demands of the BSU as 

the materialization of hysterical discourse through an attempt to generate a “knowledge” to 

redress the hysterical symptoms (i.e., the tactics of guerilla warfare) engendered by the 

‘oppressive’ university. A combination of various demands, the overarching themes consisted of 

infrastructure to support the installation of a Back Studied curriculum, the admission of more 

Black students, the hiring and retention of Black faculty and staff, no disciplinary proceedings 

against strike participants, the dissolution of the Board of Trustees, and the re-hiring of George 

Mason Murray to his TA position. Considering this then, we might put the Black student 

revolutionary demands within this hysterical discourse. For example, the Black student 
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revolutionary is now our hysterical subject where she “sits” at the position of agent. With the 

Master-Signifier in the place of Other, one can see how in the context of student protest, the 

University occupies the position of Master-Signifier. The knowledge (S2) that Black student 

revolutionary produces through her symptoms is illustrated through the actual list of demands 

made by members of the BSU. But how does revolt against the University-as-Master-Signifier 

produce warrant Lacan’s critique that the hysteria of student revolutionaries can be attributed to a 

desire for a master?  

Following Lacan’s logic, we would have to understand that the knowledge (S2) Black 

student revolutionary produces through her symptoms is resolved (though a failure) through SF 

State College’s attempts at addressing the demands. If the list of the demands functions as the 

injunctive from the hysteric herself, it is crucial though to understand the “Truth”, or what 

engenders the economy of desire, or discursive structure for the hysteric in this equation. 

Bracher’s (1993) deserves quotation at the length 

Despite its refusal to follow the master signifier, however, the hysterical subject remains 

in solidarity with it (83), because of the subject's attunement to the a. This solidarity 

manifests itself in the quest of desire for an object that will satisfy it, the wish of anxiety 

for security and stability, the search of meaninglessness for a meaning or identity, and the 

urge of shame to coincide with the ideal. This is the meaning of Lacan's warning to 

revolutionary students that what they were really asking for - and would get - was a 

Master. p.45 

As a reminder, as a function of the hysteric’s discourse, what causes the student to desire is 

jouissance itself. But why? The demand for a “Master-Signifier” is not so much a desire for the 

current University to provide an answer, but in the very act of the demand, the Black 
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revolutionary woman submits to the desire for jouissance, an objet petit a that might be returned 

to her after she is caught up in Language–a world of (Master) signifiers–at the very moment she 

is split from jouissance. Following this logic, one could advance the notion that the similarities in 

the non-negotiable list of demands of BSU members and the similarity of Black student demand 

in post-BLM era activism13 mirrors the Freudian “compulsion to repeat” (Freud, 1920). As 

Lacan notes, what is repetition? Read Freud's text and see what he says. What necessitates 

repetition is jouissance…” (Lacan, 2007, p. 45). Or put differently, the demands that Black 

students make are regulated by the same economy of enjoyment that gives primacy to the 

Master-Signifier. Rather than an attempt at the antagonism of Black life on campus, Black revolt 

at SF State from this universalized perspective of the educational subject of hysterical discourse, 

rather enjoys–experiences jouissance from the failure of redress, the failure of the demand for 

freedom. 

 

 
13  
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Figure 3 Numbers 1-6 of the 10 non-negotiable demands of the BSU with explanations  

 

 



   
 

57 
  

 

Figure 4 Numbers 7-10 of the 10 non-negotiable demands of the BSU with explanations  

 

George Murray and the Fresno Speech 

Insofar as the representation of the educational subject in the development of Lacan’s 

theory of hysterical discourse, the white Parisian student revolutionary, can be universalized to 

account for a psychopolitics of student protest, the obscene revolution in France should mirror 



   
 

58 
  

the ‘mythology and hysteria’ on campus at San Francisco State. The problem, however, with the 

discourse of the hysteric, rest for me on two central points: that inasmuch as jouissance is 

entangled with the Lacanian register of the Real it is still “muddled” and “left stunned in breach” 

as it accounts for the “racial economy” organized by and ossified through the tectonics of chattel 

slavery as Spillers articulates. And two, insofar as “slavery stands ‘under the bar’ of freedom's 

signification”, that “[slavery is] already there in the inscriptions of [freedom’s], she, the captive 

subject of education, is the negative capability that enables the production of Discourse itself. Or 

put differently, if hysterical neurosis “introduces the subject into history….as agent of discourse 

(emphasis mine)” (p. 176), then it is the ungendered flesh of the Black female slave that occupies 

the barred Truth of any discursive formation at which an Agent speaks.  

My point is that the literal and psychic captivity that proscribed the lives of Black flesh 

not only foreclosed the “agency” of her discourse but denied her the capacity for speaking itself 

such that the discourse of hysteria as the general structure of speech’s condition of possibility 

was the violent ungendering of the Black female. For example, Marriott draws attention to 

Lacan’s use of racial metaphors of the Blackness of the “Negress” bride in The Song of Songs 

against her “beauty” to shore up his theory of the signifier. “That famous ‘but’ in classical 

translations of The Song of Songs, in which the Vulgate’s Nigra sum sed Formosa (“I am black, 

but comely”) substitutes sed (but) for the original et (and)” writes Marriot,  

If we are drawn closer to her because of this but, not further away… Lacan not only 

repeats this classical denegation (emphasis original), but he makes this but (emphasis 

original) into a prosopopoeia of enslavement, the signification by which she is auctioned 

off and presumably sold into a meaning that enslaves her. It is blackness that thus 

enslaves us to sense, and that weds us to meaning. P.10 
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The point is that “race is thus not needed to be pinned onto what is known to be black” 

(Marriot, 2020) if the ungendered flesh of the Black female is evoked metaphorically to 

(consciously and unconsciously) anchor the hysterical subject to the domain of language. The 

symbolic order illustrates the significance of Black female flesh to the institution of slavery and 

structure of discourse itself. In what proceeds, I extend Black feminist engagements with 

psychoanalysis to offer a psychodiscursive reading of the speech George Mason Murray 

delivered at Fresno State College to complicate the Lacan’s theorization of student protest as 

hysterical by attending to what Terrefe (2018) describes through the concept of the Black female 

imago or the “mythic site in the unconscious” (p. 143) and “rebus for the psychic life of slavery” 

(p.125). Reading from the perspective of Black student revolutionaries, I argue that “the 

obscene” rather describes the disavowed Black discourse of violence that both “kills’ the Master-

Signifier yet holds on to the promise of plenitude that the Master-Signifier promises.   

The Fresno speech helps us situate “revolution” as historical event in accordance with the 

psychoanalytic theory of discourse but not because of the “turn” of discourse or the return of the 

master-signifier as Lacan would suggest. I argue that the primal scene of campus insurrection on 

campus at SF State is deemed hysterical only insofar as the structural antagonism of antiblackness 

overdetermines the captive subject as hysterical and provides the ground for hysterical discourse as 

Blackness and unreason are inextricably linked.  say this because students were not demanding a 

master and threw up a black and a black canvas if we look at the reflection after the strike included a 

student says third world liberal demands in this in that sense not arguing just for representation on the 

dialectic they are trying to in the world but do destroy racism and imperialism perhaps this is why 

then Smith can only see it as a hysterical or discourse of Hysteria because he cannot see a way to 

resolve this conflict without violence.  
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On October 24, 1968, George Mason Murray, Minister of Education for the Black 

Panther Party, SF State student, and part-time freshman composition instructor delivered a 

rousing speech to Fresno State College (CSU Fresno) addressing over 4,000 students (sf attacked 

on two fronts). Though the speech occurred hundreds of miles from campus it took place 

simultaneously with the State College Board of trustees meeting. Supported and adored by other 

students, Third World Liberation Front (TWLF)Murray has received support from the Fresno 

State Associated Students President, Bruce Bronson, and the California State College Student 

Presidents Association (CSCSPA), as well as student supporters in Fresno. 14The Board of 

Trustees were not only furious but demanded that Murray be fired from his teaching position and 

placed on student suspension. President Smith acquiesced and officially terminated George 

Murray November 1st on Chancellor Glenn Dumke’s order. Perhaps the culminating event that 

catalyzed the strike itself, just five days later after President Smith suspended Murray, members 

of the Black Student Union (BSU) officially declared a strike on the campus issues the ten non-

negotiable demands followed by the Third World Liberation Front (TWLF) with an additional 

five demands. Speaking to the political and campus climate for Black revolutionaries, Murray, 

shares to the crowd of students attending his speech at Fresno State College, the following: “This 

morning Huey Newton was sentenced to two to 15 years in prison, the UC Regents have just 

banned Eldridge Cleaver from talking at Berkeley more than once, and the Trustees are trying to 

fire me — they’re tying all the racist attacks together,”. He continues,  

“America represents slavery, America represents hell, America is the grave, America is the prison for 
all blacks in this nation.” He continues, “We (Black Panthers) understand the only way to get it 
(demands) is the same way the white folks got theirs in 1776; the same way the black people in Cuba 
got theirs in the 1950’s, that is with guns and force. And we maintain that political power comes 
through the barrel of a gun. We are slaves”, he reveals, “and the only way to become free is to kill all 
the slavemasters.” 
 

 
14 (trustees have hands full, october 24, the gater newspaper). 
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While the legitimacy of Murray’s rhetoric and political strategy of direct violence is contested terrain 

in the study of campus-based protest as it is dedicated to “non-violence”, the efficacy of his words is 

not one that I wish to parse out in this chapter either. Rather, I am interested in Murray’s evocation of 

the language of racial slavery as an invitation to theoretically and methodologically center the 

unthought position (Hartman/Wilderson) of the slave in the context of hysteria. For example, Bracher 

(1993) avers, hysterical discourse “involv[es] resistance, protest, and complaint—from the plaintive 

anthems of slaves (emphasis added) to the yearning lyrics of poets, to the iconoclastic rhetoric of 

revolutionaries, to the fire-and-brimstone sermons of Puritan preachers railing against ‘sin’” (p. 45). 

What to me is curious then, is that if the slave’s hysterical structure is expressed through symptomatic 

“plaintive anthems”, does this also assume that the slave enjoys their suffering?  And if educational 

resistance (e.g., campus-informed activism) and the subject of resistance in education (e.g., student 

revolutionary) are indeed ripe to be situated as the symptomatic evidence of hysteria, then how does 

the discourse of insurrection frame subjectivity for BSU members like George Murray so that 

“relevant education” can only be dispensed through violence and the death of the slavemaster? What 

seems to be a more accurate reflection of this relation if we account for Murray’s discourse, its 

“truth” is also traversed by the “primal scene of accumulation” (Farley) such that the murder of the 

slavemaster or master-signifier converges at both conscious and unconscious desire. If educational 

resistance (e.g., campus-informed activism) and the subject of resistance in education (e.g., student 

revolutionary) are indeed ripe to be situated as the symptomatic evidence of hysteria, then how does 

the use of violence frame subjectivity for BSU members like George Murray so that “relevant 

education” can only be dispensed through violence and the death of the slavemaster?  In this way, an 

account of Black revolutionary discourse of violence must first recognize that the captive subject of 

education does not speak as an agent of discourse, but as captive to discourse. The captive subject 
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cannot act as an agent because the slave is not called into being through lack–the spit between subject 

and object; however, the slave does not enter the social-symbolic world as an agent of discourse, but 

as “vestibular” (Spillers, 1984, 1987) the social-symbolic world is stabilized. Warren echoes this 

point when he posits that the black object is “barred from participation” in the Symbolic as a subject 

(and even denied the fantasy of Being, since as Fanon remarked “blacks lack ontological 

resistance”)” (p. 32). And further, “the black does not assume a subject position but is situated as an 

object—crushed by the foreclosure of the fantasy of Being and, concomitantly, an illicit access to 

jouissance”. What this means is that not only is the captive subject the embodiment of hysterical 

discourse insofar as Black flesh is always, already “caught up in something like hysteria” (Marriot, 

2016, para 15) in a colonized world. The discourse of violence that emerges in the speech of George 

Mason Murray and revolutionary praxis of Black strike members exceeds this hysterical structure 

because the “real of slavery” (Chamberlin, 2019) promulgates the real murder of the Master-Signifier 

and the impossibility of jouissance because of the Master-Slave dialect that disjoints “the captive 

body from its motive will, its active desire” (Spillers, 1987, 67). In this sense, the captive subject does 

not have access to the objet petit a that orients the hysterical subject’s solidarity with the Master-

Signifier. “She [Black student radical] reigns, and he [ the University] does not govern” (Lacan, 

2007, p. 129). 

 I want to pinpoint here an again an appraisal of the Parisian student’s comments alongside the 

student activist politics emerging concomitantly in U.S. colleges and universities. These 

struggles were often coalitional (Black and third Third-World student coalitions, SDS, 

Progressive Labor Party). And to deny that labor would exceed the ahistorical. But in my view a 

sustained reading of the strike from this perspective of the Black radical student, might help 

account for both the labor towards coalitional struggle and the latent antiblackness in these 
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efforts while also allowing room for an analysis of that patriarchal gender inscriptions that 

poison the well of Black radical practice and deny her a certain ground in position. By situating 

the context in which this lecture was delivered, I am on the one hand trying to designate a 

starting point for development of a strategy for reading (and putting to use) a psychoanalytic 

theory of discourse that commentates on administrative repression and bureaucratized violence 

of University politics, student (political) subjectivity, and the culture of revolution that beset 

disorder in institutions of higher education across the globe. And on the other, situate the politics 

of Black radicalism and revolutionary nationalism that subtended Black student activity during 

the late 1960s and early 1970s. Through the figure of the Black student radical, I am trying to 

draw attention to the assumptions and repressed elements of Lacan’s own development of a 

psychoanalytic inflected social and political theory. Thus, I am interested in how the 

fundamental relations “that structure the Lacanian field of discourse might hold up with an 

analysis of power relations in its line of sight? And where one locates within this discursive 

structure an erstwhile subject, how does the incalculable loss that defines the desiring subject 

enable not just the assumption of a universal (raceless?) subject of discourse but that we all 

desire the same way? And to that end, when ‘race’ is to be found within this system these 

fundamental relations that are said to structure discourse, why does the labor of the sublated 

subject of race index both the enablement of the production of discourse(s) and the inability of 

signification of her own racial reality?  

Hysterizing Black Revolutionary Discourse 
 

If the barring of Black revolutionary woman as a counter to the hysterical subject 

activates Lacan's discourse of the hysteric, her barring also traverses the discourse of Black 

revolution.  If we consider “the role of the Black female imago within both Primary and 
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Secondary processes of the psyche” (p. 131) as Terrefe encourages, then the figure of the Black 

female slave as epitome of the unconscious object barred from Discourse, also “proves crucial to 

understanding contemporary Black intramural relations” (p. 131). That said, I want to highlight a 

brief story that in my view simultaneously frames hysteria as a discursive structure, the site of 

gendered cathexis, and the symptomatic consequence of repressed possibility of female flesh as 

the arbiter of revolutionary violence.  

If we were present at the March 1966 Negro Student Association meeting, we would be 

introduced to James “Jimmy” Garrett, the East Los Angeles City College transfer who became 

“the single most important figure in creating the BSU that exists today” (Orrick, 1969, p.78). 

Despite leaving SF State College in Spring 1967, Jimmy Garrett’s heavy involvement with the 

Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), had previously been organized in his 

neighborhood, Watts and down South in Alabama with Stokely Carmichael. His direct 

experience organizing and mobilizing students and his “invisible charisma”, and “fantastic brain” 

led the Black community leader to describe him as “A student without effort, he could write, he 

could organize, he had personality, he could speak, he was just phenomenal. He could get people 

to follow him, and he could still dance and party with everybody...." (Orrick, p. 78-79). While I 

do not contest that Garrett had a “real charisma about him” or defined the “charismatic leader” 

on campus (Orrick, p. 79), it is the very embodiment of this charisma that enables Garrett to 

enact the patriarchal violence in his first Negro Student Association meeting through the 

interjection, “First thing I want to know is why a woman is up there!” (Karaguezian, 1970, p. 

41). Erica Edwards writes that the development of a Black political modernity espoused in the 

post-civil rights rhetoric “charismatic scenario” of individualistic, patriarchal leader or what 

Smallwood (2011) describes as the “iconicity” of the Black political leader, particularly as 
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“liberatory politics” or revolution is espoused, cannot be disentangled from the various 

enactments of violence through which she categorizes three distinct modes: 

 in the historical or historiographical violence of reducing a heterogeneous black freedom 

struggle to a top-down narrative of Great Man leadership; the social violence of 

performing social change in the form of a fundamentally antidemocratic form of 

authority; and the epistemological violence of structuring knowledge of black political 

subjectivity and movement within a gendered hierarchy of political value that grants 

uninterrogated power to normative masculinity. xv 

In what follows, then, I argue that the “structuring knowledge of black political subjectivity” is 

conditioned by the as a refusal to acknowledge the ways the chattel slavery and educational 

violence renders the Black male revolutionary a site of ungendered flesh as well such that he too 

is the “obscene” barred objet a that defines the hysteric.  

The “woman” in question is Marianne Waddey the former President of Negro Student 

Association, which would soon be changed to “Black Student Association” as Jimmy Garrett 

“objected to the [previous] name of the organization because it included the detested word 

‘Negro’’ (Karaguezian, 1971, p. 41). But why does this story in particular matter? Rather than 

move through an attempt to verify the 'facts' ' of this story or if Marianne would or should “never 

forgive Garrett” (Karaguezian, 1971, p. 41). I am interested in reading this scene as another 

example of the disavowal of and violence against the Black revolutionary woman and 

ungendered female flesh as foundational to psychic structuring of White (and non-Black) and 

Black intramural relations. Or put differently, it matters that the Black woman revolutionary, 

Mariam Al-Wadi, is both denied presence in the archive of student protest (as hysteria) and 

discourse of Black revolutionary violence at SF State college despite her consistent presence. 
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This story in my estimate in its occlusion of Black revolutionary woman, rehearses the “cultural 

vestibularity” (Spillers, 1987, p. 63) that animates the SF State strike and the barred objet petit a 

of hysterical discourse. More specifically, the coercion of Marianne Al-Wadi to give up her 

position as President of the Negro Student Association so that Jimmy Garrett advance the 

masculinist iteration of the Black Student Union with the professed goal of Black self-

determination and community development names the originary violating act and point of origin 

for the development of the San Francisco State Strike and the educational violence that he and 

students like George Mason Murray espouse is in its own way a hysterical point. If one reads 

read NSA meeting where Garrett ousted Marianne Al-Wadi as President15 not based on facticity, 

but rather as a primal scene. The function of the scene between Marianne Al-Wadi and Jimmy 

Garett then is to point to an anxiety that is activated by a traumatic and thus repressed) encounter 

with Marianne as the figure of ungendered flesh or the unconscious Black female imago. This 

“crisis” must be consistently (re)negotiated in and through the violence to Black bodies of all 

genders, but particularly on/through Black women even as Garrett affirms the afterlife of slavery 

on campus and the position of Black students as slaves. This is precisely so because if the primal 

scene of slavery actively organizes the Black life on campus as Murray and Garrett attest through 

their discourse of violence and tactics of political leadership, then this violence is also enacted at 

the level of the unconscious such that the “dissociative states of desire, affect, and political 

will”(p. 137) that construct the “the Black intramural, [and] also the larger global imaginary” (p. 

 
15To my knowledge there are only two references that I can find that attend to this gender dynamic. Dikran 
Karaguezian (1971) an editor of the campus newspaper, The Gater, is the first to note this dynamic. The 
second Ryan (2010), also writing about the strike, notes that Marianna Waddey was the previous President 
before Jimmy Garrett. She notes though that her research “lacks a rigorous analysis of gender within the 
movement. This is not to be taken as evidence that gender was not a significant factor in the strikes or in the 
Third World Left in general. On the contrary, the dynamics of gender in these areas were as significant as they 
were within American society at large in the 1960s, and indeed in the complicated relationship between 
revolutionary nationalism and masculinity (p. 266). 
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138) are “encouraged both [by] a political and libidinal economy subtended on the rape and 

forced breeding of Black female slaves” (p. 138).  

In context of the quadripode, the agents address to the other is always, already set in the context 

of socio-symbolic relations. The paradox of the Other (Hook, 2008) is not just the radical alterity 

of its “universe of symbolic universe of symbolic codes regulating our psychic self-experience. o 

designating the social world in which the subject lives and functions. I will define this further 

below, but for now will say that the symbolic order consists of language and its rules of sound 

and grammar, laws, and social structures having to do with the family, schools, religion, and 

government institutions. In general, it consists of all the rules that govern social and subjective 

existence. The subject has no choice but to be born into the symbolic order. We occupy the 

subjective roles that are made available to us by the social order in which we live. Hence the 

idea of the subject-self being subjected to that order. 

The ungendered flesh of the Black female slaves is the specter that haunts both the Black 

intramural and the World (Terrefe, 2012). 

While Edwards frames “lack, loss, and deferral as constitutive elements” (p. xxi) in the 

production of a culture of Black male leadership, I extend her thinking to implicate “lack and 

loss” in the psychoanalytic sense as constitutive elements of hysterical subjectivity. For Garrett 

to make his claim, I argue that he must understand himself from the position of a psychic 

structure split between subject and object (the subject in hysterical discourse) rather than a 

fleshed object captive to discourse foreclosed to the symbolic and the site of an “irresistible, 

destructive sensuality” (p, 63). Put another way, Jimmy Garrett’s unconscious identification with 

Black male political leader is predicated on the efficacy of a (hysterical) psychic structure 

unavailable to him.  The black male revolutionary presents a paradox for the hysterical discourse 
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because while he wants to kill the master in the position of other his hysterical hold on male-

gender as the promise of plenitude is only possible insofar as he denies that “the historic outline 

of dominance, the respective subject-positions of "female" and "male" adhere to no symbolic 

integrity” (p. 66). In short, the Black male revolutionary’s performance of charisma is in its own 

way a compulsion repetition, not from its connection to white jouissance, but in the unconscious 

disavowal and discursive refusal l of the Black female slave as the index of ungendered flesh.  

The violence of this undifferentiation enables a constellation of psycho-discursive 

disjunctures and yet I argue a turn towards her tarries in the excess of discourse. The Symbolic 

and real absence of the Black women engenders a series of un/conscious signifying formations 

and the discursive maneuvers that are generated from hysterical encounters with her abyssal 

presence (Marriott 2016; Marriott, 2018; Marriott, 2021). foreground the utilization of a practice 

of reading that coheres around the “analytic experience” of educated flesh to augment the 

hysterization of the [revolutionary] discourse (p. 33), the retroactively production of Black 

student revolution at San Francisco State. If one can concede that Blackness indexes “the mark 

of a rupture which is both exterior and radically intimate, an abyss which is situated at the limit 

of judgment, thought, and desire: a monstrance without center or end” (Marriott, 2016, line 14), 

then perhaps we can read together Marriott’s (2016) claim that “what matters is our relation 

(original emphasis) to its impossibility, a relation which must here be understood more 

grammatically (my emphasis) than logically” alongside Spiller’s interior intersubjectivity. For 

Spillers, interior intersubjectivity proceeds within the protocols of psychoanalytic cultural 

criticism, yet radically deposes psychoanalytic method through a “distended organizational 

calculus” that privileges a “self-interrogation” or “self-critical inquiry”. What this approach to 

psychoanalytic criticism allows for is a grammar of ungendered flesh (in line with Marriott’s 
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grammatical blackness), “an interior intersubjectivity  would substitute an agent for a spoken-for 

‘see-er’, as well as a ‘seen’”(p. 104), through which the captive subject is both attuned to “the 

specular and the spectacular-the sensation of looking at oneself and of imagining oneself being 

seen through the eyes of the other/another” (p. 104). Put differently, a grammar of ungendered 

flesh would offer a structure of Black discourse “predicated, then, on speaking” with multiple 

versions of ourselves and others such that Garret’s injunction of “What is a woman doing up 

there?” would be recalibrated to affirm “the monstrance without center or end '' and claim this 

“power of "yes" to the "female" within” (p. 80). For “the African-American male has been 

touched, therefore, by the mother, handed by her in ways that he cannot escape” and thus it is 

this barring of the Black female imago, this “peculiar American denial” that enables the Black 

male revolutionary, perhaps “the only American community of males”, to learn who the female 

is within itself  instead of the interminable demand of the hysteric desiring “a master [he] can 

reign over’ (p. 129 Lacan) 

Against Hysteria 

In conclusion, a theory of hysterical discourse to describe Black student revolt and 

revolution should be read as the symptomatic negotiation of Lacan’s own hysterical inability to 

deal with the racial anxiety that the Black female imago presents as the condition of possibility in 

the constitution of his Being.  The fundamental division that makes him a Desiring subject. The 

grammar of Black student revolt attuned to the female flesh ungendered privileges collapse, 

disorder, and a Subject-destructive presence. This being so, Lacan’s production of these 

discourses signifies an encounter with the n’est pas (Marriott, 2018; Marriott, 2020), the “[Not-

]Here, [where] consequently, discourse is abolished (Lacan, 2007, p. 51). 
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To hysterize Lacan’s theory of discourse meant to critique the (white) student 

revolutionary as a hysterical subject, one must read Blackness into the student revolutionary 

position as the fleshly remainder of the universal educational subject of resistance. Thus, to think 

from the unthought position of the captive subject and its convergence with the Black 

revolutionary woman and female slave, is to offer a writing-reading praxis that elucidates the 

contradictory signifying logics that situate the revolutionary activity of students in line with the 

hysterical desire for (a) Master(y). This psychodiscursive reading practice then detects the elision 

revolutionary violence and reconfigures it as an enactment of the unspeakable grammar of 

slavery’s abolition and consequently the university’s demise. We are left with the traumatic 

encounter with Black flesh as l’envers, the obscene terror that engenders Lacan’s own hysterical 

revolt against dark lacuna of Black female flesh–-an asignifying rupture of discourse–the 

abolition of discourse that terrifies him.  
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CHAPTER 2 
The Black Mood on Campus  

 

Figure 5 A group of four students posing on campus at Shaw University in Raleigh, North 
Carolina. Taken during the first meeting of Black student unions was held. 

 

The multivalence of the term ‘mood’ allows for many useful interpretations in the 

English language (OED, 2021). Mood can signify both a physiological sensation, feeling or 

emotion, and a transitory state of mind. Mood can also illustrate how the general atmosphere or 

climate in a specific time or set location infuses cultural, aesthetic, and political practices to 

discursively affect the reader. This process for example could reflect the way a certain visual or 

literary text or musical composition evokes a powerful emotion or the feeling of being 

transported to a different place. This primarily affective recall can consist of an array of feelings; 

some possibly ambiguous and others powerfully ambivalent, yet must be articulated in language 
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and consequently mediated by discourse. Thus, I understand mood in one instance of its multiple 

meanings to describe the distinct but overlapping categories of psyche, feeling, and history (as 

spatiotemporal), and how these collude in the production of any given discourse. And in another 

context, mood also signals on an unconscious register the process of how certain objects, ideas, 

and figures are cathected to mediate the representational capacity of emotions or feelings through 

discourse. At the level of grammar, the signifier mood also articulates the modality in which the 

verb of a sentence might labor (e.g., indicative, imperative, and subjunctive moods) to not only 

give meaning to a phrase or sequence or words but serve as a necessary component to arrange 

the syntagm itself. In this way mood as grammar defines the crucial difference between 

BlackLivesMatter as the now delusive fact of liberal progressivism– an illusory caveat of legal 

emancipation or what Hartman (1997) describes as the “burdened individuality of freedom” and 

the mattering of Black life only as an ethical question that can only be posted as the destruction 

of the world itself.16 However it is in the subjunctive register, neither a statement or inquiry, nor 

a command that must be authorized, but an expression of wish, desire, and want that I ask then 

for whom, to what ends, and through what means do these cluster of verbs elucidate the position 

of the captive subject of education––the Black student revolutionary?  

What Does a Black Student Revolutionary Want? 

It is here that I turn to the Black mood at San Francisco State College to ruminate on this 

question further.  In the Spring of 1968, the education editor for Newsweek magazine, Peter 

Janssen, was asked to leave the first national assembly of Black Student Unions, citing, “White 

reporters [were] not welcome”. This attempt at privacy, “polite” yet still “firmly” expressed by 

 
16Wilderson, F. B. (2018). “We’re Trying to Destroy the World”: Anti-Blackness and Police Violence After 
Ferguson. Shifting Corporealities in Contemporary Performance 
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Black students, was so disconcerting for Janssen that the next several months he would gather an 

array of staff reporters and campus correspondents, determined to narrativize “the growing 

disaffection (emphasis mine) of Black students” (p. 53) or discursively represent the Black mood 

on campus. Allowing “actual voices–-students and faculty, moderate and militant– be heard as 

directly as possible without passing through layers” (p. 53) this seven-page report accounted for 

institutional classification (e.g., public and private universities), rates of enrollment, and 

organizational designation (e.g., historically black colleges/universities; women’s colleges) as 

necessary supports for its “clear-eyed and honest” interpretation. As if on a mission, the modus 

operandi of this report was clear: “What do [emphasis original] black students want?” (p. 53). 

The perennial question of Black student want has animated a range of contemporary 

scholarship under the umbrella of student activism that concerns itself with how Black people as 

students mobilize and protest (Chapter 1: Captive Subject lays this out). For example, Robert L. 

Johnson’s (1974) bibliography pinpoints at least 130 moments that could be filed under the 

rubric of Black student activism from 1960-170. Not an exhaustive list as Johnson notes because 

the insurgent activity of Black student radicals that enabled the disciplinary formation of Black 

Studies was left out and would “require a separate bibliography17”, this document is still of 

interest for the implications one should draw from it based on the range of sources. The 

trajectory that this even brief bibliography outlines illuminates the significance of historically 

black college Shaw University and the Southern region as the geographic instance of the Black 

mood on campus. For example, North Carolina as the site of the national meeting, recollects a 

significant shift in student protest that started with four first year students at North Carolina A&T 

University being refused service at a segregated downtown Greensboro lunch counter in 

 
17Rojas (2010). From black power to black studies provides a deliberate account of this from the perspective of 
Black Studies as a discipline  
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February 1960. This not only “inaugurated the direct-action phase of the civil rights movement” 

(Williamson, 2008, p. 122) but because it stretched across state lines mobilizing over 15,000 

students in just two months added a dynamic contour to the study of Black protest so much so 

that a range of scholarship was produced to think about Black student activism. This period of 

Black student activism (1960-1970) shows how violence conditions the affective and physical 

disorder on college campuses that instantiates this Newsweek cover story and precedes the 

general feeling of destruction in higher education that this cover story seeks to explore. The voter 

registration drive that brought hundreds of college student volunteers to a humid Mississippi a 

few years prior to this cover story, under Fannie Lou Hamer’s leadership with the Student 

Nonviolent Coordinating Council (SNCC), “the crucial milestone of SNCC's road to 

radicalism...the Freedom Summer of 1964” (Ahmad, 1978, p. 6) also ended in deadly violence. 

Ahmad (1978) writing on the Black Student Movement notes, “during the Freedom Summer 

sponsored by COFO [council of federated organizations, added] in Mississippi, six people were 

killed, eighty beaten, thirty-five churches burned, and thirty other buildings bombed” (p. 6). If 

1968 marks a turning point in Black student activism (Collins, 2009) it is not just the inability to 

maintain non-violence as a viable strategy in the  struggle for Black liberation, it is that the 

ongoing histories of anti-black violence not only makes loss incalculable and mourning for the 

dead and dying impossible stage antiblackness as an ineluctable worlding project that sutures 

Black subjectivity to violence and one that actively wages war on the Black life to make the 

World possible. It is this relationship between violence and war that returns the Black mood that 

undergirded the chaotic siege at SF State college. A contour of this mood is encapsulated in an 

interview response in the Newsweek feature from one of the San Francisco State strike leaders, 
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Jerry Wayne Varnado, Campus Coordinator of the Black Students Union. Responding perhaps to 

what made the scene at SF state resonate  

“We will use any means necessary to uphold the principle that people of the third world have a 
right to determine what kind of human beings they want to be. Violence is the best means. It 
disrupts and terrorizes so that if people of the third world are not allowed to determine their own 
kind of education, then nobody else on that campus can get any kind of education.” 
 
It cannot be denied that the genesis of one iteration of the “Black mood” on campus at SF State 

is coeval with the development of political violence as both an educational demand and 

entanglement with Black student desire. How do we situate Varnado’s claims about the utility of 

violence and its implications as a real practice aimed to “disrupt and terrorize” and for the 

symbolic and imaginative articulation of educational abolition within an affective terrain that 

might also hold the complexity of these claims themselves? And further, are there particular 

resonances in the discourses of Black student activism that elide the affective and I would argue 

ethical considerations of the revolutionary violence that characterizes Black student protest at SF 

State? If antiblackness requires a reconfiguration of both Black student subjectivity and 

educational protest as a form as I have outlined in the previous chapter, does antiblackness not 

also interrupt the legibility of affect (as emotion) and its field of signification (process of taking 

on meaning)? Does recontextualizing this strike from the vantage of the “Black mood” recast 

readings of the strike violence as an ethical attempt to redress educational violence and Black 

suffering? Antiblackness shapes the (in)ability to consider violence as an affective and 

educational discourse that understands higher education as a terrain of war and Blackness as its 

necessary enemy? I take up the relationship between feeling and discourse to think about the 

mood at SF State and how the Black mood of revolutionary violence as an ethical practice is 

barred by discourse itself. 
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The Unthinkability of Black (Affective) Demand 

The discursive context within which news from Saint-Domingue was discussed as it happened 
has important consequences for the historiography of Saint-Domingue/Haiti. If some events 
cannot be accepted even as they occur, how can they be assessed later? In other words, can 
historical narratives convey plots that are unthinkable in the world within which these narratives 
take place? How does one write a history of the impossible? (Trouillot,  
 

Through executive order by President Lyndon B. Johnson on June 10, 1968 (less than 

three months after the conclusion of the strike) a team of researchers lead by William Orrick Jr. 

in 1969 were tasked with developing a report to detail thoroughly a “history of one the most 

distressing episodes in American higher education” (p. ix). The 167-page report compiled over 

400 interviews from the college’s board of trustees, faculty, administrators, community 

members, legislators, police officers, and students across the San Francisco Bay area, Los 

Angeles through Sacramento. More than 1,200 newspaper articles and myriad photographs were 

compiled from the campus newspapers as well as two of San Francisco’s daily newspapers. The 

team of reporters also investigated the strike on the ground, often viewing the components of the 

strike directly. The commission first alerts its readers to the fact that the report produced is in no 

way reflective of the actual values, position, and ideologies of the commission staff; yet still, 

despite this supposedly neutral position, the Commission was directed to "go as far as man's 

knowledge takes" it in narrating “the scene of violence unmatched in the history of American 

higher education” (p.1). However, I would like to suggest that the descriptions of the Black 

mood on campus from this report depict the mood on campus as an unimaginable portrait of 

confusion and affective disorder that evades man’s knowledge and discursive capacity to 

represent violence as an educational politic and the articulation of a possible Black mood. The 

Black mood reflects not only the affective-discursive limit in the historiography of student 

protest but is constitutive of not only a rupture in signification or dissimulation of meaning, but 
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legibility of Black student demand. For example, one administrator laments, “In all my years at 

this school, I've never seen anything like that day," (p. 22). Leo McClatchy, chairman of the San 

Francisco State academic senate also shares,  

 
“We have been thrust into a feeling of reality that we have never experienced before: we have 
witnessed threats and counter-threats, rocks thrown, heads clubbed, an atmosphere of fear. We 
cannot operate an institution of higher learning unless we come to terms with the deep causes 
underlying the dangerous unrest that has come to our campus....” (p. 49). 
 
It is clear from these positions of these administrators that their statements are riddled with not 

only fear but are overtaken by a feeling of terror when confronted with the idea that Black 

student radicals desire the collapse of higher education. “By any means necessary”18 as the rule 

and not exception in the articulation of Black demand also conspires toward revolutionary 

violence as not only as a tactic through which Black students make demands, but as a particular 

feeling of disaffection or force of Black affect. This opening towards Black student desire that 

resides in the non-prescribed simultaneity of the destruction of higher education proper and 

creation and remembrance of channels of black study and connection to black living. Thus 

revolutionary violence as an educational prerogative and semblance of the Black mood at SF 

state is not dissimilar to what Palmer posits as “the [Black] desire for the end of worlding” 

(2020”) or what Sexton and Han connect in “abolition [as] a real movement for the psycho-

political enjoyment of freedom”, or the Fanonian concept of invention that “cannot but appear as 

 
18 By any means necessary is used in many different liberation struggles. However, I’m situating this in the 
context Fanon’s 1960 Address "Why we use violence” to the Accra Positive Action Conference. He says, 
“Violence in everyday behaviour, violence against the past that is emptied of all substance, violence against 
the future, for the colonial regime presents itself as necessarily eternal. We see, therefore, that the colonized 
people, caught in a web of a three-dimensional violence, a meeting point of multiple, diverse, repeated, 
cumulative violences, are soon logically confronted by the problem of ending the colonial regime by any 
means necessary” (p. 654). 
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violent to the use of traditional concepts, in politics, of negation and affirmation (Marriott, 2014, 

p. 518).  

But how does Black affect not just become a problem for feeling, but for reading (for 

discourse) as well? Various scholars have addressed this question. Yao (2021) writes that 

disaffection, or the politics of unfeeling are “a range of affective modes, performances, moments, 

patterns, and practices that fall outside of or are not legible using dominant regimes of 

expression” (Page number). Yao both challenges the universalizing narratives of human 

sentiment and sensibility that not only occlude the racial, gendered, and sexualized accounts of 

subject formation, but traces how the tactics and the performance of the of Black, indigenous, 

and third world people are mobilized “from below”. Unfeeling then is about the affective, 

political, and aesthetic “constitutive outside to that totalizing system” that catalyzes dissent and 

direct opposition to the nation-state and otherwise illegible activity in the symbolic world. In 

addition, Douglass (2018) suggests by reading the dissent of Justice Sotomayor that emotions 

like hate or fear are not merely place holders for the those racialized as Black but are 

“biomediated by a structure of feeling–action–being that is predicated on Black (non)existence 

(p. 339). Thus, the way that hate ossifies in the discursive economy is filtered through not just a 

racialized structure of feeling, but an affective arrangement that requires Black death to maintain 

its semblance.19In this way, Douglass critique of structures of feelings resonates with 

Wilderson’s (2010) argument as well. His argument becomes particularly relevant in this context 

of the Black mood on campus as well. He shares  

One need only try comparing the structure of feeling of David Gilbert, a White member 
of Students for a Democratic Society and the Weather Underground (and who went on to 
become a dedicated member of the Black Liberation Army), with the structure of feeling 

 
19Sharma & Tygstrup (2015) for more general read on the structures of feeling or Wilderson (2010) on Black 
structures of feeling  
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of Black Panther Party cadres to discover how incompatible the structures of feeling were 
between Black revolutionaries and even the tiny handful of Whites who allowed 
themselves to be elaborated by Blackness when the Vietnam War ended. 

 
What Wilderson is complicating here by abstracting affect/feeling to the level of Black/slave 

structural positionality corroborates what Palmer (2017) defines as the “unthinkability of Black 

affect”. The presumed universality of affect that subtends scholarship in cultural studies and how 

this dynamic lends itself to overdetermine the aesthetico-affective coordinates of Man (Wynter, 

1992) and renders Black affect not only illegible within the grammar of the Human, but that any 

semblance of Black feeling that might resonate within the World is displaced from its origin of 

expression and recapitulated through the affective-discursive limits of the humanness. It is worth 

revisiting the extended quote from Palmer  

 
Regarding unthinkability, Michel-Rolph Trouillot (1995) notes that "when reality does not 
coincide with deeply held beliefs, human beings...devise formulas to repress the unthinkable and 
to bring it back within the realm of accepted discourse." (65) The "realm of accepted discourse" 
prescribes Black affective expressivity within predestined racialized scripts and tropes…” 
 
That the legibility of Black feeling in an anti-black world is called into question alongside 

Trouillot’s intervention of the Haitian revolution as the unthinkable non-event of history or what 

we should think of as Discourse itself. The point is this: the relations of power that regulate the 

discursive production of history also manipulate the possibility of reading the Black mood on 

campus at SF State within the discursive-affective terms of Black student demand. Or put 

another way, there are some black actions like revolt in Saint Domingo or insurrection at San 

Francisco State that as they occur elide affective coherence and discursive representability. In 

other words, this corroborates what Joseph White, former student at SF State, and one of the few 

Black administrators as Dean of Undergraduate Studies says in the aftermath of the strike 
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 “The machinery of the college is not set up to deal with black demands, it is set up to deal with 
white reality. We will never return to normal. You can forget about that. More education has 
gone since the strike started than in the six years I went to school here.” (p. 52) 
 

Why is it that for Black students and those aligned with the revolutionary cause that 

“more education” occurs at the moment that “white reality” is disturbed? And as Trouillot notes, 

how does repression work to stymie the unthinkable history of Black revolt and make 

unrecognizable the constellation of guerilla warfare tactics, emotive impulses towards 

destruction, and unconscious movement of abolition and concede “the realm of accepted 

discourse”? Or put another way, how does Black flesh index not only the structural impossibility 

of articulating the truth of discourse, but provide the “enabling postulates” (Spillers, 2018) of 

discourse itself?  I want to return to and perhaps reformulate the questions that Trouillot poses in 

the epigraph to ask how is the destructive impulse of black of revolutionary violence hidden by 

discourse? And what affective renderings of Black student protest must be privileged to make 

black student demand legible? I argue that psychic investments (i.e., libidinal cathexis) in Black 

captivity enables an affective-discursive assemblage (Wetherell, 2012; 2013) that not only 

mystifies Black affect, but actively refuses this destructive impulse through specific affective-

discursive practices. I turn to the psychoanalytic notion of discourse to situate these questions in 

the context of the Black mood at SF State. Psychoanalysis offers a helpful starting place to think 

about the relationship between mood as psychic disposition and the discourses of cultural 

artifacts that jolt the body into intense affective reactions. How might the question of the black 

mood for Black students called to violence render a glimpse of desire within by Black demand? 

The precepts of Black feminism can help us make sense of this relationship.  

Unconscious Affects in the Primal Scene of Slavery 
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…affects are not interpretation’s allies. In the work of bringing the unconscious to light, the lived 
experience of affect constitutes false obviousness that goes hand in hand with doubt and 
uncertainty as regards knowledge. Affect is experienced and even puts subjects through the 
wringer, but it proves nothing, being no friend of proof (p. 11) 
 
We find there, in an outer form, the character that I have already noted as included in anxiety -
that which does not deceive 
 
Differentiating Feeling and (Unconscious) Affect 
 

In his Seminar on anxiety Lacan delivers his maxim that anxiety is the only affect that is 

not deceptive. What he means is the first instance is that we should discern between affect and 

emotion. What was emphasized in this seminar was that feelings or emotions were “deceptive” 

not because they weren’t experienced as real nor equally the culprits that could have a materially 

debilitating impact on the social lives of people. For Lacan, emotions were rather effects of the 

Signifier—or the (big) Other. The Other in Lacanian psychoanalysis across his oeuvre has been 

used to account for the (big Other, the system of Language, and even Discourse as a fundamental 

structure in which we are all subjected (Fink, 1995; Salecl, 1998; Zizek, 1997). In this sense, the 

Other constitutes not just the “amassed roles, traditions, understandings, and unwritten 

obligations that define a given societal situation” as Hook (2008) illustrates, but “the entirety of 

our symbolic domain” (p. 55). Therefore, the Other also connotes the Symbolic domain of 

Lacanian subjectivity.20 The notion of the symbolic register of Lacanian subjectivity is 

significant because the subject in Lacan’s view emerges as a subject through its entrance into 

Language or the Symbolic. Said differently, the Lacanian subject is not recognized as a ‘subject’ 

until the Other authorizes its subject status. If we understand the Symbolic Order to also be 

constitutive of Culture, we can start to draw conclusions around how race and gender the way 

 
20 The topography of the unconscious for Lacan is triangulated by the Symbolic, Imaginary, and Real registers 
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start to become situated as relevant signifiers in the socio-symbolic world. In essence, the 

Symbolic domain teaches the subject the “rules that govern the game” (Hook, 2008, p. 55). If 

emotions like rage, empathy, or hope for example are rather signifiers are effects of a racio-logos 

of the Symbolic world, then they require the extra labor of excavation to fully perceive them. 

Then where does this leave us with the “affect” that does not lie—anxiety? The notion of the 

Real register helps explain this case. If the symbolic accounts for the division of the subject cut 

by Language, then the Real order begins “before the word from within our symbolic order… to 

some sort of pre-symbolic or pre-linguistic moment…without zones subdivisions localized highs 

and lows or gaps” (p.25) writes Fink. Homer (2005) further clarifies this point when notes, “The 

real is the unknown that exists at the limit of this socio-symbolic universe and is in constant 

tension with it. The real is also a very paradoxical concept; it supports our social reality – the 

social world cannot exist without it – but it also undermines that reality” (p. 81). The reason that 

a tension exists with the concept of the Real order is that the subject to psychically cope with the 

separation by the Symbolic create a psychic reality through fantasy. Unconscious fantasy then 

provides the stage through which the subject acts out its desires in the form of objects. These 

objects that function as that “little piece of the real – of jouissance – that the subject has access 

to” (Homer 2005, p. 77) or the objet petit a. The relationship between the Symbolic and the Real 

is a paradox though because if the subject were to “return” to the order of the Real the split 

subject would no longer be split by the real and the symbolic and thus no longer a subject. 

However, the subject attempt at grasping the objet petit a through unconscious fantasy and desire 

simultaneous. This threat of pre-symbolic turn to the plentitude of the real, however, produces a 

paradoxical anxiety as well. Both threatened by this return and enchanted, the subject experience 



   
 

83 
  

jouissance from this interaction, Soler (2015) distills this phenomenon poignantly offering a 

helpful summary writing that, 

Anguish has three characteristics: (1) there is an obscure threat; (2) it is experienced; and 

(3) the subject cannot describe its nature even if he cannot help feeling that it concerns 

him. We thus see here the imminence of something unknown that targets him. 

Nevertheless, there is a paradox: as poignant as anguish may be, it is no enemy of proof. 

How can it not lie, when he who is in the grip of anguish does not know what is gripping 

him? p.19 

From this, we can see how the anguish”21 is the ground of affect; the plane from which 

feelings take on meaning through language. The significance of this formulation then is that that 

the inauguration of the Lacanian subject’s desire is not only determined by the Other to the 

extent that the first unconscious desires and fantasies subject develops are coeval with the desire 

of the Other. The subject’s mode of jouissance is also configured by this relation to the Other 

such that it also “determines how apprehend ourselves and the world around us” (Bracher, 38). 

The point is that because emotions and feelings are mediated by Discourse as Culture, or the 

Symbolic Order, we must do the work of uncovering how emotions and feelings are illustrative 

of the subject’s relationship to the unconscious affect of anxiety—of which is the subject 

experiences also as jouissance. Put differently, feelings and emotions allow us to see how the 

Lacanian subject is caught between Language and jouissance (Fink, 1983) and how societal 

relations are organized around the collective unconscious affect of anxiety. 

 
21 It is important to note here that Soler (2016) prefers the term “anguish” rather than anxiety for its alignment 
with Lacan’s original French translation ‘angoisse’. Soler notes (2016) “’anxiety’ does not always capture the 
meaning of angoisse.  A better translation might often be ‘anguish” or “angst.’ 
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Developing a psychodiscursive reading practice that account for the libidinal aspects of 

feeling/emotion and unconscious affect is especially important as it enables another “scene” to 

be analyzed with a conceptual eye for subject-position not caught between language and 

jouissance, but the captive flesh who is both denied from the Symbolic Order and fungible object 

that facilitates jouissance. In what follows, I return to Saidiya Hartman’s elaboration on the 

psychic costs of chattel slavery to demonstrate ‘flesh’ as the conduit through which multiple 

divergent affective discourses are produced. Specifically, what I am attending to is how Hartman 

engages unconscious fantasy to elaborate the libidinal investment in the Black flesh as the 

condition of possibility for the production of discursive-affective practices. 

Rankin’s Fantasy  
 

How does the psychoanalytic project account for the captive subject who signifies in the 

lash of a whip? As the prostrate body scattered with bullet holes? What signifying relations 

might illustrate the underwritten grammar of U.S. culture orienting the ways that anti-black 

violence traverses the discursive-symbolic, material, and phantasmatic (imaginary) registers? I 

argue that Saidiya Hartman’s account of unconscious affect in Rankin’s fantasy serves as a 

helpful guidepost that will help us reading for unconscious affect in popular discourses that 

emerge later in the SF State strike. One of the myriad forms of violence of the Transatlantic 

slave, the wake of slavery installs a disorientation of time where past and present collapse and 

notion of linear racial progression are fraught such that anti-black violence signifies outside of 

time. Much like the unconscious then, the psychic dimension of racial slavery, is timeless and 

non-chronological, both exceeds the parameters of narrative and representability, yet can only be 

articulated through discourse. As Spillers (date) notes, “we [would] search vainly for a point of 

absolute and indisputable origin, for a moment of plenitude that would restore us to the real rich 
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‘thing’ itself before discourse touched it” (p. 179). In this way, Spillers’ conceptualization of 

slavery resonates with Lacan’s notion of the Real as ‘that which resists symbolization absolutely’ 

(Lacan, seminar 1, p. 66) yet the Real is also subsequently structured by [the socio-symbolic] 

when it gets caught in its network” (Zizek, 1989, p. 169). If we begin to distinguish affect (as 

located in the Real), discourse (the realm of the symbolic), and emotion (how elements of the 

Real are interpellated by Discourse and circulated across embodied difference through a series of 

displacements22) then we can extend how the Real aspects of slavery situate emotions and 

structures of feeling. Insofar as “emotionality and affectivity belong to the empowered, the 

(fully) Human” (Palmer, 2017, p. 147), the racial slavery is the silhouette that both precedes the 

symbolic animating the extra-discursive world of affect. And it is the vestibularity of the captive 

African, the violent tripartite alchemy of transfiguring African personhood into ungendered flesh 

and the subject of rights. A contention of the psycho-discursive reading I am trying to posit here 

is that in line with Black feminist engagements with psychoanalysis is that “slavery stands under 

the bar Because slavery stands ‘under the bar’ of freedom's signification” (p. 18). Black captivity 

is the barred truth23 that inaugurates signification, and it is Blackness that infinitely falls at the 

dissemblance of meaning.24  

 
22 Ahmed (2004) treats affect not as being interior to the body or originating in the body. She suggests that 
“[affects] create the very effect of the surfaces or boundaries of bodies and worlds.” (p. 117). Willing to accept 
a psychoanalytic theory of affect “as involving relationships of difference and displacement without positive 
value” (p. 120), Ahmed, however, explicitly turns away from what makes a theory of affect so powerful, in her 
move away from attending the affect at the level of the psyche. Thus, I detour from her in this regard. Based on 
this configuration, Ahmed dismisses not only a crucial rendering of psychoanalytic theory of unconscious 
affect, but how powerful emotions like hate and empathy signify the same grammar that is underwritten by 
Black captivity. 
23 Calvin Warren makes a similar argument in a different context. Barred Objects.  I am trying to think about 
how the racialized function of “truth” in Lacanian discourse theory. 
24 Presupposes the Lacanian field of signifiers are not already ordered by this logic. Marriott makes this case in 
Lacan Noir. 
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Saidiya Hartman cogently illustrates this point by theorizing how phantasy engineers 

affective significations within socio-symbolic order. Working through the proposition that the 

slave indexes captivity even at the level of psyche, Hartman poses the question of phantasmatic 

fungibility to distend, manipulate, and further break apart the theoretical, historical, and cultural 

accounts of racial slavery and its own constitution of the psychic life of power25. Hartman offers 

the following scene, 

In the fantasy of being beaten26, Rankin must substitute himself and his wife and children for the 
black captive in order that this pain be perceived and experienced. So, in fact, Rankin becomes a 
proxy and the other's pain is acknowledged to the degree that it can be imagined, yet by virtue of 
this substitution the object of identification threatens to disappear.  
 
What is most unsettling about this account of White abolitionist Reverend John Rankin’s 

phantasmatic staging of the sadistic pleasures of slavery as an effort to promote abolition is not 

the exposition of the horror of slavery itself nor, Rankin’s recalcitrant objection to the peculiar 

institution. For Hartman the objections themselves reveal a dimension of slavery that is 

constitutive of psychic captivity for the Slave. Hartman suggests, 

Although Rankin's fantasy culminates in indignant outcries against the institution of slavery and, 
clearly, the purpose of this identification is to highlight the crimes of slavery, this flight of 
imagination and slipping into the captive's body unlatches a Pandora's box and, surprisingly, 
what comes to the fore is the difficulty and slipperiness of empathy.  

 
The pandora’s box within this affective economy or what is crucial to this empathic 

identification is the revealing of an anxiety around the Black body27 that is produced and cohered 

 
25 Butler  
26Hartman’s intervention in Scenes is also a disruption of the “child is being fantasy’ as outlined by Freud 
(1997). The significance of this three-phase fantasy for Freud was in its use as an attempt to stage within 
fantasy the desire for (masochistic) pleasure and but also how the psychic-self also desires suffering; the 
pleasure of suffering and pleasure as suffering 
27 I’m thinking here with Fanon (2008) as well alongside Hartman in his widely cited phrase “The negro is a 
phobogenic object, a stimulus to anxiety” p. 129 in the Philcox translation of BSWM. It is this relationship 
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around the aporetics in “making the slave’s suffering legible” (p. 19). The very real captivity of 

the slave not only constrains sympathetic compassion and empathic identification and but 

evinces the grammars of suffering (Wilderson, 2010) that Rankin must necessarily suffocate [2] to 

inaugurate empathy as an affective relation. Black phantasmatic captivity forecloses humanist 

affective-discursive practice and enables a plane of affective relationality that orients the schema 

of human. If we think about fantasy as a stage through which desire(s) can be played out, then 

Rankin’s fantasy is rather an iteration of the primal scene of racial slavery that indexes the 

inseparability of violence and pleasure in fashioning captive Africans into flesh. It is thus the 

captive relation that both scaffolds and gives form to the fantasy and affective demand of a free 

Black or “liberated-subject position” (Spillers, 67).  What I have tried to indicate by invoking 

how antiblackness and captivity structures the psychoaffective field of antiblackness is the 

correspondence between the production of discourse and the captive subject as not just 

interpellated into discursive structures, but captive to discourse itself. Antiblackness shapes the 

relationship between affect and discourse. This dynamic illustrates the significant conclusions 

one should make in the psychic afterlife of slavery in terms of how affect signifies within the 

psychodiscursive economy of Black student protest. I’m reconciling here how the affects of the 

Real, like anxiety and the cultural and shared phantasy of Black captivity are expressed in the 

affective-discursive investments in particular readings of the Black mood at SF State and the 

cultural politics of Black student protest. The relationship between Blackness and captivity 

“throw[s] into unrelieved crisis” (Spillers, 76) the coherence of feeling and the Black mood 

campus. I to trace two powerful discourses that shape the cultural memory of the Black mood on 

campus and the general climate of SF state college.   If we consider Varnado's claim around 

 
between dread and anguish and the threat of the Black (male) other that Fanon locates in the negre, or the 
colonized subject, the wretched (Marriot). “ 
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violence in conjunction with the discourse of destruction, then perhaps Black affect as that 

“formless, unspeakable, and furthermore highly personal’ (Soler, 2016, p. 5) feeling of 

destruction is constrained by affective-discursive investments in the meaning of Black student 

activism and the Black mood on campus. Must think within and in excess of discourse and 

affect. Rather than describe disaffection of Black students as an iteration of political unfeeling, in 

what follows, I am interesting thinking about the psychoaffective demand of revolutionary 

violence not as a claim on how one might inhabit the World, but as the antagonism that exposes 

and forces the destruction of the world itself. 

This is theoretical frame for understanding the relationship between the Black captivity at 

the phantasmatic level, affect as the limit of identification with the slave, and the attempt to 

signify empathy within anti-slavery discourse both constitutes and extends rendering of the affect 

in cultural studies. Thus, thinking Spillers and Hartman gives us a racialized account of not only 

this unconscious anxiety but how Black captivity makes the production of affect –- empathy as 

the displaced emotion to an unconscious anguish produced from Black body. Must not lose the 

subject in the conversation around affect. In fact, we must locate the subject specifically to 

understand the circulation of affects and their signification.  The point is this, if affect is an 

expression of the unconscious and structured around the threat of the Black body as the racial 

other; as the real –- jouissance, then we must also consider how discourse that becomes 

affectively infused are also structured around this same dynamic when it comes to articulating 

the Black mood at SF state. If we consider Varnado's claim around violence in conjunction with 

the discourse of destruction, then perhaps Black affect as inarticulable desire for destruction of 

even the Lacanian real, is best reflected through the disaffected politics of Black student 

revolutionaries at SF State. Thus, in what follow I attempt to think within and in excess of 
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discourse and affect as it pertains to the SF State strike because it allows us to see how some 

discourses are infused by libidinal investments and cathected towards subject positions that 

refuse the captive subject of education. The Black mood” on campus helps us read the emotions 

affective architecture that characterizes the strike.  

Affective Hope and the Promise of Campus Transformation 
The Black mood on campus operates as a conceptual shorthand to describe nascent Black 

politic of revolutionary violence at SF State aimed at the destruction of the liberal humanist 

enchantment of contemporary higher education. The Black mood on campus also corroborates a 

disjuncture between the unthinkability of Black affective practices and the triumphant discourses 

of student activism and educational resistance that belie violence as the underwritten grammar of 

Black student demand. If the discourse of Black student activism in the late 1960s affirms the 

spirit of revolution on college campuses across the country, it does so less through an attention to 

violence as a precondition for both countering educational state violence and repurposing Black 

educational prerogatives that both precede and transcend the modern university. Rather than 

emphasize the radicality of Black student demand as that which disorients the intelligibility of 

educational progress, I focus on the normative discourses of black student activism that constrain 

Black insurrection within the acceptable limits of discourse itself. In what follows, I illustrate 

two affective turns that not only frame the current discursive treatment of the SF State strike but 

illustrate a dissimulation of the Black mood on campus. I situate the affective-discursive posture 

of educational hope alongside the discourse of pathologization that latches onto militant rage. An 

entrance to this argument is reflected in how the notion of revolution is put to work to 

characterize the strike. 
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Historian Martha Biondi (2012) proposes in her stitching together of complex histories of 

the lesser examined Black student struggles at both HBCU and historically white campuses 

suggest that we might think of the events at SFSC as not just an instance of educational 

transformation but ushering in a ‘Black revolution on campus’. Despite the claim made by 

Varnado, Biondi still concludes that the media attention drawn to San Francisco State and 

general culture of violence was not necessarily a guiding principle on the side of Black student 

revolutionaries and more so on the side of the San Francisco police and tactical squad. She states,  

For some, the most startling aspect of the radicalization of Black students was their consideration 
of the idea of armed struggle. I write idea because this development should not be exaggerated, 
and it proved to be more posture than practice. Moreover, it is important to note that, during the 
long Black freedom struggle, violence was used overwhelmingly against Black people, not by 
Black people p.24 
 
What Biondi concludes is an important point in that yes, Black students need not bring guns to 

campus to be brutalized by the police and in fact the idea of black students bringing guns to 

campus need not be a fabrication to presume the ends of that imagined scene (Spofford, 1988).  

In this way, Biondi is correct that bearing arms in the struggle for self-determination and campus 

autonomy not only radicalized some Black students but ignited a cascade of fear in university 

administrators, media pundits, and local and national politicians alike. What she quickly 

dismisses though is not only the psychopolitical import of violence as a revolutionary position, 

but that violence was an actual practice of some students. This ethic of violence enacted in the 

destruction of physical property (breaking windows, clogging and defiling toilets, setting things 

ablaze and the detonation of bombs) and discourse of violence by any means necessary unsettles 

the establishment of Black students as only the receivers of educational violence. Rather thinking 

about this from the perspective of the captive subject of education, the black student 

revolutionary, violence must be renegotiated not because it offers the veil of agency to black but 
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calls into question violence as an ethical maneuver because of the Black mood at SF State. This 

shift in framing violence also recasts the captive subject of education as a reconfiguration of the 

property relation itself. If white jouissance indexes both the right to use and enjoyment of 

property (Harris, 1983) and the libidinal encounter that exceeds the limits of pleasure (Lacan, 

2007) then the destructive potential of Black disaffection seek to upend both modes that rely on 

the captive status of the Black subject. However, Biondi evacuates the premise of a campus 

revolution that seeks the politico-symbolic dissolution of higher education and the seizure of 

power for campus autonomy “by any means necessary”, and rather opts to contain the siege at 

SF State by holding onto the integrity of the university itself and inclusion within it. She notes, 

Finally, why label a few years of campus unrest a "revolution"? Students neither aimed for nor 
achieved a revolution in the traditional sense of seizing state power or precipitating a 
transformation of social relations. Moreover, with their demands they sought inclusion and were 
motivated by a desire to improve the collegiate experience.” 11 
 
If the aim of Black revolution for Biondi was neither the seizure of power nor the attempt to put 

center stage the antagonism of Black positionality within the educational order––the evidence of 

the Black student revolutionary as the captive subject of education–– then perhaps it makes sense 

that the ensuant response to this contrived formulation of Black student protest ends with the 

following take: “The sense of its political potential tended to shift from a hope for broader social 

transformation and Black community empowerment to a narrower intellectual or academic 

transformation.” (Biondi, 2012, p. 275). 

 
While the point of empowering idle Black students on campus can concede to the sense of 

political potential at SF state, there is a powerful presumption that broader social transformation 

stimulates the scene of violence by any means necessary and an even more powerful 

presumption that these tactics are affected by hope. So much so that Black student demand is 
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only palpable insofar as it represses the radicalizing mood of Blackness for white semblance. If 

this were not so, then Glenn Dumke, Chancellor of the California State University system at the 

time would not be able to make the following statement: 

"...the California State Colleges do not possess the kind of instant resources sufficient to meet all 
demands however legitimate the underlying aspirations may be...We must all understand that 
demands alone are not always definable as legitimate needs and demands backed by violence and 
threats of violence taint any need or aspiration." (Orrick, 1969, p. 49). 
 

If we understand the black mood at SF state to echo Varnado’s notion of a disruptive, 

terrorizing violence that precedes campus autonomy and Black self-determination, then Black 

student demand is always, already illegitimate not only to Chancellor Dumke, but it’s discursive 

possibility of Black student activism. For Black student demand to be definable as legitimate, it 

must be authorized not just by those in powerful administrative positions, but by the colonial 

heteropatriarchal arrangements that found higher education. If the register of Black student 

demand is “far in excess” (p. 48) of not only the SF state’s financial capacity, but it also seems to 

reason that Black affect or the Black mood in campus functions similarly. If the Black mood on 

campus that animates the demands of certain Black students is an excessive force that exceeds 

the signifying logics of emotion and feeling, why is it that hope must be mobilized to perform a 

reading of the strike as social transformation? I argue that this is another avenue through which 

antiblackness and captive subjecthood shapes the available affective-discursive terrain. What can 

one assume about a Black mood situated by hope in the racial transformation of the university 

and its potential to include Black students and for “[racial] reconstitute higher education” (p. 3) 

The Black mood on campus in this formulation is cathected toward liberal humanism whose 

affective legibility demands from the captive subject of education a sense of hope in the political 

possibility of the university-cum-state.  

Political Hope 
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The affective demand of educational (political) hope risks veering into narratives of racial 

progress that disallows a reading of how Black students (captive subjects) and the university (the 

world) teeters on a captive relation. Political hope incorporates the demands of Black students 

and confines them to the terms of the university. Affective hope attempts to fill in the disjuncture 

between the Black mood and the university’s recognition of this demand. Scholar Duncan-

Andrade has discussed mechanisms of affective hope in the context of resistance and educational 

transformation. Out the gate, Duncan-Andrade quotes Freire at length to challenge the false 

promises exalted in what he deems “enemies of hope” that attenuate the dire role and requisite 

nature of critical hope. For Duncan-Andrade, enemies of hope (hokey hope, mythical hope, and 

hope deferred) are pervasive elements in school settings that instigate a seemingly innocuous yet 

insidious naivete in thinking through transformative change in education. Instead, educators 

should be reliant on Freire’s interpretation of hope and pursue “critical hope”. Critical hope 

“demands a committed and active struggle ‘against the evidence in order to change the deadly 

tides of wealth inequality, group xenophobia, and personal despair” (West, 2004, as cited in 

Duncan-Andrade…p. 185). Zembylas argues yokes together hope and praxis to devise a “critical 

emotional praxis” that could look like “[a] person is involved in a critical analysis of power 

relations and how they constitute one’s emotional ways of being in the world, while attempting to 

construct, imaginatively and materially, a different lifeworld.” (p. 13). The rest not only on the 

notion of critique of power, but how these relations of power signify one’s emotional being in 

the world or relationality. But what critical hope cannot account for as a position or praxis is that 

one’s emotional being in the world is structured by antiblack fantasies that mark the difference 

between captive flesh as the condition of possibility for emotional being in the world and the 

liberated subject affected by antiblack fantasies of captivity. The captive subject (of education) is 
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not only outside of the onto-epistemic horizon of humanity as antiblackness structures the terrain 

through which emotions and feelings are shared, “blackness [is] an impediment toward 

intersubjective relationality. What does hope do to dissimulate the unthought grammar of the 

Black student demand? Simply put, affective hope must be ontologized for it to signify Black 

student demand. The core interlocutor of critical hope, Paulo Freire, argue that “hope, as an 

ontological need, demands an anchoring in practice” and “without a minimum of hope, we 

cannot so much as start the struggle (p. 2-3). Anchoring hope in practice evinces a vocational 

process for Freire, and the inverse, “when [hopelessness] becomes a program, hopelessness 

paralyzes us, immobilizes us. We succumb to fatalism, and then it becomes impossible to muster 

the strength we absolutely need for a fierce struggle that will re-create the world.” From Freire’s 

point of view, an ontology of hope is coeval with becoming more fully human. But what is 

Freirean hope as an ontological need to a “life caught in the noose of existence” (Fanon, 1967, p. 

203). In this way, Sexton’s poignant question becomes all the more important: “What would one 

hope for in a scenario where one's murder is required for others' peace of mind?” The conditions 

that render hope (im)possible or rather what limits acts of hope, and how navigate a world that 

embraces hopelessness. In an early attempt to negotiate these tensions recourse to Dienstag’s 

(2009) assertion that pessimism in fact incites action and abandonment of resignation in the 

acceptance of the untenable exaltation progressivism and the inviolable position of existence as 

suffering. Following this logic, what could Black life hope for in a world where the social 

imagination visibilizes Blackness only through its inscribed uses; a vessel for the projection anti-

black “feelings, desires, and values” (Hartman)? Critical hope attempts to resuscitate from the 

scene of the plantation a “slave agency” that narrowly “emplots the slave in a narrative 

ultimately result[ing] in his or her obliteration” (p. 184). . Where Freire may argue that 
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hopelessness provides the nexus for the proliferation of fatalistic dreams Black affect as an 

embrace of destruction registers at the level of political apostasy or the “act of abandoning or 

renouncing a situation of unethicality and immorality—in this sense, the Political itself” 

(Warren, 2015, p. 233) through claims of revolutionary violence and the abolition of education.  

My challenge is not to the notion that there wasn’t an element of hope within demands of 

Black students—in fact this sentiment t is quite clear. My challenge here is to emphasize the 

notion that the university does not have the capacity to meet the demand of black students and 

thus must read the strike demands as foreclosed to the university ability to recognize them as 

affectively legible. End this way critical hope as a strategy of educational transformation also 

invests faith in the state to answer black demand. As James has already told us right that the only 

viable response to the state as an authorized or black life and death is to give back life and that is 

not a possibility of the state so I'm not saying that the students aren't demanding something but 

perhaps the demand should not be the trajectory of the demand should I be towards the state's 

capacity to acknowledge and fulfill demand but rather as a particular wish or possibility or this 

introduction of invention into existence and this is when I say we perhaps can read the mood at 

the level of the subjunctive which is not to say the demand for recognition by the university but 

as black desire or wish for the  destruction of the university itself. 

Through recourse to a politics of hope that mystifies Black suffering and resuscitates the 

University as a horizon for educational freedom rather than a stage that rehearses the same anti-

Black libidinal relation that dissimulates Black affect, scholars like Biondi and Rogers are able to 

position the disaffected politics of Black student radicals as a means to resolve contradiction of 

higher education rather than attempt to further heighten the antagonism of Black positionality 

and higher education. Under this frame, revolutionary takes on connotations of social inclusion. 



   
 

96 
  

Robert Allen, the managing editor of the Black Scholar not long after the strike concluded, 

however, that I would like to shift and draw attention not to the affective demands made in 

critical hope, but how affect is deployed to justify Black militancy. 

Black Rage 
 

 Robert Allen (1974), managing editor of The Black Scholar journal not long after the 

strike concluded writes that “the demand for Black Studies cannot be separated from the rise of 

the militant black student movement” (p. 2). He continues: 

 
"This was certainly a militant demand though not revolutionary, since at its core it simply called 
for a widening of American democracy, not the institution of a totally new educational or social 
order…by widening educational democracy, Black studies could pave the way for the 
introduction of new and revolutionary ideas into the curriculum, and this was correctly perceived 
as a threat by conservative administrators and faculty." 9 
 
Allen laments the status of Black Studies and foresees as early as 1974 some of its greatest 

challenges that find themselves relevant today. He anticipates the crisis of Black Studies amidst 

university austerity measures like extreme budget cuts and the external influence of reactionary 

political opponents of Black Studies and other forms of minoritized knowledge production like 

Richard Nixon. He also corroborates Alkalimat (20121) historical analysis of the emergence of 

Black Studies as a tripartite process: a social movement, an interdisciplinary academic 

profession, and a mechanism for black liberation. For Allen, however, the challenge of Black 

Studies boils down to politics –– not the question of Black Studies being infused with politics or 

not, but rather how politics should be exercised within the university apparatus. He posits, 

 
But the question is not politics or no politics; rather it is which politics? Whom will Black 
Studies serve? Will it be truly democratic in its intellectual and political vision, or will it become 
"apolitical" and acquiesce to a narrow, elitist and bourgeois view of education?  
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Indeed, the question of politics reverberates across the spectrum Black student activism so that 

rather than a flat movement with unilateral goals and desires, the Black mood of BSU members 

like Jerry Varnado necessitates a “culture of politics” that can discern the use of revolutionary 

violence. Later in his interview with Newsweek magazine, Varnado flatly states, “I am not a 

militant...A militant is just somebody who gets mad. I would just say I’m one of the black people 

in the United States who can tolerate racism no more.” Ossifying his position on the uses of 

violence, however, he conversely intimates a tactic that would seem in direct opposition to the 

rejection of the affective claim of madness (anger) and militant rage. He continues, 

“One course I teach is the sociology of black oppression...Once during class we were talking 
about what napalm was and how it was being used. I told them how it could get on the skin and 
burn a hold all the way through. And for all who didn't believe it, I put a formula for napalm on 
the board so they could make some. They could pour it on a piece of meat or on the police or on 
somebody and see exactly how it works.” 
 

From this, how do we read Varnado’s statements together as critique of the 

psychoaffective and discursive limits of Black student protest and revolutionary action? As a 

student, Varnado complicates reading Black anger and rage as symptoms of educational 

violence. By eschewing the signifier militant and its metonymic associations he recalibrates the 

affective demand that allows for a reading of the Black mood at SF State as a war. The 

significance is that the terms of war for Black students like Jimmy Varnado exceed the 

discursive and affective capacities of SF State as an institution of higher education. SF state is 

the physical locale through which Black student radicals not only situate anti-blackness as a 

relation that structures the World and Blackness its constitutive outside. Thus, the scene at SF 

state and mood of Black students who “can tolerate racism no more” is an attempt to expose the 

fatal consequences of educational forms of antiblackness and the ensuant war that not only 



   
 

98 
  

conditions Black social life but necessitates the trajectory of Black freedom. In essence, “The 

metaphysical world is a battlefield for blacks” (Warren). For what other reason would Varnado 

stoichiometric investments in the viscous, explosive material, napalm also constitute a mode of 

revolutionary educational praxis? Or put another way because “Antiblack fantasy and its 

pleasure principle constitute warfare, complete and absolute violence” for the Black body, 

revolutionary counter-violence is the precondition for a politic of relevant education. The Black 

mood neutralizes the signification of affect so that a set of concerns indifferent to a reclamation 

of the university–indifferent towards educational transformation are privileged and the 

psychopolitical enjoyment of world destruction is exercised because of the immediacy of the 

conditions of Black suffering. But how is it that Allen can position militancy as demand without 

revolution and configure the guerilla tactics as a desire for educational democracy that also 

prompt? I turn to Black Rage formulated pathological condition and discursive contour of 

affective relationality or one’s emotional being in the world.  

Writing from the perspective of the subsequent riots in DC, the two San Francisco-based 

psychiatrists William H Grier & Price M Cobbs’ write that anger and destructive rage were the 

natural consequences and therein inevitable expressions of affect for Black American’s living in 

the afterlife of slavery (Hartman, 2007) and that colleges and universities were emblematic of 

this affective turn. In their interview for the Newsweek feature on the Black Mood on Campus, 

lament that “The universities have become the dusty Southern towns of today28” (p. 53) and 

designate the epicenter of not just militant rage but a host of additional psychopathological 

consequences of racial slavery in the U.S. Traversing the “full range of Negro life” the authors 

present various case history that denote how slavery and its afterlives haunt Black intramural 

 
28 I would personally add that the geopolitics of the South alone a quick suspicion of Grier and Cobb's 
credibility. 
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relations, from family, love, to Black “manhood and womanhood”.  They even shed light on the 

dark cloak of race casted like shadow on the psychiatric clinic and the wellspring of irregular 

Black “character traits” that arise from the specter of slavery. What they were able to perceive in 

the analytic experience of Black Americans was the fictionalized rights of citizenship and claims 

to nation state for the captive body and how Black suffering and death constitutes the hegemonic 

coherence of the nation-state. “For the black and white, alike, the air of this nation is perfused 

with the idea of white supremacy…Americans find that it is a basic part of their nationhood to 

despise blacks” (Cobbs and Grier, 1968, p. 166-167). This figuration of antiblackness as that 

which even sustains (and stifles) the involuntary process of breathing takes on the qualities of 

what Sharpe (2016) describes as “the weather”; the sort of atmospheric constant that orders 

social, affective, and psychic relations. Cobbs and Grier paint dire ramifications of the 

internalization of this racist history on the Black (male) self.  

 
“No man who breathes this air can avoid it and Black men are no exception. They are taught to 
hate themselves, and if at some point they discover that they are the object of his hatred, they are 
faced with the additional task, nothing less, for the imperative remains–––Negroes are to be 
despised.” (p. 167).  
 
In essence, Blackness and Black subjectivity is configured as onto-epistemic disaster, the 

veritable ‘boogeyman’ that threatens the liberal individualism and Self-coherence towards the 

vertiginous terror of abjection (Wilderson, 2011). The imperative Cobbs and Grier propose in 

Black Rage tracks a similar paradigm that Fanon outlines between the (white) colonized and the 

black (native); a relation subtended by negrophobia and the obverse of negrophillia. These twin 

ideologies, themselves an index of the inaugural violence that structures the fantasy that mediates 

colonial and present-day realities (Marriott, 2016, 2018). In this psychopolitical conjecture, 

negrophobia does not proceed within processual elements of Grand Design or divination from 
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above and is instead reflective of the unconscious fantasy that makes the colonized Black (male) 

subject the epitome of Alterity, the no-thing, that cast the Black man in/as the shadow of the 

White (cis-hetero) Patriarch and the conduit of desire for both the repressed homosexual and 

white female sexuality29. But what these psychiatrists got wrong in defining the magnitude and 

direction of the violence that defines the Black uprisings happening across the country as they 

write about, but across the country (ironically even in their own city of writing, San Francisco, 

and on a local college campus nonetheless) is that like Fanon (2008) their probe is activated 

insofar as one mystifies and erases the existence of Black women and all genders and sexualities 

coded outside the schematic of Man (Wynter, 1980) inasmuch as the “Black man” becomes the 

focal point of their analyses. the obfuscation of Black women and by extension the possibility of 

revolutionary violence as radical claim to defend (as destruction) a (Black) self that is 

consequently remade and unmade by anti-Black violence is grounded to enables the masculinist 

Black rage seems to condition Black life in an anti-Black world.  It seems to me what 

characterizes the late 1960s, at the level of university and student radical, is undergirded by a 

desire for Black campus autonomy, if not the disposal and invisibilization of Black women, then 

surely at the denial of the rubric of racial-sexual violence that she embodies, but tethers to male 

and female ungendered flesh.  

Hammond (date) writes that any sustained attention to the psychoanalytic project must 

also account for the not just for the ways that Black female sexuality has been rendered the 

“Black hole” of psychoanalytic and feminist thought, but that this very projected absent presence 

of Black women and the collapsing of all Black sexualities not only in/forms Culture, but 

paradoxically makes Black women’s sexuality ‘the material and discursive terrain where there 

 
29 Vicky Lebeau makes this specific point in Psychopolitics: Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks. Spillers 
broader oeuvre elaborates on the relation between 
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exists the possibility for active production of speech, desire, and agency” (Hammond, p. 312 

301-314). It is this paradoxical relation that for Hamond engenders the potential for Black 

women to negotiate sex and sexuality on their own terms but renders Black gender and sexuality 

both monolithic and captive. “In an amazing stroke of pansexual potential” adds Spillers, Black 

women’s sexuality elaborates the nexus of not just infinite embryonic possibility, but as the 

barred condition that makes possible the colonial, heteropatriarchal arrangements of gender and 

sexuality, the family and even kinship. Hortense Spillers oeuvre as a sustained meditation on 

these questions that offers a praxis of reading-writing that “clear[s] the field of static” to with 

precision name the racial psychotechnics that illustrate the underwritten “grammar’ of U.S. 

culture. The Black female as the “quintessential slave” and paradigmatic figure of ungendered 

flesh contests the borders that dispense and differentiate Race/Ethnicity across the African 

diaspora. For Spillers, the iconicity of Black female flesh illustrates a constellation of stop gaps, 

silences, and hollow canals in feminism, literary criticism to name a few and their attendant 

concerns in African American cultural formations. On the one hand rendered as if the “beached 

whales of the sexual universe, unvoiced, mis-seen, not doing, awaiting their verb” (Spillers, 

1984, p. 74)  the New World rehearses racio-sexual logics that efface and necessitate the 

absented presence of Black women such that Black women in the new world figure as the “very 

negation of the phallus” (Terrefe, 2018, p. 134) orienting the ways that anti-black violence 

traverses the discursive-symbolic, material, and imaginary-real registers. For what other reason 

then could Cobbs and Grier highlight the sexual economy of slavery that regulates female flesh 

ungendered as the object (cause) of (not just Master desire) all desire30–-the female slave as” the 

sexually convenient laboring animal” (Cobbs and Grier, 1969, p. 34)–and still yet suggest that 

 
30 Role of mistresses in slavery  
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“black women’s suffering has grown out of the [Black] male[’s]?” (Cobbs and Grier, 1969, p. 

45). This elision is the symptom of the inability for Black masculine subjects like Greer and 

Cobbs to confront the racio-sexual grammar of flesh that suffuses injury to the sexological while 

at the same time insisting that the captive body has capacity for injury or that injury might appear 

as violation at all. The encounter with this barred truth of this discourse then not only configures 

rage as the pathological and affective response to antiblackness but codifies rage as a Black 

masculinist position ensuant from an assault on Black manhood. However, this paradigm does 

not help us explain the Cobbs and Grier’s (or Fanon’s for that matter) of Black women or how 

we might situate Jerry Varnado’s use of violence to account for the female slave who indexes 

Black suffering par excellence. Is it possible that even for the Black masculine subjects that 

psychic encounter with female flesh ungendered flesh, hysterizes Black (male) rage and political 

violence in Black masculine refusal to affirm antiblackness as always, already the scene of 

sexual violation that makes both female and male flesh the target of wanton sexual violence 

illegible to injury. In this very way, affects like rage and anger are subtended by the signification 

of gender difference rather than articulated within socio-symbolic grammars that link the 

(re)production of racial Blackness to gratuitous scenes sexual violence as because of colonial, 

heteropatriarchal signification of gender. The Black subject suffers gender because of its 

signifying potential of recognition within a discourse of humanism. And it is that humanism that 

invigorates the discursive power of Black (male) “sovereign life” against ungendered fleshiness 

in black (female) nonbeing”31.  Thus, the turn away from Black women in Black (male) 

revolutionary struggle is entangled within an affective-discursive formation that sees the Black 

student radicals like Jerry Varnado not as slaves of the world, but as activists in the university. 

 
31 Marriott, whither fanon 
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How does the slave/Black student in revolt appear as captive to the discourse and affects that 

produce her as a legible subject? And even in most earnest convictions, theoretical 

considerations, and clinical prognoses, how does the psychic captivity of slave mediate the 

affective significations of Black student revolt? My question is simply, if we take Varnado’s 

rejection of militant rage seriously which is to say, rage as the pathological symptom of what the 

Black (man) inherits from slavery, then how does break apart the telos that rage must gain to 

justify its ends? What if rage and revolutionary violence is not treated as a reaction to anti-

Blackness, but rather the precondition for the claims of campus autonomy and self-determination 

that BSU members like Varnado are making? What about a revolutionary violence that is neither 

the galvanization of a critical hope that relies on the socio-logos of inclusion (Da Silva, 2017) 

nor the symptomatic reading of anger and rage that indexes a plane of Human relationality and 

shared affective sentiment? A violence that in essence seeks to shut down the university and 

blow up the world. 

Black Mood Undefined 
 
“If black rage and hope are thought to combine into a non-compliant but non-violent alloy, is 
there not a way to think by contrast about a violence indifferent to hope, violence unmotivated 
by rage, violence irreducible to the dialectics of love and hate? Is there a violence that, as Nikki 
Giovanni once said, simply "cannot take the weight of a constant degradation" (Fowler 1992: 
96), a violence that operates as a response per se, as what we might call defense without positive 
content?” Jared Sexton, Afropessimism: The Unclear Word 
 
This arc of educational justice that bends towards the racial reconstitution higher education writ 

large not only serves to legitimize the university both a locus of repression and ideology 

(Althusser) but signals an affective maneuver that attempts to register Black student demand 

within the affective-discursive assemblage of critical hope and militant rage. The significance of 

suspending a reliance on how emotions like rage and hope signify in certain bodies or how these 
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terms become associated with meaning (and that which is lost in the process) and compromise a 

reading of the Black mood on campus cannot be lost. The Black mood is modality through which 

we can ascertain how Black student revolt takes shape and how it signifies and exceeds 

signification in higher education. It is impossible for us to proceed with an analysis of the black 

mood on campus without interrogating Black affect and violence as an organizing mode. Or 

rather how we can account for not only the range of affective expressions that are mobilized by 

Black students in revolt but how the grammar of education renders these affective expressions 

illegible within the frame of educational justice/freedom/abolition of education, and how the 

intimacies of violence and revolt rearticulate Black student subjectivity in solidarity with the 

slave? The affective parameter in which both political hope and militant rage are staged is the 

limit of identifications with black suffering. These modes witness an attempt at an affective 

inhabitation not capacious enough to witness and embrace both the destructive order of Black 

affect. 

 

What I am positing here is a reading of the strike and Black mood on campus as an elaboration 

of what Sexton conceptualizes as Black feminist violence that magnifies the gendered politics of 

Black radicals and Black education and college campus politics. Black feminist violence 

emerges most visibly at the violent collision of sexual violence at the hands of the state and the 

affirmation of a Black self-defense and autonomy. Violence under this rubric is emblematic of 

being so fed up that one can’t take it anymore–where “it” might as well signify the World. Thus, 

the effect of this paradigm of Black feminist violence isn’t necessarily mobilized by rage nor 

does it share affective resonance wit hope. Black feminist violence in this arrangement subsists 

in the array of dissimulated affects that materialize retroactively in opposition of the University. 
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These affects are reverberated in the asignifying lacuna of flesh in a principled turn towards the 

slave. The constellation of unknowns, unspeakable, and unrecognizability reflect the affective 

opacity found in the young Black woman and Black men that graces the cover of the Newsweek 

magazine. The fleshy subject of education, its own mystery, is endemic to the Black mood on 

campus. If one locks eyes with the four Black students on Shaw University’s campus, reflecting 

the sartorial politics of Black student radicals---notebooks and pens, 'afros and shades, leather 

jackets and cool poses, her name, like her peers, is undisclosed, and the affective expression of 

her mood is dissimulated by discourse itself. She is a mystery to higher education. What emerges 

from reading this the Black mood on campus as its own text? The Newsweek cover photograph 

portrays the symbolic staging, as if a Black family portrait, of an ethic violence as the 

precondition towards Black self-determination and campus autonomy. The educational praxis of 

student radicals like the cover of this Newsweek magazine is at once both by being barred from 

the symbolic-imaginary order unthinkable within the grammar of the political and the asignifying 

rupture of affective sentimentality. The consequence not of a trajectory of psychic survival but 

rather the brutal scene of a counter-violence aimed at death of the master and destruction of the 

world hand. The daring embrace of death as the dark lacunae of the black psyche proceeding by 

way of undifferentiated flesh and psychic abyss. In the following chapter, I offer a reading of the 

strike that takes into consideration this nascent Black mood outlined in this chapter. I emphasize 

a reading of the strike as an illustration of “heightening the contradiction” of higher education. 

However, the contradiction I pose is not of the philosophical assumption of education as a public 

good, but rather the captive subject of education as the antagonistic point upon which the 

university cannot incorporate. In this way, the strike from the perspective of the Black mood on 

campus is a scene of educational warfare by emphasizing the deployment of the guerilla warfare 



   
 

106 
  

tactics that Black students engaged in. What I hope to illustrate in this chapter is how these 

specific tactics enlivened by the black mood on campus, one, expose the limitations of framing 

these actions as simply modes of student activism or resistance. And two, because this strike 

pantomimes a war without positive nor negative valence, I argue that we must attempt to 

“understand the subject in his or her discourse” (p. 715) as Spillers (1996) might articulate to 

suggest that these tactics register in the domain of legible resistance and in excess of the archive 

of their own visual representations and performances.  
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CHAPTER 3 

“The Most Exciting Day”: Hayakawa and Libidinal Politics of Higher Education 

“What police brutality invites us to consider is a different configuration of jouissance and alterity—
where propinquity enables enjoyment and the black is never positioned in relation to the Other, but 
constitutes a mere prop, an unenviable fetish, a disposable thing without any knowledge that 
matters.” (Warren, 2022, p. 31) 
 

How does one demonstrate the gravity and spectacular nature of policing during the 

strike without replaying the frenetic scene(s) of the SF Tactical Squads sheer “ruthlessness” 

(Whitson, 2013) and outright life-threatening violence against strike participants and whomever 

fell within the purview of their batons, fists, and chokeholds? And does the precision required to 

execute this Atlassian task then not hermetically seal the necessary complication of hope, 

resistance, agency, and such terms that must emerge to buoy the forced inscription of a pessimist 

fatalism32 if one is to contend that anti-blackness violence is not just phenomenological or 

experiential but as scaffolding and ordering as well? Or reading of anti-blackness as not just a 

concern for (of?) Black people, but the structure through which the naturalization of (White) 

human difference or subjectivity against (Black) non-human objects and the accompanying 

processes that produced categories of social and cultural difference through which all designated 

as ‘other’ experience (da Silva, 2001)? To both pose and correspondingly answer the latter 

question, I argue we must better understand the nature of policing on campus first. Asked a 

different way, how do we understand policing not at its gratuitous–in cases of police brutality–

but in its quotidian, its everyday disciplining and controlling of bodies and the libidinal 

enjoyment that regulates the normativity of this policing?  

 
32 Freire argues that “hope” is an ontological vocation or the idea that one’s Being and capacity for fuller 
humanity is anchored to an ongoing labor of critical consciousness raising hope of a liberatory world. My 
contention is that one must also exert political-affective commitments to signify this hope   
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The day campus reopened after Thanksgiving break, Tuesday December 3rd, 1968, 

would be violently cathedralized in the overall history SF State strike as one of the bloodiest, 

most violent days with scores of arrests and injuries. This is informed by various aspects of the 

strike, however, in my reading, the scale of this violence is predicated on 9th President of SF 

State College, Japanese American semanticist and English professor at SFSC, Samuel Ichie 

Hayakawa’s chameleonic performance of authoritarian father, brother and sage33 and 

beleaguered minority ally–the entirety of his language in thought and action34. Though the 

campus reopened after being shut down for a little over a month by BSU and TWLF members, it 

was opened under the order of President Hayakawa’s campus state of emergency. As the strike 

had been operating for at least a month at this point, BSU and TWLF members assembling was 

not necessarily a direct response to the state of emergency. However, that students would still 

assemble despite the scores of arrests and bloody assaults that would follow reinvigorate the 

necessity and continuation of the general strike against campus. The rally organized by the BSU 

and TWLF would draw over to 2,000 students (active participants and eager sideline observers), 

a swath of faculty members in solidarity, and array local leaders and members of the surrounding 

Fillmore community.35 Within 48 hours of reopening campus and President Hayakawa receiving 

initial word that Black students disregarded the state of emergency, would unfold a scene of 

incalculable violence that would be known in the history of the strike as Bloody Tuesday. The 

front-page story of the campus newspaper on December 3rd, The Gater, depicts how the SFSC 

 
33 Throughout the strike many names were adopted to describe Hayakawa’s style of leadership and 
interpersonal characteristics on campus such as “Big Brother Hayakawa”, “the Sage, “Puppet”,  
34 From Hayakawa, S. I., & Hayakawa, A. R. (1990). Language in thought and action. Houghton Mifflin 
Harcourt. Hayakawa was trained as a semanticist and his mastery and manipulation of language is perhaps 
what allowed him to ostensibly “lead” the campus out of insurrection as his time as president would continue 
from November 26, 1968 to July 10, 1973 
 
35 San Francisco State College Riots video 
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Tactical Squad “showed little to no mercy” to at least “30 captives” who were unable to escape 

the onslaught of the police and countless more who were caught in the crosshairs of a fascist 

police state.  

I have written about this scene before from the perspective of Don McAllister, a young 

Black student captured in medias res both by photograph and the San Francisco Tactical Squad 

during the strike (Brown, 2022). I suggested that intimacy between Don McAllister, the captive 

subject of education, and the violence of his arrest, instantiates a repetition of the social 

arrangement of the new world order that reduced personhood to flesh, rendering manhood and 

the coordinates of colonial, patriarchal gender inoperative. In writing about Don, however, I 

failed to account for the fact that he would also be charged for attempted murder despite 

concerned student from the Medical Community for Human Rights fearing that Don McAllister 

would go into shock from his head wound. In the afterlife of slavery, one need not ask why an 

active student medical team would be necessary to treat the wounded during a campus protest 

nor the contradiction of an attempted murder charge even as Don’s total submission says 

otherwise. It also matters that student medics would be beaten by the police for trying to offer 

care, “though with minor injuries (Bartley & Shapiro, p. 262) and that photographers, 

eyewitnesses, and bystanders were all equally targeted by police officers despite their 

relationship to BSU members, TWLF participants, or the overall demands of the general strike. 

In the context of the archive of black student protest, I argued that “through a vantage point of 

visual suffering, an inchoate Black student activist identity and political agency emerge[s]” 

(Brown p. xx). And further that we should read the violence enacted on Black students through a 

rubric of “ungendered flesh” so that the representability of a (gendered) student activist identity 

is called into question when one connects the violence of the Middle Passage and loss of 
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“[African] gender difference in the outcome” (Spillers, 1987, 67) to the imposition of colonial 

cis-heteropatriarchal gender inscriptions. In this way, sitting with the police violence Don 

experienced was an attempt to both illuminate a general culture of violence in the 134 days of the 

strike and how this terror would continue with at least 731 documented student arrests by the end 

of the strike. Representations of Black student protest are equally captive to the tripartite force of 

the archive of student protest: the visual technologies of policing in the photographic constriction 

of Black being in students like Don McAllister, the discursive naming practices that suggest Don 

McAllister as a “hulking Black student” (Bartley and Shapiro, 262) or “battered prisoner'' or one 

of the  “30 captives” that “the police showed little mercy to” during the strike.  The archive of 

black student protest tells us about the very conditions through which subjectivity is produced in 

the university and the underlying constitution of the student subject itself. Thus, moments like 

Bloody Tuesday at SF State college index a paradigmatic scene of insurrection in the history of 

Black student protest and the education of flesh par excellence. 

 Noting this, I would like to return to Bloody Tuesday from an angle that does not repeat 

the gratuitous violence of police brutality36 but situates the guerilla tactics of BSU members and 

educational, administrative violence of Hayakawa’s presidency in the same terrain of “libidinal 

politics” (Silverman, 1992) that are directly tied to policing. Put differently, with an eye attuned 

toward the captive subject of education, I am interested in shifting the focus from the spectacle 

of police brutality to the actual practices of BSU members to account for modes of educational 

resistance that both underscores the guerrilla warfare tactics of student insurrection and privilege 

the intimacies between Blackness and policing that constrain student subjectivity for the captive 

subject of education. In this chapter, I argue that focus on the practices of student revolutionaries 

 
36 Saidiya Hartman provides a helpful blueprint for this in Scenes of Subjection when she refuses to recount 
Frederick Douglass’ primal scene in his Aunt Hester’s violation  
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requires us to read the methods deployed by members of the strike as distinct from the grammar 

of student activism and a formulation of a “politics without a proper focus” that characterize the 

fraught nature of Black resistance. I argue that this becomes crucially important in the context of 

Bloody Tuesday specifically because it allows us to read two different scenes from this day that 

characterize the libidinal economy of student protest and read the deployment of guerrilla 

warfare tactics as a Black educational praxis that reflects slave insurrection– a challenge to the 

liberals grammar of student protest–a captive desire for disorder illegible to the political 

configuration (socio-symbolic network) of the university and liberal humanist grammar of 

student subjectivity and political agency. Essentially, I am answering the question about the scale 

and orientation of Black rebellion on campus at SF state and what this communicates about 

Black student subjectivity in the afterlife of slavery and the nature of policing on campus through 

a psychoanalytic lens. The significance of overreading Bloody Tuesday as central to the 

understanding the captive subject of education and the libidinal politics of campus policing and 

not an outlier to the strike, illuminates in my reading, three distinct but interconnected 

phenomenon that I will demonstrate below: the economy of enjoyment that sutures police 

brutality to President Hayakawa’s administration of Black student revolt and the dissimulated 

psychopolitical consequences of Black guerrilla warfare for higher education writ large.  

 

Scenes of Insurrection 

If one were to watch the 9th President of San Francisco state, S. I. Hayakawa, in a press 

conference on the countless arrests and injuries endured during the strike beat his fists on the 

press club podium, his black thick-rimmed glasses barely revealing his deeply furrowed brow, 

and angrily lament, or otherwise indignantly declare , “this campus has been in disorder 
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[emphasis added] for so damn long! and someone has to decide where the thing stops!”37, the 

sporadic visuals of a campus in crisis saturated my line of sight. Imagining ourselves as 

Hayakawa would we see the police helicopter circling campus and circumvent the panoptic 

power of its airborne surveillance what scenes of insurrection would fall into clear view? Or the 

panicked and frightened students fleeing the phalanx of police officers occupying the campus 

each day, blocking exits and precluding any reprieve from their reign of terror.? And for those 

not lucky enough to escape the onslaught of the San Francisco Tactical Squad, would it be fair to 

say that portrait of bloodied, prostrate bodies carted away on stretchers was an adequate 

introduction to the general atmosphere of SFSC during the strike? Or would we see pods of 

white student strikers strategically placed on the frontlines to buffer assaults from the police 

while Black strikers and members of the Third World Liberation initiate a blitz attack breaking 

the windows of campus buildings and forcing themselves in classrooms, exposing bystander 

students, intent on just getting an education? Would the sonic weight of homemade bombs being 

detonated, and crackle of fires set off in trash cans reach my ear first or would the barrage of 

rocks, bricks, missiles and other projectiles hurled through the air and envelope my eye? And if 

we hovered above the field of vision, would we see the wasteland of the culprits instigating 

disorder on campus? Those kids from Fillmore, that Negro neighborhood where “a variety of 

girls” stroll the corners of Fillmore in “microminiskirts or tight bell-bottomed pants until well 

past dawn” (Orrick, 1969, p. 91) and the men are plagued with either “idleness” or “inebriation”. 

A few yards away on Ellis Street, hidden in plain sight, the BSU Headquarters; the eye of the 

perfect storm and base of the deviant, not-quite orphaned children of absent fathers and 

licentious mothers. I describe this scene to indicate that one need not look to the ruthlessness of 

 
37 Arrests/Injuries & Hayakawa Press Conference - https://diva.sfsu.edu/collections/sfbatv/bundles/187308 
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the police to understand the violence the students experienced during the strike. One can think 

about the master-slave relation on campus as rehearsed in and through discourse of President 

Hayakawa.  

When President Hayakawa issued the state of emergency on n November 30th, 1968, 

through executive order, he not only received unconditional support from the Board of Trustees 

and then Governor Ronald Reagan, but he would also effectively transform the college into an 

ostensible fascist police state. A direct response to student radicalism and former President Smith’s 

failure to maintain discipline and eradicate campus dissent, Hayakawa was instated as acting 

president to bring “law and order” back to campus. For example, under his state of emergency, all 

sound amplification devices (megaphones, speakers, or public address systems) were completely 

banned (without administrative approval) and stunned the capacity of BSU members to 

communicate openly to strike participants. Under this state of emergency, any instructional staff 

missing more than five days of work would automatically tender their resignation as outlined by 

the “laws governing [the] college”38, a natural deterrent to faculty members in solidarity with 

participants of the strike. In the case of student strike participants, Hayakawa assured them that not 

only would classroom disruption be prohibited, but it would also result in suspension, expulsion, or 

a potential ban from campus. And for those prohibited from entering campus, any form of student 

assembly on campus including protests, picketing, rallies, convocations, etc. was also banned. 

These acts of political repression were coupled with the student-led Committee for an Academic 

Environment (through Hayakawa’s endorsement), “representing the views of an overwhelming 

majority of [SFSU]39”, an arrangement to greet returning students with blue armbands on the first 

day of the campus reopening on Dec 2nd. These armbands (Figure 2) placed on students across 

 
38 Hayakawa, 1968 public statement  
39 Hayakawa, 1968, public statement  
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campus were said to denote the principles of racial equality, social justice, non-violence, and the 

resumption of education. And yet at the same time, Hayakawa’s admonishment of Black student 

protest40 self-determination animated by the call for guerrilla warfare was not only predicated on an 

insistence that Black student demand hastily and indiscriminately mixed social/campus policy and 

pragmatic assertions, but that the goals of Black self-determination would necessitate the demise of 

 
40 This still is captured from the San Francisco State Strike Collection in the Bay Area Television Archive. 
This archive has over 140 local news film clips that cover events related to the strike. The full description of 
this video “Confrontations & Hayakawa on the Sound Truck” deserves remembering. It is as follows: Students 
are seen handing out pamphlets at San Francisco State College and there is a press statement by African 
American students regarding the importance of the strike. Students are also featured chanting "power to the 
people!" Police are shown crowding by the entrance to the Administration Building. After a student speaks to 
crowds in front of the building, a rock is thrown through a window. Students shout: "pigs off campus!" at 
police. There are views of student protesters milling around campus. President Hayakawa is heard over the 
public address system asking students to disperse. He is seen waving pamphlets on top of the sound truck and 
being mobbed when he gets off. Someone grabs his hat, and he is lost from view in a crush of students 
shouting "on strike, shut it down!" Ends with a besieged Hayakawa on the sound truck, being drowned out by 
chanting protesters.” 
 

Figure 6 President Hayakawa during Bloody Tuesday wearing a blue 
armband confronting students on the sound truck 
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higher education. As Hayakawa rightfully fears, “What we have to lose”, Hayakawa laments, “is 

the college itself” (public statement).  

As the report to the President on the status of the strike notes,  

His administration would not accept change through intimidation. If students marched on 

the Administration Building, then he would see to it that the San Francisco police were 

there to handle the situation. San Francisco State College became international news, and 

Dr. Hayakawa became a symbol of authority and stability. 

Ultimately, “If the word ‘reasonable" can be used to describe President Smith, then 

‘authoritarian’ must be used to describe President Hayakawa.’ (Orrick) and this is so mainly 

because of Hayakawa’s commitment to policing the strike. What I suggest in the next section, is 

to fully understand the effects of this administrative power of Hayakawa as a technology of 

policing on campus, we must orient the definition of policing towards the captive subject. 41 

 
41 This screen-print poster has an unknown author. However, as Cushing (2012) documents in his book that 
collects and describes the various social movement posters in the SF Bay Area during the 60s, constructions of 
visual motifs to illustrate the level of police brutality, racism, and violence were prominent throughout the 
strike. For example, in the SF State Strike Collection there are over 60 posters specifically created in the 
context of the strike.  

Figure 7 Image of a bloodied police baton with the words "Haya Education" printed 
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Policing on Campus: A New Paradigm 
 

In one aspect, the police presence on campus and Hayakawa's use of police force is 

unsurprising. Policing on college campuses and particularly the militarization of police during 

moments of student protest is not a novel phenomenon to higher education campuses as racism, 

imperialism, and neoliberalism reflect the underlying structure of academic repression.  As 

Chatterjee and Maira (2014) pose:  

 “How can we make sense of a corporatized alienation and silence alongside the visible 
regulation of the ‘public’ and contours of permissible protest? How can we understand more 
deeply this militarized performance of state university power and its ‘normalization’ within the 
quiet green peace of a public university campus?” (p. 2).  
 
The contemporary university or what they deem the “imperial university” reflects the dissolution 

of a general culture of campus autonomy and academic freedom through transmogrified policing 

efforts that repeat themselves at an uncanny rate during moments of protest and dissent. From 

this perspective, the containment of knowledge in the crusades against scholars critiquing U.S. 

foreign policy and occupation, neoliberal corporatization of education, and confluence of 

military, prison, and university interests convey the ideals of the imperial university structured 

by uniquely American model of policing. As they note, “U.S. imperialism [through the 

university] is characterized by deterritorialized, flexible, and covert practices of subjugation and 

violence and as such does not resemble historical forms of European colonialism that depended 

on territorial colonialism” (p. 7).  Godrej (2014) further connects campus dissent with 

neoliberalization and militarization of higher education, for example, when she argues,  

“The neoliberal logic entailed in the privatization of the University of California is, I have 
argued, necessarily interlinked with the logic of militarization and the criminalization of dissent, 
because it employs a militarized enforcement strategy, coupled with a political rhetoric that 
criminalizes the specific behaviors involved in protest and dissent against these strategies.” (p. 
140).  
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What confuses their analysis, however, is that Godrej, Chatterjee, and Maira see the 

militarization of police on campus as particularly egregious because this violence is often 

predicated on student protest that is nonviolent or civilly disobedient. Though I agree with their 

notion that neoliberalization of education diminishes its purpose for the public good is mutually 

constitutive of the profuse increase in the militaristic aesthetics of campus policing, from the 

perspective of captive flesh and the Black student revolutionary, what is being called into 

question is education as a public good or the notion of the public itself as an extension of 

policing and the police state. Wilderson (2010), extending this point, cogently clarifies that “the 

guarantee of coherence for civil society requires that, for the Black, there be no inside to civil 

society and no outside to policing” (p. 112). And further, “if there is no outside to policing then 

there can be no outside to guilt or criminality, there can be no contemplation of civil access, of 

life in a world of “contemporaries.” The integrationist narrative is therefore a narrative of 

disavowal.” (p.112). An account for policing from this paradigm not only allows us to its 

regulatory power in the stability of state and civil society, and therefore institutions of higher 

education by extension, but in my argument, allows us to place racial “contemporaries” like 

President Hayakawa  within this structuring of policing predicated on anti-black violence 

through  unconscious identifications with patriarchal, or phallic power of the Master figure and 

pleasures from the identifications if we turn our attention to Fanon’s prescient thoughts  on 

militarization and civilization. For Fanon, 

Militarization and a centralized authority in a country automatically result in a resurgence 
of the father’s authority. In Europe and in every so-called civilized or civilizing country 
the family represents a piece of the nation. The child leaving the family environment he 
finds the same laws, the same principles, and the same values. A normal child brought up 
in a normal family will be a normal adult. 121 
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Fanon’s assertion that militarization of the police recapitulates “the father’s authority, leads me 

to assert that not only does SF State college underscore the paradigm of policing (Martinot and 

Sexton, 2003). But most importantly, illumines an economy of enjoyment if we understand 

Hayakawa’s presidency as a repetition of an unconscious identification with father’s authority 

and phallic signifier by thinking together antiblackness, policing, and the pleasures of 

identification. For example, Rodriguez (2012a) also looks to the occupy movement at UC Davis 

as indicative of the University's technologies of capture and extension of the police state during 

student protest. He writes that “the installation of militarized police forces on U.S. college and 

university campuses—a practice several decades old—must be understood within the general 

social and historical context of domestic policing…” (Rodriguez, 2012b, p. 307.)  However, the 

indignation from the police brutality experienced by occupy protesters on campus evinces not 

only an “overidentification with (historically white) university campuses as places of presumed 

innocence, wherein enrolled and employed (white) bodies are also presumed to presume 

innocence” (Rodriguez, 2012a) but exposes the unconscious identification as key to itself 

perverse pleasure of policing. I argue that we can do this by returning to the press conference by 

Hayakawa following Bloody Tuesday. 
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Policing and President Hayakawa’s  Perverse Pleasures 

42 

When asked about the impact of Bloody Tuesday, Hayakawa’s infamously responded, 

“this has been the most exciting day since my tenth birthday, when I rode a rollercoaster for the 

first time”43 and that he was “tickled to death to see the police on campus” even as he professed 

that the police showed “marvelous professionalism and restraint”. It is clear to see here the 

relationship between policing as anti-black violence, Hayakawa’s authoritarian commitment to 

order in his reign as president of SF State College, and the experience of a deathly, “exciting” 

unconscious affect that could disintegrate subjectivity or what Lacan term jouissance. Sheldon 

George (2018, 2020) critical reformulation of jouissance and the Lacanian death drive, or 

 
42 In this image, Hayakawa holding press conference after Bloody Tuesday. It matters that in this very 
conference, Hayakawa would don a lei of flowers, wears a lei of flowers "academic friends on campus," and is 
surrounded with ten bouquets of flowers from "fans in Yuba City." The point is Hayakawa’s reign not 
unilaterally viewed as an onslaught of terror and violence. In fact, Hayakawa was actively supported by several 
faculty on campus and off.  
 
43 These quotes from President Hayakawa come from a collection of anecdotes and sayings about Hayakawa’s 
presidency that satirize his presidency. Members of the American Federation of Teachers Local 1928 AFL-
CIO in conjunction with members of the strike created this chapbook together. See Paris et al (1968-69) 

Figure 8 President Hayakawa at the press conference following 
Bloody Tuesday 
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aggressive tendencies to access this mythic, denied state beyond pleasure, as ineluctable tied to 

the aggressions and pleasures that instantiate chattel slavery as a hallmark feature of the 

contemporary social order and the installation of “race” as a central identity marker and 

taxonomic system of ordering. He posits, “The American slave’s bondage allowed for a striking 

manifestation of such subjective alienation”, or the constitution of the Lacanian subject as 

alienated or “split”. The consequence of “pinning this psychic reality exclusively to the slave” 

then, “generat[es] race itself as a compensatory source of jouissance, a Lacanian object a” 

through which violence against the Slave/Black was the “enabling postulate” for “race” and 

racial difference. From this calculation, we can see then that violence against Black strike 

participants SF state was enacted not only because “Black flesh” connotes an unremitting source 

of  jouissance, but the projection itself–the slave as fungible object–confirms the naturalization 

of  “race” as a signifier of not just difference, though we can see how hierarchies are arranged by 

difference, but an essential identification with “race” and  racial difference as distinct from the 

overdetermination racial Blackness with Slaveness.  Thus, we can see how the “proprieties of 

coalition” (Sexton, 2010) manipulated over the course of his tenure as president, offering 

beguilements in the form of racial platitudes such as “I speak for the silent majority of negro 

students who only want an education” and “Let me tell the members of the BSU that I am on 

their side. I want to be counted as their ally…” or “in a profound sense I stand in the middle. I’m 

not white and I’m not black. I am appealing to my Oriental friends that might be a channel to 

bring black and whites together.” were integral to Hayakawa’s onslaught against Black student 

revolutionaries.  

 In this way the excitement that Hayakawa felt at the end of Bloody Tuesday, the 

brutality of the police and what education is supposed to signify in terms of Law and Order in the 
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capacity to lose the college itself or all interconnected. That the pleasure derived from beating 

the black subject excited/pleasure Is inseparable from or impossible to discern from President 

Hayakawa’s administrative rule despite the racial rhetoric he deploys as a Japanese American to 

both project solidarity and disavow anti-Blackness. Thus, the unconscious identifications with 

the patriarchal authority of the father, or master-signifiers of law-and-order link together the 

brutality of the police and the excitement and pleasure Hayakawa experiences as witness and 

authorize of this violence both share a profound enjoyment in not just the policing of Black 

bodies, but in how that policing allows (human) subjectivity to appear. 

The War of the Flea 

If agency appears for the captive subject only insofar as it doubles criminality, then how 

do we account for acts of revolt that attempt to redress this violence and conversely gesture 

“outside” the scene of insurrection and upend this economy of enjoyment?? It is the fleshiness of 

the captive subject that breaks apart and re-signifies normative frames of agency and resistance 

and exceeds the signifying relations that arrange and make meaning of these terms within the 

social and symbolic world. The frustrating insufficiency of agency as understood within the 

paragon of the liberal bodily autonomy fails to encapsulate the practices of Black students during 

the strike and rehearses a “politics without a proper locus” as Hartman (1997) articulates–

meaning the genetic elements that that corroborate agency and the state of the political, “the 

unencumbered self, the citizen, the self-possessed individual, and the volitional and autonomous 

subject” (p. 61) are invaded by the abject status of the slave in the afterlife of slavery, Thus, I 

privilege a reading of the tactics deployed by Black student revolutionaries that ultimately sent 

the University into a state of chaos and disarray over the course of the five month strike, through 

the notion of the war of the flea. The war of the flea aids in a critical reading practice that 
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remains in the wake of slavery (Sharpe, 2014) by distorting facile categorizations Black 

insurrection on campus as markers of political agency. I contend that he frustrating insufficiency 

of agency as the liberal signal of bodily autonomy fails to encapsulate the practices of resistance 

of the enslaved as a politics without a proper locus (Hartman, 1997) and thus we must 

understand the scene of insurrection at San Francisco State College as best reflected not through 

the content of Black demand, but rather in the articulations, tactics and  practices that black 

students engaged to confront an ultimately shut down the university during the strike. 

Practicing War 

Benny Stewart, Chairman of the BSU called a general meeting for members of the TWLF 

on November 5, 1968, a day before the strike began. The energy both “serious and spirited” 

(Barlow and Shapiro, p. 219), eager students entered the main auditorium of the Creative Arts 

Building and waited for the prophetic words of Kwame Ture (then Stokely Carmichael), Prime 

Minister of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee at the time. Ture’s speech to the 

students restated the significance of developing a Black revolutionary consciousness and 

impressed upon the students the necessity of a method and set of principles that should guide the 

general strike itself. Drawing from the various socialist revolutions and Black and Third World 

insurgencies lead by the teachings of leaders like Mao Tseng, Che Guevara, and Frantz Fanon, 

Ture urged students to follow the principles of “protracted struggle”, “heightening the 

contradictions” that appeared on campus at SF State, and “focus[ing] the struggle on the general 

rather than the specific” (p. 220). For example, as Barlow and Shapiro note, “rather than merely 

insisting that George Murray be rehired, [Black students] demanded third world people be given 

sole power to hire and fire all faculty for the various ethnic programs” (p. 221). The significance 

of the focus on generalizability of contradictions through protracted struggle meant the 
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difference not only between allowing a certain percentage of non-white students to be admitted 

during Fall 1969 as a formal demand and the actual demand of opening Fall 1969 admission to 

any student who wanted to attend the SF state that semester, but the raising of revolutionary 

desire and “internalizing the principles upon which [our] revolutionary activities must be based” 

(Barlow and Shapiro, p. 221) as Ture impresses upon the students. The desire to heighten the 

contradiction” and expose the “irreconcilable conflicts of interests’ ‘(Bartley and Shapiro, p. 

220) that befell the administration at SF state through revolutionary means introduces the 

strategy of the flea and guerrilla warfare tactics as the proper method through which these 

contradictions could be uncloaked. However, the strategy of the flea also invites an examination 

of how anti-Blackness introduces a “constituent element” in this appraisal of contradiction at SF 

State that extends beyond conflict to the level of “structural antagonism” (Wilderson, 2010, p. 

17). Wilderson’s language of antagonism as irreducible to conflict is helpful here to illustrate 

how the tactics of the strike are both the limit within the grammar of student activism and 

incoherent to this grammar itself. Because the violence anti-blackness punctures the dialectic of 

University-Student (Activist) and introduces the structural non-relation of the slave to this dyad, 

the tactics deployed by captive subjects of education must be understood, while revolutionary, as 

constituted within the insufficient grammar of agency and conversely, as the fleshly trace of 

Black desire that exceeds the institution itself.  To make this argument, I will first adumbrate the 

war of the fleas as a guerilla warfare strategy performed by Black student strikers that has 

implications at the level of methodological intervention, symbolic gesture, and psychic locale of 

the university. 
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As Kwame Ture wrapped up his speech to the students, Benny Stewart taking the floor, 

then sketched for the eagerly awaiting students, both the ideology and method that would 

characterize the core principles of the strike. He emphasizes,    

What does the flea do? He bites the dog, he slowly sucks the blood from it. That’s the philosophy 
we’ve got to get into. We’ve got to wear them down. Something is always costing them. You can 
dig it––something is happening all the time. Toilets are stopped up. Pipers are broken. The water 
in the bathroom is just runnin’ all over the place. The trash cans are on fire. People are running in 
and out of the classrooms, letting the students know that school is out for the day. Me? I don’t 
know nothing’ about it. I’m just on my way to take an exam. Dig? When the pigs come runnin’ 
on the campus, ain’t nothin’ happening. Everyone has split, so the pig don’t have no heads to 
bust. When he leaves, it starts all over again. On and on and on. We fight the racist 
administration on our own grounds, you see; not theirs. (Bartley & Shapiro, p. 223) 
 
It matters that Benny Stewart takes to metaphor to emphasize the relationship between the flea 

and the dog to narrate a “campus ecology” (Banning, 1978) that is wholly driven by the 

interconnectedness of this ecosystem even as it radically diverges at the level of organism. More 

importantly, however, is that the war of the flea, put into practice on the first day of the strike, is 

undergirded by a symbiotic parasitism that calcifies the relation between the University and 

Black student revolutionary for not only do fleas breed at an alarming rate significantly 

increasing the proliferation of dis-ease, but their tiny size also makes them difficult to isolate, 

neutralize, and ultimately terminate. In addition, and perhaps the most central feature of the 

flea’s wrath is the economic exhaustion of the state’s resources to quell rebellion using 

coordinated, decentralized military-based tactical maneuvers enacted by civilians (i.e., no official 

military training) to effect social and political revolution. 

On a practical level the war of the flea was illumined by visual cues– the use of 

homemade weapons like bombs and projectiles; the destruction of property with trash cans 

ablaze, windows broken, and toilets clogged and overflowing; classes interrupted by pods of 

Black and Third World students demanding faculty to shut down their classes;; and mobility of 



   
 

125 
  

Black and Third World students simultaneously appearing multiple places at once and decidedly 

nowhere at all based on the trajectory of their tactical movements (Brown, 2015). In one sense 

the detonation of the bomb in the education building reflects the Revolutionary Praxis of 

members of the black student union and third world Liberation Front. We do not know for 

certain how the bomb was made is that is perhaps least important to the situation, but we do 

know at least from the practical sense that students were learning in receiving political education 

about revolution in their actual classes. For example, Roberto Kaffke, also known as 

Commandante Kaffke44, a Latin American “revolutionist” taught a class in the Experimental 

College. Born out of the philosophy that student cooperation rather than competition and idea 

“that students could run a better college than the faculty and  administration could'' (Nixon, 

2017) the short program only lasting three years until it was cut during the height of the strike, 

the Experimental College provided the opportunity for students, community members, and 

important leaders like Roberto Kaffke, to teach classes independently from the rationality of 

bureaucratic shared governance structures.  I gather then that a highly susceptible reason for it 

being shut down is that Kaffke's class was investigated by the State College trustees after reports 

“he was teaching such subjects as the manufacture of Molotov cocktails and other guerrilla 

weapons”. Though when questioned about his pedagogy and the class motives of teaching 

students guerrilla warfare he responded, “I am not teaching them sabotage ... I started this course 

in relation to what is going on in Latin America. Students have come to me and said they were 

more interested in what was going on now.” Though his coy response to a follow up accusation 

from “little old ladies'' about him being a “little dictator” is worth mentioning: “[I will] show 

how to make a molotov cocktail…not how to use it.” before he reminded them that he was non-

 
44 October 23-24 daily gater Daily gater March 28 1968 
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violent. Surely then we can connect the property damage in the education building and the 

detonation of a bomb in the education building to the actual practices of guerrilla warfare that I 

have outlined above and as Kafka remind us as a crucial element of Black revolutionary praxis. 

The idea that property damage would not only require fiscal resources to repair the damage, but 

that the drain on even more resources to prevent the crisis on campus through more policy and 

police officers could not be quelled by the psychic insecurity that insurrection sustained at SF 

state. And sensory-affective cues like strategies of deception in the coordinated surprise hit-and-

run attacks on SFPD and SF Tactical Squad; the furtive planning of BSU members disseminating 

no information to White strike participants, and misinformation to non-Black Third World striker 

leaders creating an opacity of action for both TWLF strikers in solidarity with Black 

students/revolutionaries and the SF State administration through sensory confusion and 

perceptual chaos as strike tactics could change at any given time, even mid-assault. However, the 

fact that though there was a BSU headquarters and identifiable leaders of strike, the 

communication system utilized by Black students functioned so that it remained outside the 

purview of university governability. By disrupting the university’s system of communication 

through unplanned and staged media appearances, refusing communication with the 

administration altogether, and configuring decentralized communication channels that could 

(dis)articulate information across the campus to relevant students in ways that even the 

university would be unaware of would be a premier strategy for BSU and TWLF members to 

advance on SF State College.  In essence, the war of the flea in terms of its practical application 

is illegible to student activist discourse because it exceeds the recognition of student demand 

through the language of institutional accountability and ignores recognition within the military-

academic machinery of higher education as the fait accompli of free educational subjects. To 
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think alongside the guerrilla warfare tactics deployed in the war of the flea is to suggest Black 

flesh, the captive subject of education, as the dissimulated limit of student activism discourse. In 

this way, the harrowing chaos that spread from the guerrilla warfare tactics was catalyzed not 

just by the direct harassment and the weakening of economic and fiscal resources of the political-

academic machinery, but to problematize the university itself and anti-black violence as its 

condition of possibility.  

The Philosophy of War 

As a philosophy and symbolic program, the utilization of these tactics, tell us yes about what 

students demanded from the institution but I turn to these tactics because they also tell us about 

how Black students were reconfiguring their own fundamental truths about political agency and 

student (activist) subjectivity in relation to the anti-blackness. In my reading of Benny Stewart’s 

speech, his mention of the war of the flea as a philosophical position has important implications. 

As a philosophical posture, the war of the flea rejects the invitation to resuscitate the university 

(a reification the (activist) student-University dialectic) since Blackness breaks in on the 

“mendacity of conflict” (Wilderson, 2010, p. 5) that this dialectic foregrounds and interjects an 

internecine dilemma. Or put differently, the captive subject of education does not sit neatly on 

either side of–not an extension of the University’s power, nor the counter-hegemonic position of 

student activists. The conceptual labor of “war” suggests that the terrain of higher education for 

the Black student is not just a terrain of struggle, but an actively antagonistic environment for not 

just potential of radical activity, but Blackness writ large despite incidentally needing the captive 

flesh of the Black body to yield the anti-black, settler-colonial, neoliberal project of higher 

education or more intimately described as the contemporary university. Thus, the war of the flea 

as a set of tactics are not just a reflection of a general challenge to the grammar of political 
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agency that subtends student activism wherein agency’s signification with racial justice is 

ineluctably bonded through the dominion of human subjectivity. The tactics also invite a 

reconsideration of violence as perhaps the only ethical choice that Black student revolutionaries 

could make to destabilize the behemoth that is SF State College and its incessant predation on, 

and pleasures aroused from the inviolability of Black flesh. In this sense, the gratuitous and 

quotidian educational violence that yields the captive relation of Black educational subjects is 

countered by Black student revolutionaries through their own means such that the war being 

waged by these students has no positive claim or productive interest. It is simply the demand for 

violence against the Black body to stop. Put another way, if we consider that Black demand only 

registers as intelligible  insofar as the telos of demand and its accompanying logic is ensnared by 

the grammar of the institution, in this case SF State College,  or what Sexton’s phrase “borrowed 

institutionality45” (Wilderson, 2010) also describes, the content of Black demand, though 

necessary that it stated, matters less in my analysis than the structure through which it emerges; 

or how flesh traverses both of these dimensions. The point being, while the tactics that 

characterize the war of the flea can be attributed the content of the demand as the endpoint, 

reading them solely as functional risks misrecognition. Approaching guerrilla warfare from its 

ethical and philosophical orientation helps us understand the scale and orientation of the strike: 

1) not a conflict between students and administrators but a war against Blackness and the world 

(scale) and 2) because the “ruling episteme” of the social order repeats “originating metaphors of 

captivity and mutilation” to suggest no “movement in time or history” (Spillers, 1987, p. 169) the 

university can only satisfy demand through those same logics; thus, it is more than possible to 

conceive that, flesh, what remains from the  liberated subject’s cry for institutional recognition 

 
45 Wilderson also makes a similar argument saying, “Black speech is always coerced speech” (Wilderson, 
2018) 
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through demand, can both (re)signify the metonymic associations of demand (i.e. what I see as 

the philosophy of the flea and the overall revolutionary ideology) and rupture demand as a 

coherent signifier so that the deployment of guerilla warfare is both a consequence of the anti-

black university and a gesture that precedes the university as well. 

the chaos resulted in damage to campus buildings totaling upwards of 17 thousand dollars 

on top of countless injuries to faculty, staff, students. It is this violence however that seems to be 

the only thing that would disrupt the commonsense notion of education and engender a relevant 

education. “Relevant education”, not just a hollow hackneyed phrase, was also directly 

connected to the war of the flea and black revolutionary praxis in terms of a political ideology. 

For example, the political ideologies of the Black Panther Party education have not just a 

revolutionary importance, but precipitates for Black liberation as well. I highlight it at length 

point five from there platform in 1966: 

 
We want education for our people that exposes the true nature of this decadent American society. 
We want education that teaches us our true history and our role in the present-day society. 
We believe in an educational system that will give to our people a knowledge of self. If a man 
does not have knowledge of himself and his position in society and the world, then he has little 
chance to relate to anything else. 
 
It matters that prior to Black studies as a curricular object that students all black studies 

curriculum as a vehicle to better the community as well and that the university must actively 

serve its populations as Nathan Hare, the first director of the black studies program at sf state, 

reminds us in an interview reprinted from College & University Business, May 1970 on the 

stakes of black studies as a discipline. The contemporary aspect of this extractive relationship 

between Black communities and the university is excellently highlighted by Baldwin (20210 

who inquires, “How did colleges and universities come to significantly dictate the terms of urban 
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living, from a city’s housing costs and wage ceilings to its health-care standards and even 

policing practices?” For Baldwin, the university’s domination and extraction in cities like New 

Haven, Chicago, and even Tucson can be traced back to the legacies of the profit accumulation 

in the Transatlantic slave trade and settler-colonial expansion of land-grab universities through 

the Morrill Act (Stein, Baldwin Wheatle). A black studies curriculum in the University then 

would be not only a direct challenge to this extractive relationship but would also possibly be the 

mechanism through which this will be prevented altogether. In a similar vein, Rojas (2007) helps 

elaborate my argument about relevant education being informed by a revolutionary ideology that 

would restructure SF state college to emphasize “relevant education”. In tracing the development 

of black studies discipline from the original aims and purposes of the Black Power movement, 

Rojas discerns some of the ideological discontinuities between the nonviolence strategies of 

Civil Rights Activists and the Black Nationalism emphasis on Black Power, he still concludes 

that a significant aspect “leading to black studies was the sense that the college curriculum 

needed reform because existing colleges and academic disciplines were unable to meaningfully 

accommodate black culture.” (p. 27). It stands to reason then that Black studies curriculum and 

relevant education meant on the one hand that the existing disciplines needed to account for the 

varying aspects of Black and Third World labor (and death) that allowed for the human sciences 

and underlying ideological borders and “fetishizations of method” (Gordon, 2014) that enable 

discipline; and on the other, an emphasis on autonomous, independent from Culture, knowledge 

production(s) attuned to Black lifeworlds (i.e. not just the creative and performing arts or 

“Black” history, but ‘culturally sustaining pedagogies46 in science, mathematics, and all areas 

that concerned the Black social life). As for the question of who would or rather who could teach 

 
46  
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Black Studies: “can you be White and teach this?”, a disorienting inversion of a question that 

posed before47. For the answer to “who should teach these black courses?” I leave the response 

and implications to Hare shares, 

When I arrived at San Francisco State, my first "problem," from the administration's point of 
view, was to try and convince the Black Students Union that a young white Ph.D. who 
admittedly knew little about black history would be a better instructor for their black studies 
course than a black instructor who only had a B.A. but was one of the better known authorities in 
the field. How stupid can you get! But on the other hand a black skin is no guarantee of a black 
mind. That's the problem with the Negro colleges today. At San Francisco State I also fought and 
succeeded in getting a white professor hired to teach black studies though he had taken another 
job by the time we were able to finalize his appointment.  

War in the Psyche 

Knowing that revolutionary figures like Frantz Fanon influenced the thinking of BSU 

members and the development of their revolutionary consciousness, it follows that there is a 

crucial psychological dimension to the guerrilla tactics (Forsythe, 1970) and implications for 

thinking through the relationship between Blackness, war, and psychoanalysis. For example, 

Wilderson stresses that the black psyche also “emerges within a context of force, or structural 

violence” (Wilderson, 2011, p. 29) so that the terrain of the unconscious and its accompanying 

terms like fantasy, identification, pleasure, desire, and drive also require reconfiguration. 

Following Wilderson’s logic that the Middle Passage also ruptures the psychic reality of captive 

subject, he asserts that the war is also an apt metaphor to describe the relationship between anti-

Blackness and the unconscious of Black flesh. He argues that the gratuitous violence of slavery 

confines the Black psyche to a “perpetual state of war with itself because it is usurped by a white 

gaze that hates the Black” (p. 29-30). Marriott (2002) clarifies this sentiment writing that “the 

imago, the fantasy of the black man is there to allow a certain purging, purifying of European 

 
47  
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culture” (, p. 67) and that this fantasy of the Black (male) imago (Fanon, 1967) is inseparable 

from the aggressive impulses that stabilize and reproduce European civilization. What this means 

is that both the colonizer and colonized subject bond over phobic relation to the Black48 so that 

the Black is also battling an unconscious that both finds pleasure in its identification through 

misrecognition with the white bourgeois subject and conversely the “petrifying” (Marriott, 2017) 

moment of bodily fragmentation where the black is fixed as racial other. The paradox of this 

dynamic however are twofold: that the Black is folded into the universalizing logic of the 

psychoanalytic cure and Oedipal psychosexual development while at the same time being 

rendered as the depository of hatred and murderous fantasies that are replayed through “cultural 

representation, cultural exhibition, [and] in the production and mediation of racist hatreds” 

(Marriott, 2000, p 67).  It is this oscillating war between white identification and black 

petrification that convinces Wilderson that this state of the Black being at war with itself not only 

“forecloses the possession of elements constitutive of psychic integration” but makes impossible 

the political ontology of the Black/slave. Because psychic integration or psychic agency is 

foreclosed to the Black, then it also stands to reason that “one cannot represent oneself, even to 

oneself as a bonafide political subject, [or] or a subject of redress” (Wilderson, 2011, p. 30).  

Refusing the narrative of redress as a return to prior state of plenitude or a moment where 

loss might be recovered, Wilderson errs to stay on the side of “paradigm as opposed to praxis” 

and invites through inquiry, a return to practice. He inquires, “how does one calibrate the gap 

between objective vertigo and the need to be productive as a black revolutionary?” While my 

intention is not necessarily to close the gap between objective and black and demand as the 

product of a black, I do think however a turn guerilla warfare tactics helps us understand the sort 
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of ambivalent relationship that blacks and revolutionaries have between objective vertigo and the 

need to be productive as black revolutionaries that Wilderson is articulating here  

Lastly, I would like to emphasize then? a final characteristic of the war of the flea that helps set 

up a reading of the second scene during Bloody Tuesday that addresses the psychic locale, and 

how guerrilla warfare also functioned as a psychological weapon. “The essence of guerilla 

warfare” (p. 47) as Robert Tauber notes in War of The Flea: Classic Study Guerrilla Warfare, is 

the production of will: “the psychological capacity of [Black and Third World] people to resist 

defeat” (p. 47).  

From the perspective of guerilla warfare as a psychological weapon, “the campus was 

thrown into a state of chaos. Panic-stricken people began bombarding [President] Smith’s office 

with conflicting reports and wild rumors of violence and destruction. It was impossible to know 

exactly what was happening…” (Barley and Shapiro p. 224). As Barley and Shapiro posit, “these 

guerilla tactics produced their desired effect, '' adds Barlow and Shapiro (1971). Max Stanford’s 

(1970) thinking helps elucidate a critical dimension of this. In “Black Guerilla Warfare: Strategy 

and Tactics”, he corroborates the chaotic effects of Black guerilla warfare writing that “in order 

to free ourselves mentally, we must know the power Black people have in this country” (p. 30). 

For Stanford (1970) this means not only a familiarity with the “revolutionary history” (p. 36) of 

Black people across the globe, but actively locating scenes of revolt. He writes,  

what most young intellectuals fail to do is thoroughly study the slave system, the 

development of slavery from the sixteenth century on to the twentieth century, how our 

nation was taken into bondage, and the psychology of white America during this period. 

p. 36 
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Connecting the deputization of white fears of ‘Black hordes’ through the horrific violence of law 

and order in the South, Stanford parallels the white southern anxieties and their fantasies of 

Black people as bestial and murderous with the international implications of slave revolt across 

the Diaspora. Implicating Toussaint L'Ouverture and the Haitian Revolution in both the failed 

uprising of Denmark Vesy in South Carolinian enslaved man stolen from the West Indies and the 

short-lived revolt in 1831 in Virginia lead by Nat Turner, Stanford posits “the horror of thinking 

what the ‘blacks’ would do to the whites if they were in power, was the nightmare of America 

(my emphasis)” (p. 37). While Stanford emphasizes the threat (return?) of slave revolt catalyzed 

the abolition of slavery as ‘black revolution entirely became a feasible and practical concept” (p. 

37), I argue that the psychoanalytic notion of the primal scene, or primal (unconscious) fantasy 

helps do two critical things regarding a reading of war of the flea: it help us isolate the 

administrative response to Bloody Tuesday as the symptomatic disavowal of this fantasy and 

reconfigure the politics of Black student revolutionaries to account for the performance of this 

fantasy as well. The war of the flea was not only a strategy used to expose the contradictions that 

make the university possible but to offer a new methodology and ideology for this educational 

paradigm. How might we treat the war of the flea as a theory and method for understanding 

black male subjectivity through educational spaces? And if the war of the flea, the primal scene 

in of repetitive trauma towards higher education, stands on the ground of a non-negotiable litany 

for survival (Lorde, 1978), then what might it cost to fully “talk to and know our brothers and 

sisters'' from a space that privileges an ambiguous, dislocated kinship relations? And further, 

what bodies must be buried to save the soul and where is the graveyard? 
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The Limits of Education 

 
While Ture and Shapiro by extension are quick to dismiss the events at Columbia49 for 

lacking the vision of the “prolonged struggle” appearing to be more of a “psychodrama” for the 

“gratifying emotional experience” in symbolic seizures of power like building occupation, I 

argue, however that what sustained the strike was the psychoaffective conditions engendered by 

not just by revolutionary political activity but the black revolutionary mood that subtends the 

prolonged struggle. As a psychodrama acting out the primal scene of slave Insurrection, we can 

see the destruction of Education building or the education building as altering or disrupting the 

economy of enjoyment this recent produce through the Law-and-Order fantasy and tactics that 

Hayakawa instituted.  

On Thursday November 7th, 1968, a small homemade can bomb made of .22-calihu 

shells wired together was detonated in the Education Building at San Francisco State. There was 

little damage done to the building and no one was injured in the process. As no arrests were 

made in connection with this bomb. The detonator remained a mystery. I suggest if we think 

abstractly, outside of the concrete walls of the Education building, this event is significant the 

psycho-discursive consequences of how we might curate our own reading practices that heighten 

the contradiction of Marianne Al-Wadi’s dismissal as President and Jimmy Garett’s ascent to 

Black charismatic leadership (Erica Edwards). That a mystery bomb would be detonated without 

arrest of the detonator, for me, elucidates a way of reading the Black mood on campus not (only) 

as a way of interrogating the guerilla warfare tactics (CITE) and political violence that allowed 

for the emergence of black studies, but as (also) a violence without horizon that is in defense of a 

captive self-eclipsed by discourse. The violent acts of flesh ungendered as evidence of 

 
49 Biondi, 2012 
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asignifying rupture in Discourse itself. A turn towards the female slave as the sentinel of racial-

sexual violence. Or put differently, if we presumably know that the bomb in the Education 

building could not have possibly ended Education, then what was the import of the act? This 

could have been a failed intent of a larger more explosion, or it could have just been the 

mechanism through which disorder and chaos emerge on campus that disrupts and terrorizes. 

That will not know and cannot discern the actor in the action, the intentional display without 

intended audience, the intent or the intended is the point, nor the affective intensity–-Was it 

rage? Hope? Desire for (University) recognition? A war of abolition or creation? Could it be 

none or all?).  

The point is that black revolutionary praxis, which I define in the illiberal demands for 

Black Studies distilled through the “by any means necessary” politics of guerrilla warfare 

converges at the scene of the education building, in the unaccounted-for presence and explosion 

of a homemade bomb. If we are to read this destructive scene in the education building through 

the rubric of the psyche, I argue that much more is being expressed in the unconscious that 

escapes Black revolutionary praxis, but whose condition of possibility is composed in the act of 

insurrection itself. I make this argument by suggesting that we read the Education building as 

like the Lacanian Master-Signifier (S1). Lacan’s key intervention in psychoanalytic thought was 

the inversion of the Cesarean sign, (i.e., signified over the signifier Signified/sign) as the 

composite of the genetic components of all language (Homer, 2000). For Lacan the Master 

signifier is at the point of origin at which we place ourselves in order to establish what discourse 

is about. Thus, the master signifier of any expression of speech or statement (l'enonce) 

“intervenes in a signifying battery” (p. 14).  in an already present corpus of knowledge (S2) or 

what Lacan describes as a “chain” of signifiers. In this relationship (represented as S1→S2), the 
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master does not just arrive patently at the scene of knowledge. Because Lacan uses the 

conceptual metaphor of the “Master–Slave” relation50, the massive signifier must dominate the 

field of knowledge for it to be installed as the Master or the quilting point (p. 189) any given 

discourse. Therefore, Zizek draws the following conclusions about the Master-Signifier, “as the 

signifier of the very lack of the signifier. This signifier is the Master Signifier: the ‘empty’ 

signifier which totalizes (‘quilts’) the dispersed field – in it the infinite chain of causes 

(‘knowledge’) is interrupted with an abyssal, non-founded act of violence” (in Clarke, 2020, p. 

209). Put simply the master signifier (S1) is what instills meaning knowledge (S2). From these 

two critical things are important to note: The master-signifier cannot dominate as so without the 

existence or rather fashioning of the slave and two this unconscious signifying relation (S1→S2) 

or process through which meaning (as a divided subject; $) becomes legible is conditioned by a 

jouissance (objet petit a) producing violence. Lacan writes,  

you see the term I am using, the master is only able to dominate by excluding her- 

then how would the master establish this relationship with knowledge-the knowledge 

held by the slave- the benefit of which is the buildup of surplus jouissance? The Master 

can only dominate him through excluding this jouissance. P. 97 

The terrifying implications how of this however if we bring the problematic a race and the 

history of racial slavery to the fold make this proposition the more clear insofar as Black flesh is 

overdetermined with (White) jouissance, or as Chamberlin (2019) succinctly argues, with 

“slavery is both “white” enjoyment and “black” trauma, or, more simply, racialization is an 

 
50 My Aim in this chapter is not to lay out a genealogy of the philosophical uses of Master and slave dialectics 
to make core points in the discipline of philosophy however I do think it is important to stress that lock on is 
triangulating Hegel's master-slave dialectic through reading Kojève (p. 197),  Marx's Master-Worker-Surplus 
Value (this is how we get “surplus jouissance” throughout the text) and Aristotle's Testimonies about the life 
In Antiquity and the slave’s function as a classed member of state (i.e. mode of production) And a member of 
the family as an index of society (symbolic order) (p. 21) 
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enjoyed trauma” (p. 155). Mainly so because the Surplus jouissance produce from the abjection 

and submission of the Slave (S2) by the Master (S1) is so only because the Masters simply 

“gives an order” (p. 107). Consequently, the Master’s Truth where the Lacanian split-subject ($) 

is subdued by the “bar” of resistance, divided but agentic, is at the behest of an empty monadic 

figure in the form of a Master-Signifier.  

The conclusions that one can draw about the University San Francisco State College and 

higher education as a figure of the master signifier are crucial. We should see the bomb going off 

in the debit in the education building as an attempt to unsettle the production of enjoyment that is 

regulated by anti-black violence on campus. Though Matthew Clark (2019) sets aims for a 

critique of neoliberal turn in U.K. educational policy regimes, his use of psychoanalysis to spell 

out the problem of Education has relevant implications for not just educational policy 

domestically in the United States but along the broader scope of educational activities such as 

student protest and how we might understand this in the context of SF State. He posits the 

education follows the pattern of an empty Master signifier: “Not really empty since a signifier 

cannot be without signification rather the empty signifier is emptied of specific concrete 

meanings” (p. 9)., and so far, this corroborates the story. He continues, excavation of the 

signifier is essential “in order to embody an aspiration (necessarily phantasmatic) of 

completeness, fullness, and harmony; a yearning for an ideal for an ideal social order” (p. 9). In 

this way the preservation of Law & Order that hayakawa demands in the excitement he feels in 

the violence in the car all the violence through the police is used to blue armbands end his 

disconnection of the sound truck is regulated by the same economy of enjoyment is response that 

makes education an empty signifier that wants to produce jouissance (objet petit a). And further 

the hollowing out of Education's actual content to promulgate any form of violence as justifiable 
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to preserve the integrity of education as a master signifier is staged by anti-black, unconscious 

fantasies of the Black flesh as derelict/abject/slave and the human split-subject full, whole, and 

one (Seshadri-Cooks, 2020). The point is insofar as Lacan’s psychoanalysis relies on the 

racialized rhetoric of primitivism51 where “the nègre represents a signifying position which can 

be read as the exception that embodies the mythical belief in a jouissance that is uncastrated and 

that enjoys without limit” (p. 45), to augment the explanatory power of the Master-Signifier and 

its implications for social cohesion, the Education Building, and the history of higher education 

writ large, function in a similar manner. It matters then that is subject out of sight and 

unrecognizable to us in that Archive of the San Francisco State strike does the unthinkable 

crosses the bar into prohibited territory by detonating a bomb threatening to undo the structure of 

the property relation52 and its production of enjoyment itself. If the master signifier of education 

and by this I mean all education both dominant and minority are in or relevant education under 

its purview is an attempt to reveal from these actions as the expression of an unconscious desire 

of destruction of the response in the identification with the slaves grammar of suffering under 

breaks apart the structure itself wild relevant education revolutionizes and reorganizes it confuses 

the scented Matic chain within the discursive structure of the master the Insurrection and the 

detonation of the bomb in the education building Eject the slave from the discourse it cell so that 

the war being waged is from is azimuth sensible Outsider of the discourse. 

 
51 Marriott writes What does Lacan mean by the primitive? Whenever the primitive is involved, it is in terms 
of a secret withheld, an unbridled jouissance, a prohibition that leaves its mark on what we are and do. The 
primitive is a dialectical principle between nature and culture, drive and desire. In “Les complexes familiaux” 
(1938), primitive rites of sexual initiation are said to “regulate the individual’s sexuality in a more positive 
manner” than modern culture (LCF, 147). 
52If we think about another translation of jouissance within the legal inflection as the exercising one’s property 
rights as Evans, 2001 suggests, then Cheryl Harris “right to use and enjoyment” as a property function of 
whiteness is a helpful conceptual support to my argument that the education building also function as a site of 
Nissan's in terms of enjoyment and property so that destroying a detonating a bomb is both upending a 
property relation and usually silence that connects it  
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What Bloody Tuesday (and any form of campus dissent) shows us is that campus dissent 

will always be met with violence and often by the police. For example, across the strike, it is 

important to note that all the strikers involved experienced violence from the police. This is quite 

simply so because the striking student threatens the prerogative the university must maintain. To 

provide moral and academic education in the hopes of producing democratic citizens who use the 

correct channels and mediums to protest. Given that the correct form of protest is ostensibly 

managed by the university,  

 The war of the flea is not just a rhetorical flourish but capsizes the discourse of student 

activism in that the goal was not the reconstruction of higher education but to clearly situate the 

stakes for Black self-determination and campus autonomy. For these students’ anti-Black terror 

is emblematic of war being wages beyond the borders of the campus and the U.S. nation. For this 

reason, understanding how the paradigm of piling structured in and through anti-black violence 

required the adoption of a set of practices that privilege mystification, chaos, and opacity in 

response to the anti-black violence immanent in the ambivalent nature of educational 

opportunity. Further, I am interested in thinking with this moment of arrest and the libidinal 

politics of policing/raced/about mastery/as the structure dynamic of the strike (one that  relies on 

antiblack disciplinary measures, but also how the arrests signifies a monstrous intimacy (Sharpe) 

between the educational violence  and “the known and unknown performances and inhabited 

horrors, desires and positions produced, reproduced, circulated, and transmitted” (p. 3) that 

calcify the politics of Black social life on campus. Black students weren’t acquiescing to the few 

demands met by the university but instead were orchestrating a paradigmatic shift in the relation 

to the university.  
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CONCLUSION 

The Afterlife of Insurrection 
 

“But such a project might, indeed, be impossible without worldly destruction—perhaps it is time 
to think about destructive pleasure as more than jouissance, but as a necessary posture toward 

anti-Black violence.” (Warren, 2019, p. 48) 
 

“In the decolonial struggle, violence has a regulatory function insofar as it is detoxifying and 
destructive, creative and reinventing.” (Marriott, 2014, p. 522)  

 
“Between our thinking and doing, there is always something of our making, the unconscious 

dimension of our thinking- doing through which newness enters the world, within it and against 
it. There has never been a black revolution to speak of and yet there has never been anything else 

worth the trouble….” (Sexton, 2019, p. 102) 
 

The strike at SFSC reached its end on March 21, 1969. Ultimately, BSU and TWLF 

members were able to reach a compromise on the non-negotiable demands. As the students 

demanded, most of the courses were moved to the official degree-granting Black Studies 

Department with support from the Council of Academic Deans to make autonomous 

departmental decision. The Black studies Department hired at least 12 full-time instructors for its 

courses, where they also received full-time compensation. Not only were the unused slots for 

Black students in the Fall 1968 special admissions program opened to 128 Educational 

Opportunity Program (EOP) students in Spring 1969, roughly 500 qualified nonwhite students 

were actively recruited for the Fall 1969. In addition, the first and only College (then School) of 

Ethnic Studies was established. As for the disciplinary action of any students, staff, workers, or 

faculty who participated in the strike receiving no punitive sanctions, written recommendations 

were sent to the President that at worst would result in no more than a suspension for the 

remainder of the 1968-1969 school year.  Ten days before the official end of the strike, 

correspondence from the BSU announced one of their final meetings on March 6, 1969, and a 

final commitment to “the destruction of fascist America and all her institutions' ' (Our Survival is 
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Non-Negotiable, 1969). It is this spirit of destruction, however, that returns us the irreconcilable 

contradiction of Black educational subjects and Black demand within the university–-the 

grammar of recognition and the logics of inclusion in tension with the efforts of protracted 

struggle to seize power, maintain campus autonomy, and Black self-determination, one the one 

hand, and a psychodrama of that rehearses the scene of slave revolt.   

As I have demonstrated in this dissertation, violence against the flesh– captive subject of 

education–enables the fecund ground of the political field and the dispersal of its liberal-

educational representatives like student activist subject-position. And further, the demands of 

Black students are always, already illegible to the political itself, yet stretch the limit of the 

socio-symbolic universe such that the psychoaffective content of Black student demand and how 

it is practiced at the limits of an interminable war. And yet, in my view that we might braid the 

hysterical demands of Black student revolutionaries together with the world-ending capabilities 

and potentialities of slave insurrection in dissonant counterpoint (Spilker, 2011), this action can 

only be performed inasmuch as the Blackness of guerrilla warfare tactics is the key sign, or 

signature through which one can differentiate the unstable locus of Black campus politics from 

the coordinates of something that emerges and disappears in the very act of insurrection itself.  

A psychoanalytic investigation anchored by the theoretical and methodological protocols 

of critical black studies to investigate the cultural politics of Black student protest suggests that 

there is a fundamental multivocality to the Black revolutionary discourse at SF State College and 

broader politics of Black student protest. These imbrication of illiberal revolutionary subject 

positions and fleshly desires and unconscious identifications with the slave yield not only 

multiple scenes during the strike, but myriad circumstances through which we might reading 

itself might perform the critical work of invention. Marriott writes, that “to read is to take a step, 
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to be inventive, but this outcome cannot be prepared for nor prescribed.” The SF State strike 

reminds us that the “detoxifying violence” and “destructive pleasure” of Black revolutionary that 

overwhelm the social and psychic stability of higher education is also inseparable from a scene 

of creation through initiation into a psycho-discourse that allows for the making and unmaking of 

language. Thus, if we look through a different lens (psychoanalytical-ethical) as Kowal (2004) 

similarly does through performance studies and her analysis of the Greensboro Sit-Ins in the 

early 1960s, we can “reinforce the multiple meanings of a given discursive exchange” or 

“semiotic excess” beyond the fixed spectacle of the political-educational mise-en-scene at SF 

State and gesture towards.  

When Gorelick (2013) brings our attention to the scene of the Haitian Revolution, he 

reminds us that it is the impossibility of Black freedom that radicalizes even the grammar of 

insurrection. If we read the SF State strike not as the concatenation of a “share[d] n political 

program, unifying plan for the seizure and redeployment of governmental power, or continental 

revolutionary ideals” (p. 129) as it has been often rendered but as a war without claim against the 

violent repression and anti-black signifying logics of the higher education such that even as 

psychoanalysis attempts an ethics of violence (, it cannot withstand the libidinal force of black 

demand in an anti-black world.  

On the Black University  

In short, what happens to the student who cannot or will not operate in the schizophrenic way a 
“good” student has been trained to, with real life on one hand and academic life on the other? 
Some leave. And in fact, a great many of our students have thrown up their hands. Some become 
sleepwalkers. Shorting out is one thing we have been traditionally conditioned to do. Some can 
juggle that schizy business and retain some semblance of honesty and sanity, but at great costs. 
Some blow up and others hope for and work for a viable alternative to the madness within these 
walls. (Bambara, 1969,) 
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In “A Talk to Teachers”, a speech given to a group of educators in October 1963, James 

Baldwin laments the peril that the Black children and young people risk at the hands of the 

disorienting education matrix that characterizes the process of U.S. schooling. He contends, 

“Now, if what I have tried to sketch has any validity, it becomes thoroughly clear, at least to me, 

that any Negro who is born in this country and undergoes the American educational system runs 

the risk of becoming schizophrenic” If the illustration painted here, “The Negro Child and His 

Self-Image”, is to run the risk of truth, then its validity can only be attested to the fact that Black 

social life in 1963 was also evidence of  “living through a very dangerous time.” In June of that 

same year, Medgar Evars, Alcorn graduate and civil rights leader would be assassinated in the 

driveway of his home. September of that year alone mourned Addie Mae Collins, Denise 

McNair, Carole Robertson, and Cynthia Wesley–-murdered by Klansmen in the Sixteenth Street 

Baptist Church bombing in Alabama. Sarah Jean Collins, the fifth victim and survivor of white 

terrorism, was not only seriously injured, but inherited incalculable loss. Two months later, the 

news would break that the 35th President of the United States, John F. Kennedy, a vocal support 

of civil rights, was assassinated on November 22nd in Texas. The opening lines of this talk then 

also carry the weight of incalculable loss and mourning for the dead and dying and describes but 

the inscription of a relation that equates gratuitous violence as the organizing principle that 

conditions Black subjectivity in an anti-black world. The production of racial blackness is 

inextricably linked to the relations of power that emerge from global slave trade and the 

plantation management system in the United States. These residual traces of antiblack-violence 

that follow emancipation should read Baldwin’s commentary on education as an allegory for the 

present (Hartman and Wilderson, 2003) rather than an immutable good for the Black education 

as an axiological social institution.  
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But it wasn't until years later that Toni Cade Bambara would inherit this question of 

education for the Black student, and in turn poses another for us to tarry with. She inquires in 

Realizing the Dream of the Black University, “in short what happens to a student who will not 

operate in a schizophrenia way?” Extending Bambara, could we ask what happens to the student 

who revolts? Who decides she cannot take anymore? The student who decides that the liberal 

enchantments of degree attainment and socio-economic mobility don’t outweigh the bodies 

buried, tossed, raped, violated and mourned to make the dream of the contemporary higher 

education possible? The student who decides that insurrection is the first step towards 

establishing a sense of (dis)position in her own discourse. How do we care for her? And how do 

we ensure that our care remains that both “thinking and care need to stay in the wake” (Sharpe, 

p. 5. 2016)? How do we recast the lived experience of Black flesh freed from the enchantment of 

educational subjectivity as an obstructive category through which captivity is the condition upon 

entrance into the university rather than consequence of transgression of the educational 

apparatus? How do we hold the illegible (a)political demands of the Black student revolutionary 

and her antagonistic performance of a desire for freedom even if it means for her “revolutionary 

suicide” (Newton, 1973)?  As Spillers’ (2020) reminds us, however, 

The day that the enslaved decides to act out the threat of death that always hangs over her, 
risking her life is the first day of wisdom and rather or not one survives it is less important than 
the recognition that unless one is free love cannot and will not matter  
 
When Black living is ineluctably caressed by vulnerability and terror, what remains perhaps is a 

critical wisdom in the very act of insurrection, of chaotic disorder, of the university’s demise. 

Sitting here then from my view, myself captive, does the university remain in ruins after the 

advent of Black insurrection? Or does the rupture of the Middle Passage return us to the scene of 

a relation prior to the advent of higher education and university learning? Thus, what is death to 
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the slave? And what is demand for the captive subject of education? What is articulated in the 

impossibility of a demand that cannot be met by the University? And what ephemeral desires are 

expressed at the death-knell a demand impossible to articulate? Where can wisdom be found in 

the crosshairs flesh, death, and desire?  If the contemporary university in indeed in ruins, then 

inventive wisdom of the Black University, the architecture of flesh, both precedes these ruins and 

is captive within them.  
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