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The worldwide mobilization in solidarity with Palestine defined 2024 for 
many campuses and communities. From the first tent pitched to the last one 
taken down — willingly or by force — many participants in and observers of 
encampments have written reportbacks and communiqués about how the en-
campments functioned, politically and practically, and where they encourage 
us to go next. With some of our members involved in the encampment at UC 
Davis, Cops Off Campus has wanted to offer its own thoughts. Recognizing 
that so many important points have already been made, though, we hoped to 
avoid replicating the work of others. So we decided to speak specifically as a 
group engaged in the movement to abolish police, in part because it is more 
clear than ever that all campus liberation movements are certain to encounter 
the police as a limit in their struggles, and in part because this has not been a 
perspective fully inhabited in the writings we have read (although of course 
police violence entered many encampments).

In supporting Palestinian liberation, we have seen how deeply connected are 
campus policing apparatuses to military entities abetting what happens in 
Palestine, from the two-way trade between the US and the Zionist entity in 
policing and surveillance, to the use of policing to repress dissent from their 
shared policy of genocide. We recognized how the forces of policing that 
pressed in on American encampments were always present, even when not 
spectacularly visible. We wanted to ask: what can that reality teach us about 
whether and how a movement in the imperial core can stand in solidarity 
with those fighting against their own genocide across the world?

The UC Davis encampment was set up on our main Quad, a flat, grassy space 
of a few acres, surrounded by various campus buildings including the main li-
brary, but not adjacent to the main administrative building. The encampment 
was a circular space with a perimeter of banners and fabric that grew in size as 
more students enthusiastically showed their solidarity and participated. Po-
tential campers were asked to register (giving name and contact information) 
at a table set at entrances in the perimeter. Inside the encampment were medic 
support, mutual aid, food and water, and various forms of political education 
that – excitingly – featured instructors from all over Turtle Island. Like many 
other American encampments, the interior showed what a campus could feel 
like if it were a truly free space of education, basic needs addressed for all, 
tasks and chores shared by the community so everyone could learn together 
in a space of mutual care. And as a result, many connections of deep trust were 
forged through the interactions the encampment made possible.

Outside the encampment was the rest of the Quad, open to the entire univer-
sity community and the public, around it on all sides. This configuration made 
the encampment visible and easy to approach. Most seeing and approaching 
the encampment came to show support. But the layout also made it easy for 
bad actors — Zionists, white supremacists — to roll up. Because the configu-
ration was vulnerable to harassment and threat thereof, the encampment had 



its own security force posted at intervals around the outside of the circular 
soft barrier.

Seen and described this way, the encampment appears as a series of concen-
tric circles, with the camp itself at the center and a set of circular barriers 
extending outward to protect it from harm. It also seems intuitive to under-
stand the camp as a center from which sound, visual messaging, and action 
— politics, let’s say — emanated to influence and change what was around it, 
like ripples on a pond.

However, this set of circles can also be viewed in the other direction, from the 
outside inward, and from the least obviously visible to the most. The largest 
circle on campus is cast by the Chancellor, Gary May, a circle of abstract 
power executed by administrators, trustees, and regents who, as we’ll discuss, 
framed the encampment by regulating its strategies. Inside that circle were 
the various cop and para-cop forms that populate the campus: UCDPD, 
Core Officers, Student Affairs, anyone potentially deployed by the Gary circle 
to keep an eye on things.1 These cops never entered the camp itself and were 
largely invisible, but their representatives materialized readily outside when 
disorder seemed to loom. Inside that circle was what might then seem an 
entirely other order of security force, appointed by the camp itself. These were 
the aforementioned camp members who patrolled the outside of the camp 
circle. Reinforcing them in their task to keep threats out was the soft barri-
cade surrounding the tents. And inside the soft barricade was the community 
space of the camp and the concrete circle that marks the center of the Quad, 
decorated with chalk messages for Palestinian liberation.

On the surface, then, power appears to move in two seemingly antagonistic 
directions – protest and disruption emanating outward from the encamp-
ment, and administrative power moving inward to stifle and contain it. How-
ever, the communication with administration that was built into the encamp-
ment’s structure resulted in these two directionalities of power cooperating 
rather than remaining opposed. This cooperation resolved the tension be-
tween antagonism and compliance on the side of compliance, such that even 
what was offered or perceived as opposition had already been caught up in the 
vector of the university’s overall mission: maintaining law and order.

In its approach to the outer edge of administrative power, the camp employed 
a demands-based political strategy. As Research and Destroy notes in their 
analysis of the encampment movement, this strategy places the camp within 
the admin’s regulatory parameters.2 As R&D continues, having a discrete set 

1 For more on these para-cop groups and their relationship to UCDPD, see “Cops By 
Any Other Name.” https://ucdcopsoffcampus.noblogs.org/post/2022/09/11/cops-by-any-oth-
er-name/

2 Research and Destroy. “The Student Intifada.” Verso Books Blog. 21 June 2024. 
https://www.versobooks.com/blogs/news/the-student-intifada



of demands was a feature of the national wave of encampments, focused as it 
was on winning divestment not exactly against but from the administration. 
They note therefore that having “specific and limited demands that must be 
won from an authority empowered to deliver them” required the encamp-
ments to both recognize and negotiate with that authority, treating the ad-
ministrations as legitimate partners in a dialogue. In turn, the camps present-
ed themselves as reasonable negotiators acting in good faith. The university 
and its administrators were therefore positioned as both adversary and ally, at 
once perpetrators of genocide and potential partners in opposing it. Although 
the list of demands originated from within the camp as a way to change the 
administration’s policies, that utterance ultimately redounded upon the camp, 
influencing their positions and actions and their effect on the larger surround.
The demand structure influenced many aspects of the encampment, even 
down to the community agreements that regulated life inside the camp. One 
of these agreements was that the camp was to remain police-free, with a sign 
near the entrance declaring that cops were not welcome. We wondered – does 
this mean that cops are not welcome here to harm us, or cops are not welcome 
here to help us? Was there a clear principle or was it pick and choose? Doubt-
less large numbers of campers, acting from abolitionist principles, did not 
want the cops to do either. At the same time, though, it seems likely that, for 
the cops to guarantee that they would not violently sweep the camp (which 
they never did), they would demand acceptance of collaboration, cooperation, 
and self-policing. 

The parameters of what collaboration might look like were laid out on the 
first day of the encampment. In Gary May’s opening message about the 
encampment, he reassured the campus that his administration was “active-
ly engaging the students to mitigate any disruption of campus operations, 
including access to classrooms, work areas, study spaces or residence halls.”3 
This statement is followed directly by Gary’s insistence that UC Davis allows 
“peaceful protest” and will “not discipline students for speech protected by 
the First Amendment.” The juxtaposition of these two statements implies 
that free speech would be allowed so long as it remained speech only and did 
not disrupt the regular activities of the university. One is free to philosophize 
about the world if one promises not to change it. Moreover, the administra-
tion’s unremitting anxiety that campus movements might find themselves in 
communication, alliance, and coordination with other humans — referred 
to formalistically as “non-affiliates” and dishonestly as “outside agitators” — 
meant that the encampment, as part of the tacit détente with Gary and his 
implicit line of cops, was obliged to make sure no members of the public 
breached this encampment at a public university.  

The administration’s role as both ally and adversary is clear here, with Gary 
May both the power that can send in the police and the power that can 

3 “Statement From Chancellor Gary S. May on Encampment Set Up May 6.” https://
www.ucdavis.edu/news/statement-chancellor-gary-s-may-encampment-set-up-may-6 



supposedly promise shelter against those same police, so long as the campers 
follow his rules. In the weeks following Gary’s first message, an uneasy truce 
emerged, in which the camp kept the peace and the administration refrained 
from sweeping it. This truce was vouchsafed by encampment leadership’s con-
stant communication with Student Affairs and, through them, campus police. 
If the space within the encampment walls existed as a microcosm of a world 
without police, a quick glance over the walls reveals that camp leadership 
maintained this appearance only by integrating the encampment into the 
larger fabric of policing that surrounded them -- by talking to administrators, 
cooperating with “campus safety” apparatuses, and agreeing to self-police. As 
some friends once wrote, “a free university in the midst of a capitalist society 
is like a reading room in a prison.” By the same token, a free encampment in 
the midst of circles of policing….

As vibes go, what radiated from the camp most of the time was a sense of 
peacefulness and useful activity. To preserve this status quo, the camp did not 
allow engagement with the counter protesters who showed up. The camp se-
curity team worked to “de-escalate” these situations, which involved ignoring 
counter protesters’ attempts to engage while monitoring them, documenting 
them, and preventing others from engaging in more militant defense.4 Camp-
ers were instructed to leave potential threats to security rather than responding 
themselves; defying the no-engagement rule could result in exclusion from 
the camp. Here again, the directionalities of power that maintained this sense 
of peace become important to notice. For one thing, the no-engagement rule 
originated from the encampment center but then emanated outward to leg-
islate the behavior of people beyond the encampment itself all over the quad. 
For another, with the campers not permitted to participate in active defense 
themselves, policing – a defining function of the administration – became 
the condition of possibility for the camp’s continued existence, the alternative 
to broadly-based collective defense. And if this wider circle of policing was 
actual rather than theoretical – a kind of net to catch randos bobbing around 
in the open green space – then what else might it catch? Could it equally 
ensnare comrades acting autonomously to oppose the university’s complicity 
in the genocide?

In addition to the rule against engaging with counter-protesters, there was 
another rule, not written on any sign but no less binding: no escalation with-
out encampment leadership’s permission. Importantly, this agreement did not 
just apply to encampment participants, but also influenced the entire campus 
community. In conversations inside and outside the camp, campers and their 
supporters heard that actions not approved by PULP leadership (and later 
UAW4811) would be denounced, leaving the perpetrators exposed to retali-
ation from administrators and encampment allies alike. Like the no-engage-

4 Stark, Monica. “Gaza Protesters Dismantle UCD Encampment.” Davis Enterprise. 
20 June 2024. https://www.davisenterprise.com/news/gaza-protesters-dismantle-ucd-encamp-
ment/article_dc6f2660-2f67-11ef-ba96-7b33c1955cab.html 



ment rule, this rule both emanated from the center of the quad to affect the 
entire campus and reflected back an administrative priority. So when campus 
fell quiet for the duration of the encampment, with no major disruptions 
happening outside of its purview, many counted this state of affairs a success-
ful camp-campus relationship for the rest of the system to emulate.5 All this 
despite the many calls for escalation flowing from Gaza and elsewhere.

The encampment’s disapproval of escalation developed in response to the 
specific conditions of the encampment. Escalation might risk breaking the 
uneasy truce with the administration, which would in turn encourage Gary to 
send in campus police. In the analysis of some encampment decision-mak-
ers, escalation increased the risk of police response, posing particular danger 
to marginalized and precarious camp members, and would potentially divert 
capacity and resources away from the camp itself. Direct action could also 
be blamed on encampment leaders, who would then receive the brunt of the 
repression regardless of whether they were involved. For these reasons, the 
possibility that someone might occupy a building or cause property destruc-
tion represented a threat, not to the administration, but to marginalized camp 
members. Risk aversion was effectively repackaged as community care, in a 
return of widely-discredited bromides best known as part of the Non-Profit-
led liberal counterinsurgency during the George Floyd Uprising.

Of course, the notion that nonviolence successfully prevents repression is 
questionable at best; as we saw at many campuses across the country, admin-
istrators do not need an excuse to send in the cops. Certainly there is little 
support for the idea that policy-compliant protest gets the goods. However, 
given the spectacular displays of police violence that took place at Columbia, 
UCLA, and elsewhere, the encampment’s attempts to avoid repression were 
understandable. No one wants to see their friends brutalized by police or 
summoned by Student Judicial Affairs. At other campuses, Palestinians and 
other Arab students were targeted by administrators for retaliation, including 
suspensions and bans from campus, with those who were perceived as leaders 
often singled out for harsher punishment. It is also true that marginalized 
groups, especially people of color and trans people, face increased risks of 
police violence and mistreatment during arrest and detention. As we have 
written elsewhere,6 the question of how to act in response to the reality of 
differential risk is one that all liberatory movements must work through, and 
the UC Davis encampment was no exception.

Neither can Cops Off Campus be an exception, and as we continue to work 
through this question, we believe that the solution cannot lie in eliminating 

5 Dhenin, Marianne. “CA Educators Are Resisting Anti-Palestine Bills Pushing 
‘Academic Police State.’” Truthout. 20 August 2024. https://truthout.org/articles/ca-educa-
tors-are-resisting-anti-palestine-bills-pushing-academic-police-state/?s=09 

6 “Reflections on Risk.” https://ucdcopsoffcampus.noblogs.org/post/2022/08/31/
reflections-on-risk/ 



risk; it has to lie, we believe, in the willingness to take those risks together, 
in a genuinely collective way that involves the whole community and builds 
on the capacities each person in it offers. Solidarity is a vexed and, to some, 
even emptied-out term, but if it holds meaning for us, it is standing together 
to face risk and do what needs to be done. Solidarity to us means not only 
acting together disruptively but also acting together to defend those facing 
violence and repression. If the camp’s attitude toward collective risk was one 
factor that led it toward collaboration and compliance, then maybe a differ-
ent approach to risk is called for, one that allows us to better stay outside of 
administrative control.

That kind of collective approach to risk allows for attack rather than collabo-
ration. It might seem at this point that we are talking about “escalation,” espe-
cially since this was what the camp sought to prevent. But this term, too, has 
drawn critiques, and so we want to think a little more about what we mean. 
Escalate is a word derived through back-formation from escalator, which was 
coined by the Otis Elevator Company to market its moving staircase. It is a 
trade-word, a word of department stores, the end of flânerie at the hands of 
inexorable transactionality. So instead of using it, we’re going to tear into its 
segments like an orange and pull out its ancient seed: scale. We approach the 
different forms of attack that collective risk allows us not as escalation, then, 
but as experiments with scale. 

Scale is a staircase and scale is a measure that can keep moving outward or 
inward. To scale out means, for us, disrupting larger parts of campus, treating 
the encampment as a base, not a space, and attacking in ways that exceed 
whatever bounds the largest circle of the administration may attempt to set. 
One familiar principle of abolitionist discourse has become its emphasis on 
building things up rather than breaking them down, a talking point that allays 
fear, that mitigates the sense of risk. But the breaking down has to happen 
for the new worlds to be realized fully. In this process, it seems important to 
take physical, material space that the university’s daily operations need – the 
staircase, the building – but attack is at the same time not just about taking 
the space, about territoriality. Attack means not only creating and defending 
alternate spaces, but generating force to push beyond them against the next 
layer that needs to be toppled and destroyed. Thinking about strategy spatially 
in this way might also mean asking whether radiating from a center, or even 
from multiple points considered centers in some way, will accomplish these 
ends.

Scaling out also directs us to the networks of solidarity that exist beyond our 
campus, connecting the encampment movement to the larger struggle for a 
free Palestine. This broader vision is most apparent when we consider the in-
ternational scope of this struggle – the fact that we must act in solidarity with 
people on the other side of the globe – but it also applies to those directly 
outside the university’s walls, whose exclusion through policing defines the 



university as a separate space. These larger networks make possible autono-
mous actions taken by students and nonstudents alike. For example, when an 
anonymous group attacked the UCOP building, they did so independently of 
any encampment, yet their actions intensified the encampment movement’s 
exposure of universities as enablers of genocide.7 If any movement is to grow 
into a mass mobilization equal to the scale of the horrors it opposes, it must 
eventually be taken up by people its originators have not met and may never 
meet. These people will necessarily act autonomously, calibrating their strat-
egy based on their own capacity and local conditions. To grow, a movement 
does not have to be centralized; it can embrace these autonomous actions as 
the vehicle by which the struggle can spread, even when these actions as-
sume risks and face repression that other formations within the movement 
are unwilling or unable to do themselves. Scaling out beyond ourselves asks 
us to embrace those who scale up the intensity of attacks against genocide, to 
celebrate those willing to take necessary risks, and to support those who face 
repression. Being part of an international movement asks us to support the 
most radical elements of our own movement so as to better reflect the scale of 
violence and bravery of struggle happening elsewhere.

For those of us at the encampment, the weeks spent together were a time of 
collective growth and learning, and we forged bonds of friendship and trust 
that have lasted beyond the camp’s dissolution. If you participated in the en-
campment, whether you attended a single teach-in or stayed for the duration, 
you became part of a community and saw a glimpse of another world, howev-
er fleeting. Now that the camp is over, the connections you made in that space 
can become the foundation for taking further action together. As part of the 
movement for a free Palestine, you are now connected to thousands of people 
you have never met, in Davis and around the world, who will have your back 
when you decide to act. What would it mean to take those relationships, our 
connections to comrades known and unknown, and carry them forward into 
the fall within a framework of attack? We hope that the coming year will see 
bigger, bolder attacks on the university and its deathmaking. May the struggle 
generalize until there is no space that can contain us, until all walls and bor-
ders and checkpoints finally fall.

We’ll see you out there.

7 “The Only Possible Relationship to the University Today is a Criminal One: A 
Communique from Sacred Black and Red.” https://haters.noblogs.org/files/2024/05/Sacred-
Black-and-Red-imposed.pdf 




