Blurb about my presentation for Lithuania Free University website:

Bio:

Eli Meyerhoff is both an activist for free education and a dissident U.S. academic.  He helps organize a free school in Minneapolis-St.Paul, Minnesota called the Experimental College of the Twin Cities (http://excotc.org).  Their collective uses student groups to take resources from established universities in the area (money, class space, access to libraries and technology, social networks), and they channel these resources into self-organizing classes, about 40 to 70 each semester.  Their ideal is for these classes to foster self-education projects that build and expand horizontal relationships between people: precarious students and teachers in universities, precarious workers within and outside universities, leftist social movements, segregated minority and migrant communities, and cooperative economies.  In addition to the free school, Eli helps organize in other university struggles: graduate student unionization at the University of Minnesota and a project for connecting struggles nationally and globally through communication networks and a series of conferences (“Rethinking the University: Labor, Knowledge, Value” (’08) - http://www.makeumnpublic.org/conference.htm ; “Reworking the University: Visions, Strategies, Demands” (’09) - http://reworkingtheu.org/ ; and “beneath the university, the commons” (’10) - http://beneaththeu.org ).  He has been living in Paris this Fall, and has been meeting activists working on related projects around Europe.  When he returns to Minnesota in a couple weeks, he plans to put into practice some tactics for ‘militant co-research’ with his organizing projects.  

Summary of Presentation: 

Eli’s talk will give an overview of US apartheid-‘higher’ education, recent struggles and occupations around universities, and some proposals for accelerating their revolutionary potentials, including tactics that could be useful for struggles in Lithuania.  
America became, and remains, a capitalist world power through exploiting the labor of migrants, in both racist-unwaged and waged slavery.  Despite the election of Obama, America’s legacy of race-class-and-nation-based oppression continues.  One of the U.S.’s most effective means for reproducing and hiding its hierarchies is its education system.  The myth of a meritocracy masks how inequalities are perpetuated through the vicious combination of geographic, racial, economic, and educational segregations.  While the two political parties, Democrats and Republicans, use the mass media to sell images of African-Americans, like Obama and Colin Powell, as models of ‘success through hard work,’ they distract attention from the way America’s racism and classism is thoroughly institutionalized in its schools.  The rate of high school non-completion (‘dropping out’) is far higher for African-American, Hispanic, and Native American kids than it is for white kids.  Politicians and the mass media stigmatize these youth by calling them ‘dropouts,’ implying that their failure is their own fault, thereby deflecting responsibility from the schools and the government, and obscuring how schools in poor and minority areas have far worse conditions for learning.  
The whole system of US universities is complicit with these apartheid-like conditions.  Universities portray themselves as separate from the ‘lower’ schools, as a ‘higher’ education to which those students who ‘chose to work hard enough’ can ‘rise.’  By making ‘higher’ education into a scarce commodity, for which students must pay increasingly higher tuitions (over $30,000/year at top schools), the education industry makes education an increasingly less available option for poor, minority students to break out of their oppression.  To maintain appearances of fairness, it differentially includes some of them, but with relatively higher burdens of student debt, making them work more during college in order to afford it.  While universities have always served corporations and corporations have taken on characteristics of universities, in the past forty years universities have increasingly become more like corporations: the inflating tuitions and precaritizing of student life are driven by the rise of a class of high-paid administrators who run the university like a profit-hungry corporation.  Likewise, to increase revenue, administrators have put more funding into research potentially useful for corporate and military interests.  And, to cut costs, administrators have defunded teaching, making the teaching workforce increasingly precarious by eliminating tenured, full-time jobs and hiring cheaper, short-term, part-time teachers (who now teach over 60% of all college classes in the U.S.).  

Within and against this system of capitalist-apartheid education, students and workers have self-organized struggles for better learning, working, and living conditions.  In the past couple years, people’s desires for better housing pushed the American economy into a crisis, and the national and local governments responded with bailouts for banks and decreased funding for education.  Universities’ bureaucrats have been attempting to offload these budget cuts onto workers and students through cutting jobs, decreasing salaries, and increasing tuition (such as a 32% increase this year in the University of California).  But, workers and students have organized to push back; putting on massive demonstrations, sometimes using the Italian movement’s slogan: “we won’t pay for your crisis!”  And, some more militant students have tried tactics of occupations (including at the New School, NYU, UNC, Santa Cruz, UCLA, Berkeley).  In these occupied spaces of universities, potentials for radical change open up.  The occupants make ‘time-barricades’ against the constraints of their normal schedules and always-rushed feeling of precarious life, creating possibilities for them to self-organize projects according to the temporal rhythms of their own needs and desires.  Simultaneously, all over the U.S., movements for better housing conditions for poor, minority, and migrant communities are using a similar tactic: occupying foreclosed houses.  Radical potentials could arise through building relationships between these movements of university and housing occupations.  As a means for outreach, both of these types of occupations have used self-education projects, which connect with people in surrounding communities and hold reading groups and teach-ins within the occupied spaces.  Although already established free schools, such as my Experimental College of the Twin Cities (similar to your Lithuania Free University) have not yet been active in such self-education projects in occupied spaces, they could take on a helpful role in facilitating and providing resources for them, expanding their participants and locations -- as everyday insurgent occupations.  Conversely, powerful potentials could be realized through using such spaces as means to connect free education projects with more intensively revolutionary movements.  
