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Student collective action in support of Pal-
estine: a case study at the University of Bucha-

rest

Abstract: This paper highlights how Romanian students mobilized to present claims related to the 

consequences of the conflict between Israel and Palestine. Using the interview and other qualitative re-

search methods, I analyze how the group which organized an encampment at the University of Bucharest 

perceives the national environment of student organizations, as well as the way in which they are connected 

internationally 

At the same time, I discuss the organizational particularities of a student encampment, focusing on 

the administrative-logistical aspects, including how to attract the participants, without ignoring the diffi-

these purposes, I use a theoretical perspective that contrasts modes of student organization of the corporat-

ist and the social movement types.

Apart from the interviews with representatives of this solidarity movement, an important data source 

was represented by the conversations on the (open) Telegram channel between the organizers and the par-

ticipants in the encampment. Using this information, I explore reasons for choosing the current form of 

protest, for the formulation of certain types of claims, and why the University is seen as the primary target 

of such claims.

Last but not least, the study analyzes if such collective action influences the perception of groups in 

the university community regarding students rallying for ideologies and international movements in sup-

port of the rights of other communities in conflict zones, or marginalized or otherwise oppressed.
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1. Introduction 

and in Europe various social groups have engaged in collective action aimed at the cause of the 

Palestinians victims. One of the segments of civil society that stood out in organizing support 

movements for this community were the students. 

development of organizations and movements among students. Several groups have decided, in 

various European and American universities, to show their support for the Palestinian cause fre-

quently through occupy actions – in these cases, occupying an area of the university campus to 

draw attention to a set of demands.

for five weeks, during which there were a few rounds of negotiations with university representa-

-

cific events within the campus.

-

jor academic center, Cluj, is worth highlighting briefly. Over the last few years, student protests 

in the meantime student representative organizations have opted for other means of influencing 

-

riod of time. Another particularity of these events is that the participating students are not part of 

the formal framework of student representative organizations, nor members or leaders of student 

2. Literature review

used as an umbrella concept to refer to all kinds of political activities of students, whether for-

influence decisions, while “activism engages in claim-makings outside of formal decision struc-
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organizations and student movements are the typical platforms from which student activism is 

-

social movements as “recurrent patterns of collective activities which are partially institutional-

the institutional dimension is nearly absent or it is created through the community meetings of 

develop and use specific protest techniques, slogans, and habits that distinguish it from other 

protesters.

spaces of political activism and places for debating ideas, providing an environment where stu-

-

meet, discuss, and share information about the Palestinian cause with other students and other 

interested people. Additionally, the choice of an encampment is symbolic, mirroring the condi-

-

future elite of the nation, responsible for a large-scale modernization process, which is the case of 

the perspective about Palestinian victims and to change beliefs in their society.

3. Research methodology

In order to obtain information about the organization of University of Bucharest encamp-

ment in support of the Palestinian cause, I used qualitative content analysis of the messages pub-

lished on different social media networks where the protesting students have communicated 

-

cations are among the most visible elements of student organizational culture, I also analyzed 

and to stop at the announcement of its suspension. 
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five main themes - the organization of collective action, the demands, the relationship with the 

international student movement, the relationship with student organizations in Romania, and the 

ideology of the protest.

-

-

4. Results and discussions

Regarding the organization of the protest, the students did not all know each other when the 

protest started. Coupled with a considerable level of distrust regarding the university and even 

in themselves, this made them unable to establish a clear list of demands from the beginning. As 

definite desired outcomes or without being able to fully foresee all of the possible consequences 

of their action.

belong to and different identities in relation to these social groups. In our case, they created spe-

cific codes and gestures to show their agreement or disagreement with the ideas and issues before 

them. For example, decisions were made by majority vote in regular meetings and there was no 

leader, so reaction times were longer and the influence of democratic decision-making was very 

visible. In the encampment, students assumed clearly defined roles, like being part of teams re-

sponsible for communication on social media or information in the legislative field.

– was not accidental. During the interview, it was reported that being in the courtyard of the 

-

cles and among the participants in the protest. Firstly, they had a series of demands including the 

University’s breaking off any partnerships with Israel, transparency concerning the University’s 

links to Israeli entities, and UB taking a public institutional position on the Israel-Palestine con-

flict. Later, the claims went through a process of adjustment, according to the organizers, to ren-

participants did not seem to understand well the decision-making mechanisms in a university.

included several requests regarding the rights of students in protest contexts, including their ac-

cess to drinking water and electricity during the protest, highlighting a dimension that Altbach 

-

cation in general provides enabling conditions for student activism. Some demands were also 
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related to the procedure of the negotiations - protesters wanted all demands to be discussed in 

one meeting and voted on individually, not as an entire set.

Predictably, this mobilization had a visible international component. Most of the slogans 

that the slogans are created to express solidarity and to communicate key messages to the world 

about students’ demands.

Students at the encampment did not feel represented by student organizations from the 

-

cial and political views or perspectives, especially of the progressive type, reinforcing Altbach’s 

ideology and politics. Even if more established student organizations in Romania did not show 

solidarity with the cause of the protesters, activists believed that they had an important role in 

the landscape of university representation and must be as present as possible in student life. As 

-

tives has been decreasing and the challenges are today more diverse and complex.

In terms of student engagement, there are a few observations worth discussing. Although 

established student organizations have not taken a position on the issue, there are members of the 

latter who support the cause personally and are actively involved without a public commitment. 

on campus culture and ethos. 

At the same time, there was some participation of foreign students, the majority of them 

-

sal use of the English language. However, as protesters revealed in the interview, some students 

from the Arab world or from the Palestinian territories fear that they could suffer repercussions 

if they participate in the protests.

in the international encampments, Romanian students organized panel discussions and other 

with participants’ help. Students also knew that social media campaigns can go viral, so they 

-

ticipants in time grow tired. In Bucharest, the temperatures rose noticeably over the period of the 

encampment, and the number of students visiting the campus decreased due to the approaching 

final examinations and of the university holidays.
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In contrast to the US case, where many students faced disciplinary actions, including warn-

5. Conclusions

support of previously established organizations or groups, highlighting protesters’ relationship 

with the local, national or international student movement.

to such requests not only in this case, but also more generally. It may also shed light on how this 

and similar events influence the discussion about student rights in a global and local context un-

der difficult circumstances.

Last but not least, these events question the role of the university as a social actor that can 

have public positions on issues outside the academic environment. At the same time, the perspec-

tive of the collective mobilization of students outside the formal framework of representation 

could be explored for further findings. 

-

darity with causes they are not directly and immediately affected by, or by discussing the similar-

or around the world.
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