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Starting situation

Reports about experiences of insecurity and lack of safety in the university context
have been on the increase since the autumn of 2023. Portrayals in the media as well
as political and institutional debates usually equate experiences of insecurity with
incidents of discrimination and conflate the two. Examining everyday university life,
however, shows us that although experiences of insecurity and discrimination are in-
deed often intertwined, they are not identical, and thus demand different institutional
actions in coping with them and preventing them.

Within the dynamics of subjective in/security, a further aspect of the current social
situation is also relevant: personal positioning in the political conflict associated with
the present and historical acts of violence in Israel-Palestine. Many events that are
experienced as relevant to safety in the university context either address these social
issues or attempt to do so. Actively adopted political positions, but also attributed
ones both play a role here, and often a highly naturalized connection is produced
between the three aspects under discussion here: experiences of in/security or un/
safety, experiences of discrimination, and political position. It is assumed that specif-
ic aspects of discrimination correspond to a political positioning: Jewish persons are
considered self-evidently in solidarity with Israel and in support of a Jewish national
state; Palestinian or Muslim persons (and often BiPoC in general) are assumed to be
in solidarity with Palestine and in support of positions that are critical of Zionism.
This basis is then used to distinguish whose safety is at stake, who is at risk, and who
poses a threat.



But even casual observations suggest that such generalizations of the empirical sit-
uation are hardly justified. Jews are a highly visible part of the Palestine solidarity
movement, and some Jewish organizations explicitly work in solidarity with Palestine.
Furthermore, some of those involved in university life are affected intersectionally and
various characteristics of discrimination can apply to them simultaneously—just two
examples that demonstrate that the conflation of insecurity/unsafety, discrimination,
and political stance falls short.

It should also be noted that antisemitic and anti-Muslim sentiments often do not
appear separately, but are closely intertwined. Current debates that view the struggle
against antisemitism primarily as a matter of preventing Islamism ignore these con-
nections. This strategy runs the risk of reproducing and increasing both racism and
antisemitism rather than working against them. It thus represents a serious obstacle
to creating spaces in education that promote solidarity and sensitivity to difference.

It should also be taken into account that relations of power and dependence can
exacerbate or even create experiences of insecurity and lack of safety. Everyday uni-
versity life is structured by a large number of formal and informal hierarchies. These
power constellations are not neutral. They influence which experiences of in/security
or un/safety are institutionally seen and recognized, and which actions by which ac-
tors are considered problematic, or can be problematized.

Differentiated institutional responses are necessary in order to do any justice at all

to experiences of insecurity, unsafety, and discrimination as well as to the clashes of
different political positions and worldviews in everyday university life. But an import-
ant distinction needs to be made: not every experience of insecurity is the result of
discrimination. In particular in controversies about political positions insecurity can
arise when the discussion is about issues that the participants experience as existen-
tial to them. At the same time it must be said: wherever those affected describe expe-
riences of discrimination, these must be taken seriously. Discrimination can have no
place in university life.

Colleges and universities are thus faced with the challenge of facilitating critical,
substantive debates about pressing contemporary concerns and with keeping space
open for discussion—while at the same time organizing university life in such a way
that it is perceived as inviting and safe in a fundamental sense by everyone at the uni-
versity.



This task is far from trivial—particularly in a field that is characterized by strict hi-
erarchies and comprehensive relations of dependency. It is in fact all the more urgent
given the decline in trust observed in many places between university management
on the one side and (parts of the) students and staff on the other. It is therefore im-
portant to have clear accountability, reliable resources, and framing processes that
constructively deal with conflicts so that all members feel recognized and experience
themselves as constituent members of a plural institution.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Experiences of insecurity and unsafety must be taken seriously
at an institutional level

Experiences of insecurity, unsafety, and fear can result in drastic changes in the every-
day lives of those affected, which is why they deserve institutional attention. Teaching
and research, academic exchange and reflection require a social and institutional
framework that is fundamentally perceived as safe, because only then can the uncer-
tainties that are necessarily involved in teaching and research become intellectually
productive.

Recognizing that experiences of insecurity and unsafety
are multi-dimensional and situations of conflict
are inherently complex

Experiences of insecurity and unsafety in everyday university life are modulated by

a series of factors that are both visible and invisible. These include the features that
serve as the focus of discrimination, such as racially or ethnically coded affiliation,
religion, disability, gender, sexual orientation, socioeconomic status, migration history,
etc. But also, holding certain political views as well as contentious disputes, previous
experiences with crises or war can have a negative effect on the perception of safety
in university life. In addition, the university is an institution structured by numerous
hierarchies, in which a variety of relations of power and dependence exist and are in
effect. This multi-dimensionality and complexity must be the starting point when de-
veloping prevention and support services.



Preventing antisemitism at universities should be developed as an integral component
of diversity and anti-discrimination work. This will ensure professional competence,
allow for taking intersectional concerns and issues into account, and counteract the
hierarchizing of categories of discrimination.

Practices of cohesion and conflict management
rather than securitization

Since only a portion of the experiences of insecurity and unsafety in everyday uni-
versity life can be traced back to direct threats and attacks, conventional security
measures alone are not sufficient to address the problem. These aim at identifying
perpetrators and potentially threatening persons and at separating them from those
targeted by these threats. However, when experiences of insecurity or unsafety arise in
disputes in classrooms, at academic conferences, or at protests, this strategy is inap-
propriate, for the participants do not confront one another as perpetrators and victims,
but as parties in a conflict. In order to deal with such constellations appropriately,
practices of cohesion and solidarity are required that underscore the character of the
university as a site of plurality. Alongside structures of care and empowerment for tho-
se affected, there is also a need for forms of conflict management that are aimed at
mutual and multi-perspectival understanding, at empathy and mediation.

De-escalation and mediation
before control and police involvement

Support in these situations can come from community-based de-escalation and me-
diation teams, which can react on short notice to tensions in everyday university life,
and prevention and dialog should always take precedence over police intervention. In
addition, decentralized networks of trained students, mediators, educators, and staff
can contribute to building trust and managing conflict. Over the long term, this is a
matter of developing sustained institutional strategies of resilience. Resorting to coer-
cive police action in ambivalent conflict situations is in direct opposition to this ob-
jective, and it disregards the fact that the presence of police forces in no way guaran-
tees an improvement in the sense of security, particularly for persons who are already
prone to discrimination. The goal must therefore be to consistently put de-escalation
and mediation before control, repression, and police intervention.



Creating spaces and opportunities for reflection
as well as meaningful encounters

Contentious political topics must be open for debate within frameworks that are or-
ganized with care and responsibility to facilitate conversation. This requires spaces
of reflection for teachers and students, in which everyone meets with the goal of lear-
ning from one another. These spaces must be actively created, which requires, among
other things, mediation of knowledge and skills (university didactics!) as well as open
time frames and flexibility and thus a change to the typically tightly organized curricu-
la and study schedule.

Open forums and dialog programs, which bring together the various student associa-
tions and staff networks — for instance Jewish, Muslim, Black, disabled, queer/lgbtiq*
and international students and staff — can create the opportunities for encounter and
exchange. This also applies to marking commemorative days and holidays outside the
Christian calendar as well as creating opportunities for collective commemoration, at
which antisemitism, colonialism, racism, and other forms of exclusion can be reflected
on as historical events that are both interconnected and potentially also as a source of
connection.

Building knowledge and skills among all university members

The basis for mediation, conflict management, and how to cope with crisis situati-
ons are knowledge and skills. Continued training in university didactics is required in
order to support educators in building skills for leading classroom discussions about
current political conflicts that impact students and staff on a personal level. In addi-
tion, all those with staff responsibility must be trained in how to deal with conflicts in
teams and working groups. In particular university administrations require additional
skills aimed at managing crises and security in a considered and inclusive manner.

The relevant support systems for mediating knowledge should incorporate scholarly
research findings in equal measure with community knowledge.



Support structures for those affected: psychosocial and legal support

In addition to antidiscrimination work within universities, there is also a need for support
structures that help those coping with the increased stress in everyday university life
described above. Psychosocial counseling that is sensitive to issues of discrimination
and conflict and that is aware of the challenges that come with university power struc-
tures can make a significant contribution here. Furthermore, legal counseling that is
sensitive to discrimination is also highly relevant. Due to the decline in trust that has
already occurred within the institution, such service can now only credibly be provided
by organizations outside the university. Cooperation should thus be established and
maintained with local partners who enjoy the trust of the various affected groups.
Counseling should take place at the partner organizations and in their organizational
charge. The confidentiality of this counseling must always be guaranteed. In order for
these support structures to be effective, contact points and counseling services for
antidiscrimination work within universities need to be augmented as these services
represent the central and first point of contact within the institution. For those in need
of support, they provide orientation in stressful situations and help to sort out difficult
experiences. If necessary, they can direct visitors to specific partner organizations.
They maintain the network of partners and ensure that information about their services
is actively and appropriately communicated within universities in multiple languages.

It is important to incorporate both community-based and cross-community services
and to work with partners who hold the trust of the various groups and are sensitive to
possible political connections.

Student collectives and self-organized groups can provide important support. They
detect uncertainties and respond to counseling needs when the institutional struc-
tures fall short or when they cannot be utilized due to an absence of visibility and/or a
lack of trust. The work of student collectives should be recognized for their expertise
and appropriately supported.

Preventing the abuse of power
The topic of abuse of power must be included in the work for its relevance to discrim-

ination, conflict, in/security and un/safety, and it must also be institutionally addressed.
In the hierarchical relations that mark everyday university life, boundary violations



by institutional decision-makers can be a source of insecurity and unsafety, which is
often experienced as existential by those affected due to relations of dependence and
precarity. Preventing such abuses necessitates actively promoting both a sensitivity to
and a critique of power.

Secure, transparent complaint procedures and easily accessible
opportunities for intervention beyond formal complaints

Complaints must not entail risk, and secure and transparent complaint procedures are
needed. Additional practices should also be established that facilitate handling expe-
riences of unsafety, insecurity and discrimination beyond formal complaint procedu-
res. Also needed are confidential and easily accessible opportunities for intervention
before a formal complaint, in which the steps and responsibilities are clearly estab-
lished and communicated (anti-discrimination guidelines and protection concepts).

Context-specific concepts and alliances

The dynamics of insecurity, unsafety, conflict, and discrimination are not the same
everywhere. Universities in large cities are faced with different challenges than col-
leges in smaller locales. Where the demographic profile of university members is
rather homogeneous, different problems arise than in universities with pronounced
internal heterogeneity. Subject specializations (technical universities, art schools, uni-
versities focused on the social sciences and humanities, etc.) as well as the histories
of the university and city can all have an influence. There can thus be no institutional
blueprint. Rather, concepts must be worked out in response to the context. Exchange
and knowledge transfer between similarly structured universities can be helpful in this.
Strong anti-discrimination offices at the local, regional, and national level are import-
ant allies for universities in this regard as are organizations from civil society.

This is a working paper and is constantly being developed. The collective of authors consists
of researchers or institutional office-holders who work on antidiscrimination, insecurity, and
violence. Many thanks to Rebecca Scheibke for the graphic design and to Daniel Hendrickson

for the English translation of the German text.
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