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The following article was 
written by a California English 
professor, Jerry Farber, during the 
period of violent student unrest in 
1968-69. It's not new... but maybe 
the point it raises still applies to the 
structure of academic life. In any 
case, it's logical and it's readable; 
thanks to the U of Vic's Martlet 
(from whence we scalped it).

Are students acadt i

twelve years. They've forgotten their 
algebra. They've grown to fear and 
resent literature. They write like 
they've been labotomized. But 
Jesus, can they follow orders! 
Freshmen come up to me with an 
essay and ask if I want it folded, and 
whether their name should be in the 
upper right hand corner. And I want 
to cry and kiss them and caress their 
poor tortured heads.

Students don't ask that orders 
make sense. They give up expecting 
things to make sense long before 
they leave elementary school. Things 
are true because the teacher says 
they’re true. At a veryearlyage weall 
learn to accept "two truths", as did 
certain medieval churchmen. Out- 
side of class, things are true to your 
tongue, your fingers, your stomach, 
your heart. Inside class things are 
true by reason of authority. And 
that’s just fine because you don’t 
care anyway. Miss Wiedemeyer tells 
you a noun is a person, place or thing. 
So let it be. You don’t give a rat's ass; 
she doesn't give a rat's ass.

The important thing is to please 
her. Back in kindergarten, you found 
out that teachers only love children 
who stand in nice straight lines. And 
that's where it's been at ever since 
Nothing changes except to get worse. 
School becomes more and more 
obviously a prison. Last year I spoke

true, allowed to have a toy govern
ment run for the most part by Uncle 
Toms and concerned principally with 
trivia. The faculty and administrators 
decide what courses will be offered; 
the students get to choose their own 
Homecoming Queen. Occasionally 
when student leaders get uppity and 
rebellious, they're either ignored, put 
off with trivial concessions, or 
manouvred expertly out of position.

A student at Cal State is ex
pected to know his place. He calls a 
faculty member "Sir" or "Doctor" or 
"Professor" 
shuffles some as he stands outside 
the professor's office waiting for 
permission to enter. The faculty tell 
him what courses to take (in my 
department, English, even electives 
have to be approved by a faculty 
member); they tell him what to read, 
what to write, and, frequently, where 
to set the margins on his typewriter. 
They tell him what’s true and what 
isn't. Some teachers insist that they 
encourage dissent but they're almost 
always jiving and every student 
knows it. Tell the man what he wants 
to hear or he'll fail your ass out of the 
course.

in the morning. And they did, by God! 
Another, at exam time, provides 
answer cards to be filled out - each 
one enclosed in a paper bag with a 
hole cut in the top to see through. 
Students stick their writing hands in 
the bags while taking the test. The 
teacher isn't a provo; I wish he were. 
He does it to prevent cheating. 
Another colleague once caught a 
student reading during one of his 
lectures and threw her book against 
the wall. Still another lectures his 
students into a stupor and then 
screams at them in a rage when they 
fall asleep.

Just last week during the first 
meeting of a class, one girl got up to 
leave after about ten minutes had 
gone by. The teacher rushed over, 
grabbed her by the arm, saying, 
"This class is NOT dismissed!" and 
led her back to her seat. On the same 
day another teacher began by infor
ming his class that he does not like 
beards, mustaches, long hair on 
boys, or capri pants on girls, and will 
not tolerate any of that in his class. 
The class, incidentally, consisted 
nostly of high school teachers.

Even more discouraging than 
this master-slave approach to educa
tion is the fact that the students take 
it. They haven't gone through twelve 
years of public school for nothing. 
They've learned one thing and 
perhaps only one thing during those

Students are niggers. When you 
get that straight, our schools begin to 
make sense. It’s more important, 
though, to understand why they're 
niggers. If we follow that question 
seriously enough, it will lead us past 
the zone of academic bullshit, where 
dedicated teachers pass their 
knowledge on to a new generation, 
and into the nitty-gritty of human 
needs and hangups. And from there 
we can go on to consider whether it 
might ever be possible for students to 
come up from slavery.

First let’s see what's happening 
now. Let's look at the role students 
play in what we like to call education. 
At Cal State L.A., where I teach, the 
students have separate and unequal 
dining facilities. If I takethem intothe 
faculty dining room, my colleagues 
get uncomfortable, as though there 
were a bad smell. If I eat in the 
student cafeteria, I become known as 
the educational equivalent of a 
niggerlover. In at least one building 
there are even rest rooms which 
students may not use.

Students at Cal State are 
politically disenfranchised. They are 
in an academic Lowndes County. 
Most of them can vote in national 
elections - their average age is about 
26 - but they have no voice in the 
decisions which affect their 
academic lives. The students are, it is
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When a teacher says "jump", 
students jump. I know of one 
professor who refused to take up 
class time for exams and required 
students to show up for tests at 6:30
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