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.. university as plantation?
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The general timidity which causes
teachers to make niggers of their
students usually includes a more
specific fear — fear of the students
themselves. After all, students are
different, just like black people.
You stand exposed in front of them,
knowing that their interests, their
values and their language are dif-
ferent from yours. To make matters
worse, you may suspect that you
yourself are not the most engaging
of persons. What then can protect
you from their ridicule and scorn?
Respect for authority. That’s what.
It's the policeman’s gun again. The
white bwana’s pith helmet. So you
flaunt that authority. You wither
whisperers with a murderous
glance. You crush objectors with
erudition and heavy irony. And
worst of all, you make your own
attainments seem not accessible
but awesomely remote. You con-
ceal your massive ignorance —and
parade a slender learning.

The teacher’s fear is mixed with
an understandable need to be
admired and to feel superior — a
need which also makes him cling to
his “white supremacy.” Ideally, a
teacher should minimize the dis-
tance between himself and his stu-
dents. He should encourage them
not to need him — eventually or
even immediately. But this is rarely
the case. Teachers make themselves
high priests of arcane mysteries.
They become masters of mumbo-
jumbo. Even a more or less con-
scientious teacher may be torn
between the need to give and the
need to hold back, between the
desire to free his students and the
desire to hold them in bondage to
him. | can find no other explana-
tion that accounts for the way my
own subject, literature, is generally
taught. Literature, which ought to
be s source of joy, solace and
enlightenment, often becomes in
the classroom nothing more than a
source of anxiety — at best an
arena for expertise, a ledger book
for the ego. Literature teachers,
often afraid to join a real union,
nonetheless may practice the worst
kind of trade-unionism in the class-
room; they do to literature what
Beckmesser does to song in
Wagner’s ‘“Meistersinger.” The
avowed purpose of English depart-
ments is to teach literature; too
often their real function is to kill it.

Finally, there’s the darkest rea-
son of all for the master-slave
approach to education. The less
trained and the less socialized a
personis, the more he constitutes a
sexual threat and the more he will
be subjugated by institutions, such
as penitentiaries and schools. Many
of us are aware by now of the sex-
ual neurosis which makes white
men so fearful of integrated schools
and neighborhoods, and which
make the castration of Negroes a
deeply entrenched Southern folk-
way. We should recognize a similar
pattern in education. There is a
kind of castration that goes on in
schools. It begins before school
years with parents’ first encroach-
ments on their children’s free
unashamed sexuality and continues
right up to the day when they hand
you your doctoral diploma with a
bleeding, shriveled pair of testicles
stapled to the parchment. It’s not
that sexuality has no place in the
classroom. You'll find it there but
only in certain perverted and
vitiated forms.

How does sex show up in school?
First of all, there’s the sadomaso-
chistic relationship between teach-
ers and students. That’s plenty sex-
ual, although the price of enjoying
it is to be unaware of what’s hap-
pening. In walks the teacher in his
lvy League equivalent of a motor-
cycle jacket. In walks the teacher —
a kind of intellectual rough trade —
and flogs his students with grades,

Students, like black people, have
Immense unused power.

tests, sarcasm and snotty superior-
ity until their very brains are bleed-
ing. In Swinburne’s England, the
whipped school boy frequently
grew up to be a flagellant. With us
the perversion is intellectual but it’s
no less perverse.

Sex also shows up in the class-
room as academic subject matter
— sanitized and abstracted, tho-
roughly divorced from feeling. You
get “sex education” now in both
high school and college classes:
everyone determined not to be
embarrassed, to be very up to date,
very contempo. These are the
classes for which sex, as Feiffer puts
it, “can be a beautiful thing if prop-
erly administered.” And then, of
course there’s still another depress-
ing manifestation of sex in the
classroom: the “off-color” teacher
who keeps his class awake with
sniggering sexual allusions, obs-
cene titters and academic innuen-
do. The sexuality he purveys, it
must be admitted, is at least better
than none at all.

What’s missing, from kindergar
ten to graduate school, is honest
recognition of what'’s actually hap-
pening — turned-on awareness of
hairy goodies underneath the pet-
tipants, the chinos and the flannels.
It’s not that sex needs to be pushed

in school; sex is push enough. But
we should let it be, where is is and
like it is. I don’t insist that ladies in
junior high school lovingly caress
their students’ cocks (someday
maybe); however, it is reasonable
to ask that the ladies don’t, by
example and stricture, teach their
students to pretend that those
cocks aren’t there. As things stand
now, students are psychically cas-
trated or spayed —and for the very
same reason that black men are
castrated in Georgia: because

‘they’re a threat.

So you can add sexual repression
to the list of causes, along with van-
ity, fear and will to power, that turn
the teacher into Mr. Charlie. You
might also want to keep in mind
that he was a nigger once himself
and has never really gotten over it.
And there are more causes, some
of which are better described in
sociological than in psychological
terms. Work them out, it's not
hard. But in the meantime what
we've got on our hands is a whole
lot of niggers. And what makes this
particularly grim is that the student
has less chance than the black man
of getting out of his bag. Because
the studentdoesn’teven know he’s
in it. That, more or less, is what’s
happening in higher education.

And the results are staggering.

For one thing damn little educa-
tion takes place in the schools.
How could it? You can’t educate
slaves; you can only train them. Or,
to use an even uglier and more
timely word, you can only program
them.

I like to folk dance. Like other
novices, I've gone to the Intersec-
tion or to the Museum and laid out
good money in order to learn how
to dance. No grades, no prerequi-
sites, no separate dining rooms;
they just turn you on to dancing.
That’s education. Now look at what
happens in college. A friend of
mine, Milt, recently finished a folk
dance class. For his final, he had to
learn things like this: “The Irish are
known for their wit and imagina-
tion, qualities reflected in their
dances, which include the jig, the
reel and the hornpipe.” And then
the teacher graded him, A, B, C, D,
or F, while he danced in front of
her. That’s not education. That’s
not even training. That’s an abomi-
nation on the face of the earth. It’s
especially ironic because Milt took
that dance class trying to get out of
the academic rut. He took crafts for
the same reason. Great, right? Get
your hands in some clay? Make
something? Then the teacher an-

m
If | eat in the student cafeteria, | become known as the educational

equivalent of a niggerlover.

A student at Cal State is expected to know his place. He calls a faculty member
“Sir” or “Doctor” or “Professor” — and he smiles and shuffles some as he stands
outside the professor’s office waiting for permission to enter.
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nounced a 20-page term paper
would be required — with foot-
notes.

At my school we even grade
people on how they read poetry.
That’s like grading people on how
they fuck. But we doit. In fact, God
help me, | do it. I'm the Command-
ant of English 323. Simon Legree on
the poetry plantation. “Tote that
iamb! Lift that spondee!” Even to
discuss a good poem in that envir-
onment is potentialy dangerous
because the very classroom is con-
taminated. As hard as | may try to
turn students on to poetry, | know
that the desks, the tests, the IBM
cards, their own attitudes toward
school, and my own residue of
UCLA method are turning them
off.

Another result of student slavery
is equally serious. Students don't
get emancipated when they grad-
uate. As a matter of fact, we don’t
let them graduate until they've
demonstrated their willingness —
over 16 years — to remain slaves.
And for important jobs, like teach-
ing, we make them go through
more years just to make sure. What
I’'m getting at is that we’re all more
or less niggers and slaves, teachers
and students alike. Thisis a fact you
might want to start with in trying to
understand wider social pheno-
mena, say, politics, in our country
and in other countries.

Educational oppression is trickier
to fight than racial oppression. If
you're a black rebel, they can’t
exile you; they either have to intim-
idate you or kill you. But in high
school or college they can just
bounce you out of the fold. And

. they do. Rebel students and rene-

gade faculty members get smother-

" ed or shot down with devastating

accuracy. Others get tired of fight-
ing and voluntarily leave the sys-
tem. This may be a mistake though.
Dropping out of college for a rebel
is a little like going North for a
Negro. You can'’t really get away
from it so you might as well stay and
raise hell.

How do you raise hell? That’s a.
whole other article. But just for a
start, why not stay with the anal-
ogy? What have black people
done? They have, first of all, faced
the fact of their slavery. They've
stopped kidding themselves about
an eventual reward in that Great
Watermelon Patch in the sky.
They've organized; they've decided
to get freedom now, and they’ve
started taking it.

Students, like black people, have
immense unused power. They
could, theoretically, insist on partic-

. ipating in their own -education.

They could make academic free-
dom bilateral. They could teach
their teachers to thrive on love and
admiration, rather than fear and
respect, and to lay down their wea-
pons. Students could discover com-
munity. And they could learn to
dance by dancing on IBM cards.
They could make coloring books
out of the catalogs and they could
put the grading system in a mu-
seum. They could raze one set of
walls and let life come blowing into
the classroom. They could raze
another set of walls and let educa-
tion flow out and flood the streets.
They could turn the classroom into
where it’s at — a “field of action" as
Peter Marin describes it. And be-
lieve it or not, they could study
eagerly and learn prodigiously for
the best of ull possible reasons —
their own reasons.

They could. Theoretically. They
have the power. But only in a very
few places, like Berkeley, have they
even begun to think about using it.
For students, as for black people,
the hardest battle isn't with Mr.
Charlie. It's with what Mr. Charlie
has done to your mind.
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