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Uncle Tenure . . .

The faculty is nigger too

Originally printed un-
der the title “Faculty as
Nigger,” this first ap-
peared in The Peak, stu-
dent newspaper at Simon
Fraser University. In
view of the brief now
before U of A students’
council recommending
abolition of tenure, and
the major confrontation
on campus last spring
over tenure recommenda-
tions for professors Don
Whiteside and Seth Fish-
er of the sociology de-
partment, this article has
been reprinted as food
for thought and struggle.

A couple of weeks ago I was up
on campus to put in a good, nor-
mal, academic day’s work of
brown - nosing and ingratiation
when, slinking into the English
Department Office for my mail, I
noticed an official - looking en-
velope. It was a letter from Strand
informing me that I had been
granted tenure. The letter dropped,
as they say, from my nerveless
fingers.

Good morning, the Department
Chairman said, choosing that mo-
ment to emerge from his lair.
Listen, I said, feeling a sudden
surge of power. I don’t have to say
good morning to you anymore, I
said. I've got tenure, 1 added
brusquely. And what’s more, I said,
you can futk off.

Clutching my letter I strode off
down the corridor with a new
spring in my step, an asbestos suit,
and an overwhelming sense of
triumph. That morning I felt so
good I funked twenty students
without even reading their papers.
Tenure! Think of it! It means I can
now be fired only for moral tur-
pitude, for insulting my colleages,
for moonlighting, for not teaching
adequately, for not publishing
enough, for publishing too much in
the wrong places, for lack of ob-
jectivity, or for any other reason.
It means that nobody can fire me
but the Board, the President, my
old friend and smiler with the
knife Dale Sullivan, my Chairman,
Premier Bennett (if he decides I'm
a Marxist-Leninist), or by the
Lieutenant Governor (if he can
think up any other reason) with an
order-in-council. I can be fired by
any authority for anything under
the rubric “cause.”

Now it so happens that I was on
the first committee of the Faculty
Association that worked on the
Academic Freedom and Tenure
Brief. All of us saw very clearly

that if a man can be fired for
“cause” then the word “tenure” is
close to meaningless. It means only
that one’s contract does not come
up for consideration and that a man
is harder to fire than he is with-
out “tenure.” In no way does it
mean that he enjoys job security.
Accordingly we worded the draft of
the brief to eliminate those explo-
sive little words “for cause.” The
draft was approved by the faculty
in a referendum, but the Faculty
Association Executive, ever alive to
the interests of the Board, put the
words “for cause” back in again.
So I resigned from the committee
with a snarl feeling that my effort
was wasted and that it would be
better to return to my favorite
hobby of producing quasi-porno-
graphic magazines under various
pseudonyms. But later it struck me
that we were wrong from the start.

Let me put it this way: tenure,
as Proudhon would have said had
he worked in a modern university,
is theft.

If you institute tenure under the
normal system of university opera-
tion it means that you have to have
a group of men deciding on who
should get it and who should not.
You need committees at both the
department and university levels to
decide on tenure and you need an
elaborate appeal mechanism to
make sure that nobody gets too
ostensibly screwed. Once the com-
mittees and mechanisms start to
proliferate and “due process” lifts
its red-herringed head above the
dark waters of “democracy” you
begin to shift the responsibility for
that small aspect of your life to
the power-wielders and commit-
tee-men.

The system you invent can be-
come a device used by author-
itarians (either of the right, liberal,
or left persuasion) to reward or-
thodoxy and eliminate dissenters. I
do not say this has happened yet
(I have no evidence, at the mo-
ment, one way or the other) but
nothing in my world-view says
that it can’t happen, and indeed,
everything within that view says
that it will happen.

So I can predict (as can anybody
at this university) a series of crises
and upheavals as first one decision
on tenure is made and then an-
other. With the result that stomach
ulcers, blood pressures, chlorestrol
counts will increase while tempers
and abilities to function will wane.
I shall no longer be able to do my
work of writing dirty books but
will feel forced to attend long,
abrasive meetings and listen to
boring Authoritarian rhetoric from
all points along the political spec-
trum.

The solution is to give every-
body, man and beast, genius and
dolt, immediate tenure. This will
eliminate the need for departmen-
tal and university tenure commit-
tees; it will save whoever is the
president one additional chore and

enable him to get on with his
primary task of cultivating the
goodwill of the RCMP; it will elim-
inate the reward and punishment
concept built into the present sys-
tem. It is probably far too sensible
an idea for anyone to take seri-
ously.

INTERVIEWER: What about these
dolts you mention? If everybody
gets tenure how do you rid the
place of dolts?

SELF: There never was a dolt yet
that did anyone lasting harm. I
did not say you give everybody
high merit increases; I merely
suggest that if there is a dolt on
the faculty it is too late to do
anything about him but give him
tenure. The students, after all,
know who are the dolts and who
are not, and there is no law that
says a student must take a course
from a dolt. And a dolt without
students will, like government
after the revolution, wither away.

INTERVIEWER: But what about
new faculty? Suppose a depart-
ment finds itself stuck with a
cretin?

SELF: But damn it, man, you do
not have to hire cretins. You can
have a candidate for a.job in to
give guest lectures and seminars.
You can give him a Visitorship
for one semester. You can even
throw free lunches into him to
discover whether or not he eats
peas with a knife, or invite him
to parties to establish the pos-
sible promiscuity of his wife. You
can, in other words, find out a
lot about him before you offer
him his tenurable job. Somebody
straight from graduate school
may have trouble adjusting him-
self to the teacher’s role of
lecturing, faking, and invent-
ing suitable and fresh-sounding
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comments to write on student
essays. In which case it seems
fair to give people without pre-
vious teaching experience a two
year contract which is absolutely
non-renewable. And at the end
of this period the man can, by
mutual arrangement between
himself and his department, be
offered a permanent job.

INTERVIEWER: But how about
those words “for cause”?

SELF: That’s precisely the point.
Either we must make tenure
more than a word that’s going to
divide the university still fur-
ther or we must eliminate it al-
to gether. I would obviously pre-
fer the first course of action, but
even if we were to adopt the
second, and eliminate tenure, we
would still be far better off than
we are now. There would be an
increase in paranoia, certainly,
but nothing compared to that
produced by the reward system.
And even if a man is non-
tenured it is still very hard to
get rid of him if he has any sort
of student following and doesn’t
want to go. We have had the
cases of Ken Burstein and John
Juliani to prove it. And it is
here, incidentally, that student
power lies—not in such author-
itarian concepts as “parity.”

I do not know whether the mem-

watching you

men doing a difficult and unneces-
sary job. I have no evidence for
them or against them and neither
do I know as yet by what process
they arrived at those very remark-
able decisions. They will, of course
(since we elected them), be keep-
ing us informed. Meanwhile we
can act before too much damage
has been done by recalling them,
dissolving the committee, rework-
ing the Academic Freedom and
Tenure brief, and by granting
everybody presently employed on
the faculty of this university in-
stant tenure.

Watch
these pages
for a
continuing
parade
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