
'Students are niggers.

When you get that

straight, our schools

will begin to make

sense



Editor's Note— This article was written by Jerry Farber, a tet-
cher at Cal State, Los Angeles. It may be that the phenomenortTie
discusses--the treatment of students as niggers by the 3ducati0n
system--may not be limited to Cal State.

It's more i..n
portant, though, to understand why
they re niggers. If we follow that
question seriously, it will lead us
past the zone of academic bullshit,
where dedicated teachers pass
their knowledge on to a new gen-
eration, and into the nitty-gritty
of human needs and hangups. From
there we can go on to consider
whether it might ever be possi-
ble for students to come up from
slavery.

First, look at the role students
play in what we like to call educa-
tion. At Cal State where I teach,
the students have separate and un-
equal dining facilities. If I bring
a student into the faculty dining
room, my colleagues get uncom-
fortable, as though there were a
bad smell. If I eat in the student
cafeteria, I become known as the
educational equivalent of a
•nigger-lover. In at least
one building there are even
rest rooms which students
may not use. Also there is an
unwritten law barring student-fac-,
ulty lovemaking. Fortunately, this
anti- miscegenation law, like its
Southern counterpart, is not 100
per cent effective.

choose
queen

Students at Cal State are politi-
cally disenfranchised. They are
in an academic Lowndes
County. Most of them can vote
in national elections -- their av-
erage age is about 26 -- but they
have no voice in the decisions which
affect their academic lives. The
students are, it is true, allowed to
have a toy government of their own.
It is agovernment run, for the most
part, by Uncle Toms, concerned
principally with trivia. The faculty
and administrators decide what
courses will be offered; the stu-
dents get to choose their own
Homecoming Queen. Occasional-
ly, when student leaders get

uppity and rebellious, they, re ei-
ther ignored, put off with trivi-
al concessions, or maneuvered ex-
pertly 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 and he
stands outside riv? professor's of-
fice wa-Liig 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 lying and every
student knows it. Tell The Man
what he wants to hear or he 11
fail you.

When a teacher says 'jump-1

students jump, I know of one pro-
fessor who refused to take up class
time for exams and required stu-
dents to show up for tests at 6:30
in the morning. And they did, by
God! Another, at exam time, pro-
vides 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 rage when they
fall asleep.

mustaches...
beards,

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 hei
by the arm, saying This class is
not dismissed!' and led her back
to her seat. On the same day a-
nother teacher began by Informing
his class that he does not like
beards, mustaches, long hair OE
boys, or caprl pants on girls, an«
will not tolerate any of that in his
class. The class, incidentally,
consisted mostly of high schoc!
teachers.

Even more discouraging thai
this Auschwitz approach to educa-
tion is the fact that the students
take it. They haven t gone througt
twelve years of public school foi
nothing. They ve learned one thinj
and perhaps only one thing during
those twelve years. They ve for
gotten their algebra. They rt
hopelessly vaguo about cheinistrj
and physics. They ve grown to
fear and resent literature.. The]
write like they ve been loboto
mized. But, Jezus, can they fol-
low orders! Freshmen come uj
to me with an essay and ask if
want it folded and whether theii
name should be in the upper righ
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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 giye up expect-
ing things to make sense long be-
fore they leave elementary school.
Things are true because the teach-
er says they, re true. At a very
early age we all learn to accept
two truths, as did certain me-

dieval churchmen. Outside of
class, things are true to your
tongue, your finger, 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 Wiede-
meyer tells you a noun is a person,
place or thing. So let it be. You
don t give a rat s ass; >he doesn t
give a rat s ass.

nice straight
lines ...
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 be-
come caore and more obvi-
ously a prison. Last year I spoke
to a student assembly at Manual
Arts High School and Eiiea coulda t
.getoutot the goddamn school. I
mean there was no way out. Locked
dour.-.. High fences. One of the in-
mates was trying to make it over a
fence when he saw me coming and
froze in panic. For a moment I
especied sirens, r/aitte of bullets,
and him clawing fr<> far.cs.

Then there .; the infamous -code
of dress , In some high schools,
if your skirt looks to short, you
have to-kneel before the pr' iui;)a',
in a brief allegory of fellatio. If
the hem doesn t reach the floor,
you go home to change while he,
presumably, jacks off. Boys in
high school can t be too sloppy and
they can t be too sharp. You d
think the sciu•>'• board would be de-
lijliied to suv? all the spado? troop-
ing to school in pointy shoes, suits,
ties and stingy brims. Uh-uh.

They' re too visible.
What school amounts to, then,

for white a id hi ick kids alike, is a
12 year course in how to be slaves.
What else could explain what I see
in a freshman olass? Tiiey-ve got
that slave mentality; obliging and
ingratiating on the surface but
hostile a.id resistant.underneath,,
Like black slaves, students vary
in their awareness of wha* s go-
ing on. Somo rt> ognizs-Sheir'J\v.:
put-on for wh,V it is ani <JV-3:I
let their rebellion break through
to the surfac3 now and thea.
Others - including most of the
'good students have been more
deeply brainwashed. They swallow
the bullshit with greedy mouths..
They honest-to-God believe in
grades, in busy work, in general
education rsqu'remftnt.s. Tioy r ;
like those oM gray-headed house -
niggers you can -'.111 find in tha
South who don t se>" w!ia( all the
fuss is about becaasa Mr, Charlie
'treats us raa' good ,

favor the
"Toms"

College entrance requirements
tend to favor the Toms and screen
out the rebels. Not entirely, o'
course. Some students at CaiState
are exper' con artists who know
porfe 'iiy well W'.M; S happoai-ig.
They waa! .1 dsgrae .uii spsmi
:heir y9i;-j j.i lho. oil plaaii-
tion aUs'.ial !-y lu^iiii^; anif.irs--
ing as they play Lho gave. If their
•'o's are stro':«; snoujh, they ciioat
a lot. And of course, even the
Toms are angry down desp soine--
where. But it co.n?s out in pas--
siveaess rather than active
aj.'.jra.ssion. They re unexplainably
thick-witted ..nd sabjsot to
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croachments on their children-s
free unashamed sexuality and con-
tinues right up to the day when
they hand you your doctoral dip-
loma with a bleeding, shriveled
pair of testicles stapled to the
parchment. It s not that sexuality
has no place in the classroom.
You 11 find it there but only in
certain p&r.t jrted, and vitiated
forms.

perversion:
intellectual...

pants, tht? chinos, and the flannels.
It's not that sex needs to be
pushed in school; sex is pushed
enough. As things stand now,
students are psychically castrated
or spayed-and for the sanw reason
that black men are castrated in
Georgia: because they're athreat.

So you can add sexual repression
to the list of causes, along with
vanity, fear, and will to power,
that turn the teacher into Mr.
Charlie. You might also want to
ke^p in mind that he was a nigger
once himself and has never really
gotten over it. And there are
more causes, some of them better
described in sociological than in
psychological terms. Work them
out, it's not hard. But in the

How does sex show up in school?.
First of all, there's the sado-
masochistic relationship between
teachers and students. Thai's
plenty sexual although the price
of enjoying it is to be unaware
of whatfs happening. In walks
the student with his Ivy League
equivalent of a motorcycle jacket.
In walks the teacher-a kind of
intellectual rough trado-and flogs
his students with tests, grades,
sarcasm and snolty superiority
until their very brains are bleed-
ing. In Swinburne's England, the
whipped schoolboy frequently grew
up to be a flagellant. With us
their 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 class-
os: everyone determined not to
be embarrassed, to be very up-
to-date. These are the classes
for which sex, as Feiffer puts
it "can be a beautiful thing if
properly administered. And then,
of course, there's still another
depressing manifestation of sex in
the classroom: the 'off-color?
teacher who keeps his class awake
with sniggering sexual allusions,
obscene titters, and academic in-
nuendo. The sexuality he purveys,
if must be admitted, is at least
belter than none at all.

What's missing, from kinder-
garten to graduate school , is
honest recognition of what's
happening—turned on awareness
of what's underneath the petti-

of her. That s not education.
That's not even training. That's
an abomination on the face of the
earth. It's especially ironic be-
cause Milt took that dance class
to try to get out of the academic
rui. He took crafts for the same
reason. Great, right? Get your
hands in somu clay? Make some-
thing? Then the teacher announced
that a 20 page term paper would
be requlred-with footnotes.

At my school, we even grade
people on how they read poetry.
We do it! In fact, God help me,
I do it. I'm the Simon Legrer
of the poetry plantation. 'Tote
that iamb! Lift that spondee!1

Even to discuss a good poem in
that environment is Dotentiallv

meantime what we'-ve got on our dangerous because the classroom
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 get-
ting out of his bag. Because
the student doesn't 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 ed-
ucation takes place in tiie schools.
How could it? You catft educate
slaves; you can only train them,
Or, to use an uglier and more
timely word, you can only program
them.

conditioned
slavery...

1 like to folk dance. Like other
novices, I've gone to the Inter-
section or to the Museum and laid
out good money in order to learn
to dance. No grades, no pre-
requisites, no seperate 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 ulty members
finished a folk dance class. For
his final, he had to learn things
like this: tThe Irish are known
for their wit and imagination, quai-

ls contaminated. As hard as I
try to turn students on to poetry
I 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 slav-
ery is just as dangerous - stu-
dents don't get emancipated when
they graduate. As a matter of
fact, we don't let them graduate
until they^ve demonstrated their
willingness - for 16 years - to
remain slaves. And for important
jobs, like teaching, we make them
go through more years just to make
sure..,

What Fm getting at is that we re
all more or less niggers and
slaves, teachers and students
alike. This is the fact you have
to start with in trying to under-
stand wider social phenomena,
say, politics, in our country and
in other countries.

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

Rebel students and renegade fac-
get smothered or

shot down with devasting accu-
racy.. In high school, it's not
usually the student who gets it;
if's more often the teacher. Others

ities reflected in their dances, get tired of fighting and volun-
which include the jig, the reel, tarily leave the system. But
arjd the hornpipe.' And then, the
teacher grates him A, B, C, D,
OR F, while he danced in front

dropping out of college for a rebel,
is a little like going North, tor
a Negro.



organize for freedom

You can't really get
away from it so you might as
well stay and raise hell.

How do you raise hell? That's
another article. But for a start,
why not stay with the analogy?
What have Mack people done? They
have , first of all, faced the fact
of their slavery. They've stopped
kidding themselves about an event-
ual reward in the Great Water-
melon Patch in the sky. They're
organized. They^ve decided to get
freedom now, and they're started
taking it.

Students like black people, have
immense unused power. . They
could theoretically, insist on par-
ticipating in their own education.
They could make academic free-
dom bilateral. They could teach
their teachers to thrive, on love
and admiraiioi rather than on fear
and respect, and to lay down their

weapons. Students could discover
community. Amd they couia learn
to dance by dancing on the IBM
cards. They could make coloring
books out of the catalogs and they
could put the grading system in a
museum.

They could raze one set of walls
and let life come blowing into the
classroom. They could turn the
classroom I*1*0 a -field of action
as Peter Marin describes it. And
they could study for the best of
all possible reasons - their own
resources.

They could. They have the pow-
er. But only in a very few places,
like Berkeley, have even begun
to think about using i£ For stu-
dents as for black people, the
hardest battle isn't with Mr. Char-
lie. I t s with what Mr. Charlie
has done to your mind.
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