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Thoughts from an undisciplined mind
BY SEAN KELLY

TJaue you ever lel t  disi l lusioned, lrustrated,
I Idisgusred. helpless or conlused abouL how
nniversity is, compared to what you thought it
was supposed to be, or how you think it should
be? lfso, you are far liom alone.

Disciplined Minds by Jeff Schmidt provides an
institutional analysis to explain why things are as
they are in the education system, what the hid-
den parts of the universrty's agenda are, and how
this agenda prevents it liom being that caring,
lean-ring establishment that we read about ln the
pr-rbhc relatrons material. The author uses physics
rs hrs main example in describrng higher educa-
tion as "an abusrve rntellectr,ral bootcamp based
on confbrmrty." To grve you an idea of this book'-s
rmpact ,  r l i ,

Schmidt, who has a PhD in physics from the
LJniversity of California, had been ..

book ancl
For more informatlon about the

' 
, see disciplinedminds.com.

Sean Kelly: How do yor-r feel about
' What kind of outreach have

you lelt  l rom the physics community and the
hroader  communi t ;  ln  response to  th is  c lear ly

?

Jc[[ Schmidt

rr imphes that the institr-rtions
of physrcs are no less pol i t ical than inst i tut ions in
other frclcis. 

-fhat 
rnrplication upsets many physr-

cists, who want to believe that physics rs special,
Lh.rt  r t  Lranscends pol i trc:.  Those physicrst.  may
l rc  r r r rve .  bu t  they  are  no l  cyn ica l .  and s , r  the)
speak out and make a dil{erence.

SK. In your experience, what fraction of physics
pru lcssors  a re  awJfe  o [  thc  soc ia l  and poJrLrc r l
t ' l c 'har  rhe l  rnd  rhe  rns t r tu t ron  p lay?

JS Prollssors are hrred to produce ideology and
r r ,  , , n i . ,  t h r , r r r o h  r c < n r r e h  e n d  t c a e h r r r o  r e < n e e -
l  "  1  " .  " ' ' " b  _ " -  ' _ . . _ " ' b .  ' _ " r _ _

tively. Both activities are socral and political, as
you say. In research, many prol-essors show "ad-

justable curiosity" as they convenrently get inter-
ested in areas in which the military-industrial-
governmental complex makes fundrng available.
Physics professors flock to solid-state physics, for
example, even though it isnt inherently more rn-
terestrng than, say, cosmology.

Teaching is often done in a way that alienates
students from the subject they love. Pressure to
assimrlate large amounts of course material and
to get good grades leads students [o memorize
rather than understand, to accept rather than
question, to focus on assigned problems rather
than self-assrgned problems, to be subordinate
rather than activists. This is perfect preparation
for employment rn hierarchrcal organizations.

Perhaps the strongest evidence that professors
are aware of what they are doing is the fact that
so few deviate from the social and political role
they were hired to play - and the fact that any
deviation is almost never accidental. Professors
are hl<e salaried professionals throughout society.
The rare exceptions are inspir ing - and a threat
to the status quo. This school year, when Univer-
sity of Ottawa physics professor Denis Rancourt
taught a physics course in a way that encouraged
activism, he received enthuslastic student sup-
port - and two notices oi disciplinary action lrom
the university administration.

SK: Do you see any speciflc ways in which the
medra acts in this scheme of ideological disci-
pline? I realize that the media is run by rich and
powerful interests, and therefore serve those
rnterests, but I am wondering if you, with your
apparently keen eye for these things, have noted
ways in which they participate directly in main-
taining ideological discipline among profession-
als ancl non-professronals?

JS: Publicatrons that salaried professronals read,
such as the New York Times, make sure that every
potentrally disturblng fact is accompanied by an
interpretation that takes the heat off of the system
and implies that the reader can relax and stick
with the assrgned ideology rather than engage in
independent thinking Publicatrons read by those
who employ professionals, such as theWall Street

J our nal, portray a scarier, whatever-you-can-ger
away-with worlcl.

SK: What do you perceive as the social/political
role of the professional magazine ?

J eff S c h m i dt (ri g ht) with d o u g hte r J o sh u o Ro se
Schmidt holding his book,Disciplined Minds.

JS: IL is a

Management was

some-
one on their staff who raises questions like thls.

SK: What do you think of us publlshing this in-
i o h r r a \ r r  1 -  t h o  I  t  l U l  /

JS: It's great that the CUPJ trusrs its readers to han-
dle a radlcal point of view Not many media do.
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