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PROFESSIONAL OBLIGATION S AN D 
ACADEMIC STANDARD S 

Over the past five years I seem to have earned fo r mysel f a somewhat 
schizophrenic—or a t leas t double-voiced—rol e a s a n academi c 

cultural critic . On th e on e hand , I  have taken a  number o f opportunitie s 
to defen d an d explai n contemporar y theorie s an d practice s i n th e libera l 
arts an d sciences ; o n th e othe r hand , I  hav e mor e recentl y take n a 
number o f opportunitie s t o criticiz e contemporar y academi c practice s 
that touc h o n th e structural an d economic determinants o f the professio n 
of teachin g i n America n highe r education . Ther e shoul d b e n o myster y 
as to why I  began takin g mor e o f the latte r variety o f opportunities after 
being grante d tenur e i n 1993 : as I  sa w it , America n academ e i s i n nee d 
of defens e and  reform , an d i f you're goin g t o tal k abou t refor m an d b e 



taken seriously , you'd d o wel l t o mak e sur e you hav e someplace t o stan d 
before yo u tak e your stand . I n thi s sense I  am a  classical liberal reformist , 
and I  hop e an d expec t t o b e pillorie d i n precisel y thes e terms : I  believ e 
in th e possibilit y o f changin g th e system  fro m inside , an d I  believ e tha t 
among th e man y reason s w e shoul d defen d th e institutio n o f tenur e i s 
that i t make s i t possibl e fo r professor s t o b e critic s an d reformer s o f th e 
system tha t house s them . 

My ow n university , fo r instance , i s currentl y engage d i n a  costl y an d 
foolish lega l battle , tryin g t o den y it s graduat e student s th e righ t t o 
unionize—despite th e fac t tha t curren t cas e la w clearl y suggest s tha t 
graduate student s a t publi c universitie s hav e al l th e right s o f an y othe r 
public secto r employees , and  despit e th e fac t tha t th e Novembe r 199 6 
NLRB rulin g o n Yal e suggests tha t graduat e student s a t private universi -
ties enjo y thos e right s a s well. I  conside r mysel f a  loyal employe e o f th e 
University an d th e Stat e o f Illinois , bu t I  d o no t believ e tha t m y tenur e 
at thi s universit y entail s m y agreemen t t o al l th e initiative s an d lega l 
opinions o f m y administratio n an d Boar d o f Trustees . So , fo r instance , 
when i n th e fal l o f 199 6 I  wa s asked  b y Illinois' s Graduat e Employee s 
Organization t o spea k a t a  rally , th e purpos e o f whic h wa s t o protes t 
outside th e Boar d o f Trustees' meetin g an d dra w attentio n t o th e Trust -
ees' antiunio n position , I  agreed to march and speak as the GEO's facult y 
supporter regardles s o f th e fac t tha t m y administratio n ha d sen t al l 
faculty a  mem o discouragin g the m fro m participatin g i n o r supportin g 
GEO unio n drives . 

I have to admit tha t I  was personally pleased to oppose my administra -
tion an d trustee s in a  cause the rightness o f which I  am convinced . I  even 
liked deliverin g a n addres s vi a bullhor n fo r th e first  tim e i n m y lif e ( I 
was only six years old i n 196 8 and hav e had t o rel y on th e New  Criterion 
for th e story of what reall y happened i n the sixties) . But at the same time, 
after a  fe w year s o f speakin g o n th e subject , formall y an d informally , a t 
conferences an d i n th e departmen t halls , to student s an d t o colleagues , I 
cannot continu e thi s aspec t o f m y double-voice d academi c lif e withou t 
feeling a  goo d dea l o f ambivalence . Th e pain , anger , disappointment , 
bitterness, an d confusio n thi s crisi s ha s cause d us—an d b y "us " I  mea n 
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the student s an d recen t Ph.D. s mos t affecte d b y it , a s wel l a s thos e 
faculty wh o hav e mad e i t thei r concern—sometime s produc e i n m e a 
kind o f survivor' s guilt . I n suc h mood s I  begi n t o hop e tha t i n som e 
future decad e i f not som e futur e life , I  will  be so fortunate a s to see , an d 
be asked  t o address , a  rathe r differen t crisi s i n th e profession : Th e Jo b 
Boom: Ar e Student s an d Scholar s Bein g Corrupte d b y Al l th e Mone y 
Flowing into th e Humanities ? 

Likewise, servin g thre e year s a s Illinois's placemen t director , a t a  tim e 
when a  substantia l majorit y o f ou r candidate s wer e no t "placed " i n an y 
full-time academi c positio n whatsoever , ha s ofte n mad e m e wan t t o 
avoid thinkin g abou t th e crisi s i n graduat e studie s eve n thoug h I  a m 
convinced tha t ove r th e lon g term , ou r curren t graduat e placemen t rate s 
will do more to damage the profession tha n a  trainload o f Lynne Cheney s 
and Roge r Kimballs . Pundit s an d politician s hav e begu n t o cal l fo r th e 
closing o f graduat e program s in  engineering  and the  applied  sciences,  o n 
the ground s tha t thos e program s ar e producin g 2 5 percen t mor e Ph.D. s 
than th e job marke t ca n handl e (se e Greenberg) . Surel y most humanitie s 
professors woul d exul t ove r somethin g s o Utopia n a s a  75 percen t place -
ment rate—an d surel y th e humanitie s ar e muc h mor e vulnerabl e t o 
fiscal cost cutting an d legislativ e cynicism tha n ar e the sciences . Yet mos t 
humanities professor s see m les s concerne d abou t thi s tha n abou t th e 
possibility tha t thei r younge r colleague s ar e no t payin g enoug h attentio n 
to th e beautifu l an d th e sublime . 

I say this with a  certain bitterness , since unti l recently , medi a coverag e 
of American universities , with fe w exceptions , seemed t o sugges t tha t th e 
crisis i n highe r educatio n wa s tha t teacher s didn' t teac h enough , o r 
taught th e wron g thing s t o th e wron g people . Indeed , i n th e summe r o f 
1995, Georg e Wil l an d Heathe r MacDonald , thos e feist y intellectua l 
lapdogs o f the Right , accuse d universit y writing instructor s o f poisonin g 
composition course s wit h a  mixtur e o f deconstructio n an d politicall y 
correct feel-goo d exercise s i n self-expression . Neve r min d th e fac t tha t 
university writing instructors , significan t number s o f whom ar e graduat e 
students, ar e ofte n th e onl y peopl e i n highe r educatio n wh o concer n 
themselves with th e qualit y o f student writing ; Wil l an d MacDonal d ar e 
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not abou t t o blam e engineerin g an d commerc e school s fo r thei r inatten -
tion t o undergraduat e prose . No , wha t wa s mos t remarkabl y offensiv e 
about thi s lates t offensiv e wa s Will' s conclusion , whic h prove d tha t 
conservatives d o car e abou t economi c inequit y afte r all : "Th e smugl y 
self-absorbed professoriat e tha t perpetrate s al l thi s academi c malpractic e 
is often tenured , an d alway s comfortable . Th e student s o n th e receivin g 
end ar e alway s cheate d an d ofte n unemployable " (A22) . I t i s a  curiou s 
world Wil l describe s here , where busines s major s hunge r desperatel y fo r 
the ministrations o f English teachers , the powerful cast e charged with th e 
sole and terribl e responsibilit y o f fixing these students ' pros e an d render -
ing them employable . Makes you want t o star t a  petition callin g for ter m 
limits o n smug , wealthy Beltwa y pundits , doe s i t not ? 

Thankfully, a  fe w majo r newspaper s hav e begu n t o cal l attentio n t o 
the downsizin g of university faculty an d academe' s increasin g reliance o n 
adjuncts an d part-timers . Bu t I  fee l saf e i n sayin g tha t th e employmen t 
patterns i n America n universitie s hav e stil l no t draw n sufficien t publi c 
notice o r outrage . Fo r example , I  dra w you r attentio n t o a n articl e 
entitled "Th e Crisi s i n th e Ph.D., " b y Cedri c Fowler . I t tell s a  stor y o f 
rising studen t enrollment s i n graduat e an d undergraduat e education ; 
rising job requirement s fo r tenure-trac k facult y an d compositio n instruc -
tors; pa y cuts ; doublin g an d triplin g o f clas s sizes ; an d mos t o f all , a 
drastic oversupply o f new Ph.D.s : 

Unfortunately th e graduat e studen t enrollmen t ha s no t shrun k 
in any way comparable to the shrinkage in college jobs. Teachers 
who hav e los t thei r position s an d find  themselve s wit h a  littl e 
money tur n t o furthe r trainin g i n th e interva l o f waitin g fo r 
another appointment . Peopl e who have not completed the Ph.D. 
decide that now is the best time to finish, in the optimistic fait h 
that more training will help them when th e colleges get on thei r 
feet again . . . . I t i s more than likel y that a  further tw o thousan d 
Ph.D.s will be released on the nation thi s year. 

What wil l become o f most o f them nobod y knows , fo r ther e 
are almos t n o colleg e position s available . . . . Over-suppl y wil l 
only gro w greater , eve n afte r th e retur n o f prosperit y t o highe r 
education, i f th e presen t flood  continue s t o pou r ou t o f th e 
graduate schools. (41-42 ) 
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What's strikin g about thi s article , I  think, i s that i t was published i n June 
1933. Tha t fac t alon e migh t lea d u s to believe , as so many contemporar y 
commentators see m t o do , tha t th e employmen t crisi s i n America n 
universities i s nothing new: 'twas always thus, that Ph.D. s flipped  burger s 
and compositio n instructor s worked fo r scrip . But I  think thi s conclusio n 
suffers fro m misplace d emphasis : the point shoul d be that we are justifie d 
in referrin g t o th e curren t er a o f college employmen t a s a  Great Depres -
sion, an d i f w e remembe r tha t th e previou s Grea t Depressio n wa s re -
solved onl y b y massiv e federa l actio n an d a  globa l conflagration , the n 
perhaps we can cur e ourselve s o f the wishful thinkin g tha t tell s us we ar e 
merely weathering a  downturn i n th e lates t busines s cycle . 

Now tha t I'v e establishe d tha t th e prospect s ar e horribl e fo r th e profes -
sion o f literary study and unlikel y to improv e substantially , wha t remain s 
to b e said? I'l l concentrat e o n tw o areas , neither o f which offer s muc h i n 
the way of a "solution" t o what i s probably, fo r ne w Ph.D.s , a n intracta -
ble structura l proble m o f underemployment . First , wha t kin d o f obliga -
tions mus t facult y an d thei r professiona l organization s assum e i n suc h a 
crisis? Second , wha t kin d o f standards mus t graduat e program s maintai n 
in thei r curricula , thei r admission s procedures , and thei r goal s for profes -
sional training ? I n wha t follows , I  don' t mea n t o soun d peremptor y b y 
saying tha t suc h standard s an d obligation s must  be upheld ; ever y on e o f 
my suggestion s i s ope n t o furthe r challeng e an d revision . Bu t I  wan t t o 
stress th e ethicall y bindin g natur e o f thes e obligations : howeve r w e 
construe them , the y should—I mean , the y must —be understoo d a s part 
of the conditions unde r which department s i n the humanities wil l hereaf-
ter operate . Fo r amon g th e thing s th e professio n o f colleg e teachin g 
needs mos t urgentl y a t th e momen t i s a  working—and, whe n nee d be , 
enforceable—definition o f "professionalism. " 

I'll star t b y addressing th e rol e o f professional organizations . I n 1994 , 
when Car y Nelso n an d I  publishe d ou r brie f essa y i n th e Chronicle  of 
Higher Education,  "Graduat e Educatio n I s Losin g It s Mora l Base, " w e 
included i n i t th e suggestio n tha t professiona l organization s neede d t o 
get involve d i n th e proces s o f makin g difficul t recommendation s fo r 
shrinking—and, i n som e cases , closing—graduat e programs , o n th e 
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grounds tha t "neithe r department s no r thei r ow n institution s ca n b e 
counted o n t o d o so " (B3) . I n th e pas t fe w year s I  hav e repeatedl y bee n 
told tha t suc h languag e dangerousl y suggest s tha t legislator s an d othe r 
external meddler s shoul d b e give n contro l ove r graduat e educatio n be -
cause we academic s canno t manag e ou r interna l affairs ; I  hav e als o bee n 
told tha t Car y an d I  ar e unreasonabl y askin g th e ML A t o polic e th e siz e 
and viabilit y o f graduate programs . Bu t sinc e th e ML A alread y gather s a 
great dea l o f informatio n o n th e academi c jo b marke t an d th e siz e o f 
graduate programs , I  d o no t se e why i t canno t mak e recommendation s 
based on it s findings.  As Stephen Watt ha s pointed out , we cannot expec t 
(and shoul d no t want ) th e ML A t o maintai n th e kin d o f extraordinar y 
professional contro l ove r wage s an d workin g condition s tha t th e AM A 
has achieve d ove r th e suppl y o f physician s i n th e Unite d State s (Wat t 
33). Nevertheless , i t i s possibl e t o sa y tha t th e ML A ca n b e mor e 
aggressive in the broader sense of advancing the interests of the professio n 
and i n the narrower sens e of censuring those departments tha t ignor e th e 
MLA's standard s fo r job searches . 

I wan t t o distinguis h thi s clai m fro m th e clai m tha t th e ML A itsel f is 
a major playe r in the job crisis . There i s no point , I  believe, in attributin g 
blame t o th e ML A fo r no t immediatel y amelioratin g condition s i t di d 
not brin g about . B e tha t a s i t may , I  have— I shoul d sa y Car y Nelso n 
and I  have, since these are part o f our ongoin g conversation—two small , 
practical suggestion s fo r th e nea r future . Both , w e think , woul d enhanc e 
the MLA' s imag e withi n an d outsid e it s membership , an d bot h woul d 
make th e mos t o f th e MLA' s alread y formidabl e information-gatherin g 
apparatus. 

First, th e ML A shoul d tr y t o ascertain , a s closel y a s possible , th e 
number o f job seeker s each year. Currentl y we have a  system tha t tell s us 
how man y job s ar e advertise d annuall y i n th e ML A Jo b List , bu t n o 
reliable figures  for th e "supply " en d o f the equation . When , i n 1994 , th e 
MLA release d statistic s tha t indicate d tha t 51. 1 percen t o f ne w Ph.D. s 
had foun d full-time , tenure-trac k employmen t i n 1991-92 , i t wound u p 
publishing a  figure  tha t n o on e i n th e professio n coul d believe ; an d th e 
reason fo r thi s i s tha t th e ML A onl y too k stoc k o f job seeker s wh o ha d 
received thei r Ph.D. s i n tha t yea r (se e Huber). N o mentio n wa s made o f 
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job candidate s who ha d earne d thei r Ph.D. s i n earlie r years—and i n th e 
light o f the pas t fe w years , i t i s easy to imagin e tha t th e larges t an d mos t 
desperate grou p o f jo b candidate s woul d b e compose d o f peopl e wh o 
had bee n o n th e marke t mor e tha n once , an d wh o ar e no w eithe r 
unemployed o r underemploye d i n part-tim e adjunc t positions . I n futur e 
years, a s this poo l o f Ph.D.s swell s (partl y becaus e o f the declin e i n jobs , 
partly becaus e o f th e dramati c increas e i n graduat e enrollment s betwee n 
1985 an d 1990) , i t will  becom e al l the mor e imperativ e fo r th e ML A t o 
have a  more reliabl e estimat e o f how man y Ph.D. s ar e actually searchin g 
for jobs . Al l tha t woul d b e require d i s fo r th e ML A t o include , i n eac h 
Job List , a  self-addressed postcard ; student s wit h photocopie d list s coul d 
submit a  facsimile card , announcing thei r intention t o attend th e conven -
tion an d secur e academi c employment . I  ca n thin k o f n o cheape r an d 
easier way of determining tha t mos t importan t numbe r o f all,  th e annua l 
number o f job candidates . Th e complain t tha t suc h a  system i s ope n t o 
"fraud" seem s to me to o bizarr e t o entertain . 

The secon d suggestion , also , I  ow e i n par t t o Car y Nelson : th e ML A 
could appoin t a  standin g committee , no t unlik e thos e operate d b y th e 
AAUP, t o investigat e deceptiv e hirin g practices—particularl y wher e 
schools ar e i n violatio n o f alread y existin g MI A recommendations . I 
regard thi s a s les s a  matte r o f "policing " tha n o f protectin g th e profes -
sional interest s o f th e membership . A s fo r th e argumen t tha t th e ML A 
has an d ca n hav e n o "enforcemen t arm " i n suc h matters , m y respons e i s 
that i t does no t nee d one . All the AAUP ha s is a list o f censured colleges , 
places lik e Appomatto x Stat e Bibl e Seminar y an d Whiskey-a-Go-G o 
University o f th e Sierr a Nevad a wher e facult y ar e hire d o n a  week-by -
week basi s o r ar e force d t o doubl e a s bartender s fo r administratio n 
functions. Bu t th e AAU P i s les s concerne d wit h changin g practice s a t 
such margina l school s tha n wit h ensurin g professiona l treatmen t o f fac -
ulty a t large r places—Harvard , Indiana , Grinnell—tha t actuall y d o 
most o f th e hiring . Th e ide a i s tha t Harvard , Indiana , an d Grinnel l ca n 
be induce d t o pla y fai r b y the threa t o f having thei r name s adde d t o th e 
list o f odd miscreant s lik e Whiskey-a-Go-Go, whic h mos t administrator s 
consider fairl y ba d publicity . An d althoug h thi s i s a  mor e "symbolic " 
gesture, th e ML A coul d i n th e futur e refus e t o ru n announcement s o f 
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job opening s fro m "censured " schools . Th e counterargumen t I  hav e 
heard fro m ML A staf f i s tha t suc h school s woul d merel y advertis e thei r 
jobs elsewhere , bu t I  d o no t se e thi s a s a  barrie r t o takin g actio n tha t 
would aler t potentia l candidate s t o th e fac t tha t th e schoo l ha s no t me t 
the profession' s criteri a fo r job searches . 

I sai d I  had tw o suggestion s fo r ML A actio n i n th e future . I  have als o 
a thir d suggestion , bu t i t i s so unlikel y t o hav e an y impac t tha t I  migh t 
as well not mentio n it . Still , here goes : move the conventio n t o March . I 
have no w hear d ever y argumen t agains t movin g th e conventio n fro m 
December—academic schedules , hote l rates , timing fo r interviews—bu t 
I hav e als o see n a n alarmin g growt h i n th e numbe r o f academi c job s 
advertised i n Octobe r bu t no t funde d i n February . Mor e tha n onc e I 
have ha d t o consol e student s whos e onl y ML A intervie w wa s wit h a 
department whos e search was eventually shut dow n i n th e spring for lac k 
of funding ; nothin g make s thos e students , o r me , or , fo r tha t matter , a 
school's searc h committee , fee l mor e helples s an d futile . Havin g th e 
annual conventio n after  most schools receive their funding allocation s fo r 
the year will  no t preven t thi s fro m happenin g altogether ; i t certainly will 
not preven t searc h committee s fro m workin g i n th e fal l t o fill a  positio n 
that doe s no t exis t i n th e spring . Bu t perhap s i t will  hel p reduc e th e 
number o f time s thi s happens , an d i n time s lik e thes e tha t i s n o smal l 
consideration. 

It has long been maintaine d tha t lat e December i s the only time whe n 
all member s ca n meet , sinc e th e quarte r syste m an d th e semeste r syste m 
are otherwise incompatible . However , rethinkin g th e MLA convention i s 
not merel y a  matte r o f fiddling  wit h dates . Wh y shoul d th e conventio n 
take plac e ove r fou r day s a t year' s en d rathe r tha n ove r a  long weeken d 
in th e spring ? Why , fo r tha t matter , shoul d i t showcas e (i f tha t i s th e 
word) th e deliver y o f nearl y tw o thousan d fifteen-minute  papers ? Th e 
convention coul d b e a n occasio n fo r focuse d reflectio n o n th e stat e o f 
the profession ; a s currentl y conducte d i t i s littl e mor e tha n fodde r fo r 
ravenous journalist s lookin g fo r a  quick laug h a t th e expens e o f teacher s 
in th e modern languages . Of course , the convention's chie f structural  aim 
is to provid e a  forum fo r job interviews—whic h mean s tha t th e conven -
tion i s largel y kep t afloa t b y job applicants . An d th e ML A doe s wel l t o 
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structure it s registratio n fee s accordingly , chargin g graduat e student s les s 
than hal f the fee paid b y professors. Bu t why should we collec t an y but a 
nominal ten-dolla r fe e fro m jo b seeker s wh o d o no t no w hav e full-tim e 
tenure-track jobs , s o lon g a s the y ar e attendin g th e ML A fo r jo b place -
ment? Wh y shoul d th e conventio n no t b e held i n smaller , les s expensiv e 
locations? Wh y shoul d i t no t b e reorganize d t o serv e th e interest s o f 
interviewees an d interviewer s abov e all? 

This i s onl y on e smal l are a i n whic h w e nee d t o recalibrat e ou r profes -
sional priorities . I f we want ou r profession t o survive the depression mor e 
or les s intact , w e will  hav e t o rethin k mor e broadl y th e entir e rang e o f 
college teachers ' obligation s t o eac h othe r an d t o thei r student-appren -
tices. Thi s i s the har d par t o f professiona l housecleaning ; i t involve s no t 
only a  discussio n o f th e invisibl e wor k facult y d o o n graduate , depart -
mental, an d campu s committees , bu t a  discussio n o f th e politic s o f 
curricular desig n an d earl y retiremen t a s well . Le t m e dea l wit h th e 
matter o f earl y retiremen t first,  sinc e tha t ha s s o fa r prove n t o b e th e 
most incendiar y an d th e leas t understoo d o f th e suggestion s Car y an d I 
have made . I n ou r Chronicle  essay an d i n Higher  Education  under  Fire, 
Cary an d I  wrot e tha t "institution s shoul d devis e legall y soun d early -
retirement package s fo r thos e facult y member s wh o ar e neithe r effectiv e 
teachers no r productiv e scholars . .  . . Fo r w e nee d t o confron t th e fac t 
that w e ar e driving talente d ne w teacher s an d scholar s ou t o f the profes -
sion whil e retainin g som e incompeten t facult y member s wit h tenure " 
(B2). Thoug h w e neste d thi s suggestio n i n amon g si x o r seve n mor e 
innocuous recommendations , i t ha s no t faile d t o catc h th e ey e o f mos t 
of our readers ; within day s after publicatio n o f that issue of the Chronicle, 
no less , on e o f Illinois' s mos t distinguishe d senio r scholar s approache d 
me an d asked  me , tongu e firmly  i n cheek , wher e facult y ove r fifty  year s 
of ag e coul d tur n i n thei r badge s an d resign . ( I replie d tha t I  coul d no t 
answer suc h a  questio n mysel f an d woul d hav e t o tur n i t ove r fo r 
review b y the Sta r Chamber. ) Oddly , however , som e o f the mos t hostil e 
responses we'v e receive d t o thi s proposa l hav e com e fro m graduat e stu -
dents, on e o f who m charge d i n a  lette r t o th e Chronicle  that w e wer e 
trying t o wee d ou t th e field  o f job seeker s an d jo b holder s s o a s to pav e 
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the way for mor e "superstar " faculty . Mor e recently , Joseph Aimone, th e 
vice presiden t o f th e MLA' s graduat e studen t caucus , ha s written i n th e 
NCTE's Council  Chronicle  that "limitin g earl y retirement t o facult y wh o 
are neithe r effectiv e teacher s no r productiv e scholar s misse s th e point. " 
Aimone goe s o n t o sa y tha t w e shoul d induc e effective  faculty t o retire , 
because the "deadwood " standar d i s a dangerous one : 

Effective teacher s and productive scholar s need t o be induced t o 
retire. Retiremen t fo r academic s onl y mean s tha t they  teac h 
when they want to rather than when the whistle blows and write 
without car e about tenure . .  . . 

. .  . Allowing a standard tha t looks for "deadwood " i s inviting 
people with no interest in higher education to make the decisions 
about wh o shoul d an d shoul d no t work . Voluntary , systemati c 
retirement o f senio r professionals , combine d wit h a  vigorou s 
effort t o ensure hiring tenured people behind them, would mak e 
a difference. I s this likely? Ask Nelson an d Berube—woul d the y 
retire in midcareer for th e good of the profession? (5 ) 

I'm no t sur e wha t fuel s th e antagonis m o f thi s response , thoug h I 
suppose I  have a  clue. Bu t without announcin g m y ow n earl y retiremen t 
date, le t m e addres s th e questio n o f ho w w e propos e t o carr y ou t earl y 
retirement policie s a s fairly an d a s painlessly as possible. 

The issu e for m e i s not tha t we should loo k fo r "deadwood" ; th e issu e 
is that we should determin e th e professiona l obligation s an d expectation s 
for al l tenure d faculty , an d then , i f certai n facult y member s ar e egre -
giously flouting  thos e obligations , the n w e as k tha t the y retir e t o allo w 
more capabl e an d committe d peopl e to teac h i n ou r place . There ar e two 
relevant question s here , an d the y ar e both , a t bottom , question s o f 
professional ethics . On e ha s t o d o wit h th e standard s t o whic h w e hol d 
our senio r facult y an d ou r jo b applicants ; th e othe r ha s t o d o wit h ho w 
the facult y carrie s ou t it s own departmenta l functions . 

The jo b requirement s fo r facult y ar e notoriousl y loose—s o muc h s o 
that one enterprising professor recentl y managed t o teach a t two universi -
ties simultaneously , withou t attractin g notice , fo r a  numbe r o f month s 
before h e wa s foun d ou t an d fire d fro m both . Som e o f u s serv e o n 
an arra y o f departmenta l committees , dissertatio n committees , campu s 
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committees, editoria l boards , an d interna l revie w panels ; other s o f u s 
teach thei r classe s and g o home. Most o f us are working sixty-hour week s 
and a  small handfu l o f us are working six . Now, I  realize how dangerou s 
it i s t o admi t thi s a t a  tim e whe n mos t legislator s an d journalist s ar e al l 
too eage r t o characteriz e all  faculty a s tenured , comfortabl e freeloaders . 
And I  realiz e tha t ever y organizatio n insid e an d outsid e academ e ha s 
these classes of people: workers who foolishly demonstrat e thei r efficienc y 
and competenc e s o often tha t the y ar e assigne d t o ever y importan t task , 
and worker s t o who m meaningfu l authorit y i s neve r delegate d an d b y 
whom i t i s neve r desired . Academe , however , ha s arguabl y to o hig h a 
tolerance fo r th e latte r group ; an d whe n tha t latte r grou p contain s ful l 
professors, a s it sometimes does , you ca n wind u p with a  system tha t no t 
merely tolerate s bu t rewards  workers fo r performin g substantiall y les s 
work tha n thei r colleagues . I' m sur e I' m no t revealin g an y famil y secret s 
in sayin g this . Bu t i t has ofte n seeme d t o m e tha t academi c department s 
can wor k ver y muc h lik e dysfunctiona l familie s wher e th e parent s clea n 
their teenagers ' room s becaus e it' s no t wort h th e troubl e o f askin g th e 
kids t o d o th e jo b themselves . N o on e ask s certai n peopl e t o contribut e 
to th e maintenanc e wor k o f th e departmen t i n servic e an d advising , n o 
one talk s abou t why  those peopl e ar e neve r asked  t o contribute , an d th e 
workload imbalanc e continue s b y mutual consen t eve n a s it worsens. 

I'm stressin g faculty "service " for a  number o f reasons. First , I  have — 
and had—n o intentio n o f restrictin g th e professoriat e t o peopl e wh o 
want t o b e one-perso n publishin g houses ; tha t wa s no t wha t Car y an d I 
meant whe n w e spok e o f "unproductive " faculty . Second , I  kno w tha t 
effective teachin g i s ver y har d t o measure , an d ineffectiv e teachin g 
equally difficul t t o spot . An d last , becaus e I  wan t a s value-neutra l a 
criterion o f "professiona l obligations " a s I  ca n get . Here' s why : fro m th e 
perspective o f moderately talente d facult y wh o wer e hired i n 196 4 whe n 
they had thei r pick o f jobs to choos e from, th e situation I'v e describe d s o 
far ca n loo k rathe r different . Wh y shoul d w e retire , thes e peopl e ma y 
say, an d le t ourselve s b e mowe d dow n b y a  hord e o f Stalinis t feminaz i 
ideologues who want t o destro y literar y stud y as we know it ? For i t can' t 
be denie d tha t th e professio n practice d b y senio r facult y an d th e profes -
sion envisione d b y junio r facult y an d Ph.D . candidate s ar e ofte n tw o 
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radically differen t things—an d a s I'l l explai n i n mor e detai l i n th e nex t 
chapter, eac h generatio n i s thereby tempte d t o constru e th e othe r a s th e 
source o f all the profession' s ills . 

The proble m her e i s that i f we define "incompetence " t o cove r facult y 
who hav e los t al l intellectua l interes t i n th e stat e o f thei r discipline , w e 
let ourselve s i n fo r mor e nastines s tha n anyon e ca n imagine . On e profes -
sor refuse s eve n t o discus s feminis t interpretation s o f Shakespeare , an d 
dismisses th e studen t wh o brough t u p th e question ; anothe r i s unawar e 
that th e antholog y he' s usin g no w include s wome n writers , non e o f 
whom he' s assigne d t o hi s students . Ar e thes e peopl e incompetent ? Ar e 
they irresponsible ? Man y o f m y colleague s woul d sa y so . An d ye t yo u 
certainly can' t tr y t o retir e someon e o n th e ground s tha t h e hasn' t kep t 
up wit h th e field,  especiall y whe n th e teache r i n questio n believe s tha t 
the field  basicall y die d i n 197 0 an d ha s bee n churnin g ou t twaddl e eve r 
since. Promoting tha t kin d o f criterion fo r facult y competence , therefore , 
seems t o m e t o invit e a  hos t o f intractabl e politica l problems , no t th e 
least o f whic h i s tha t i t violate s facult y members ' academi c freedo m t o 
believe tha t thei r refusa l t o kee p u p wit h th e field,  o r t o discus s feminis t 
readings, i s a sign o f intestinal fortitude . 

So when I  brin g u p th e unpleasan t topi c o f earl y retirement , I  don' t 
mean t o sa y tha t w e shoul d conside r earl y retiremen t policie s fo r peopl e 
who don' t writ e book s ever y three years or perform i n th e classroo m lik e 
Robin William s i n Dead  Poets  Society.  I' m als o no t sayin g tha t w e 
shouldn't trus t anyon e ove r fifty.  Al l I' m sayin g i s tha t man y academi c 
departments hous e one o r tw o faculty member s who simpl y do no t mee t 
their professiona l obligation s a s scholars, teachers, and colleagues . And i n 
a jo b crisi s a s sever e a s this , i t i s unconscionabl e t o allo w thos e fe w 
people t o wor k thei r six-hou r job s whil e overqualifie d applicant s serv e 
their tim e a s adjunct s an d freewa y fliers.  Le t m e ad d this : i f we d o no t 
address thi s problem—i f w e d o no t eve n admi t tha t ther e i s suc h a 
problem, howeve r sligh t i t ma y seem—w e will  soo n se e the dismantlin g 
of tenure. We ar e already witnessing th e de  facto eradicatio n o f tenure i n 
the wholesal e conversio n o f full-tim e position s t o adjunc t positions ; bu t 
I fea r w e ma y als o se e th e de  jure  eliminatio n o f tenur e a s school s 
implement mor e "austerity " policie s i n hirin g an d legislator s i n Texa s 
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and elsewher e deman d post-tenur e revie w an d punitiv e o r bureaucrati c 
forms o f "accountability." And i f tenure i s wrongly construed a s a protec-
tion no t o f academi c freedo m bu t o f manifestl y incompeten t an d irre -
sponsible worker s th e lik e o f whom n o othe r professio n woul d tolerate , 
then it s day s ar e numbered , an d th e professio n will  b e subjec t t o eve n 
more bruta l condition s wherei n onl y th e wealthies t universitie s wil l 
bother t o hir e full-time faculty . Th e bes t way to preserve tenure , i t seems 
to me , i s to creat e meaningfu l form s o f interna l facult y review—an d t o 
create the m ourselves , rathe r tha n waitin g t o carr y ou t th e dictate s o f 
state legislators . 

I canno t expec t t o wi n anythin g lik e universa l consen t fo r thi s pro -
posal. I t i s al l to o possibl e tha t "post-tenur e review " wil l become , fo r 
those universitie s tha t implemen t it , a  mean s no t o f improvin g th e 
quality of faculty bu t o f dismantling whatever job securit y remains t o th e 
professoriate. I  have had t o acknowledg e th e dange r o f my position o n a 
number o f occasions , non e mor e dramati c tha n th e tim e I  spok e o n thi s 
subject i n Februar y 199 7 t o th e Facult y Senat e o f the Cit y Universit y o f 
New York—a n institutio n tha t ha s seen , i n th e pas t twent y years , it s 
number o f full-time facult y dro p fro m 15,00 0 t o 5,500 . Bu t i t i s crucia l 
in th e fac e o f numbers lik e those , I  think , t o stres s tha t I  am no t talkin g 
about firing  faculty—or eve n about finding  rationale s fo r downsizin g th e 
professoriate stil l further . I  am talkin g abou t earl y retirement agreement s 
that migh t hel p eas e th e jo b crisis : thi s i s no t a n austerit y progra m fo r 
academe, bu t a  cal l fo r replenishmen t o f th e ranks . M y proposal , more -
over, i s mean t no t t o tak e decision-makin g powe r ou t o f th e hand s o f 
the peopl e mos t concerne d wit h education , bu t rathe r t o give  thos e 
people—in thi s case , departmen t chairs—tha t kin d o f decision-makin g 
power. Indeed , constructin g a  professional standar d tha t measure s facult y 
by whethe r the y responsibl y mee t thei r professiona l obligation s is , I 
believe, th e onl y way tha t facult y ca n retai n th e powe r t o determin e th e 
composition o f their departments . 

I shoul d repea t a s ofte n a s possibl e tha t ver y fe w facult y actuall y fai l 
to liv e up t o mos t o f their professiona l obligations , an d tha t th e poin t o f 
my proposa l i s not onl y t o prun e department s o f genuine deadwoo d bu t 
also t o devis e a  system, a  cod e o f ethics , whereb y al l facult y kno w wha t 
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their responsibilitie s are . (Stephe n Watt , fo r instance , inform s m e tha t 
the Englis h departmen t a t Indian a ha s a  claus e i n it s bylaw s tha t stipu -
lates tha t th e supervisio n o f a  dissertatio n i s par t o f one' s professiona l 
teaching load , an d shoul d b e considere d th e equivalen t o f teachin g a 
course. Th e claus e i s toothless , o f course , bu t remarkabl e an d enviabl e 
nonetheless.) Bu t a s long as we're concerne d with numbers , let' s imagin e 
for a  surrea l momen t tha t ther e i s onl y on e thoroughl y unprofessiona l 
faculty membe r fo r ever y five  Englis h departments , an d let' s sa y w e 
collectively negotiate d thei r earl y retiremen t nex t year . Th e ML A Job 
Information List  would gro w b y 700 positions . When yo u recal l tha t th e 
October 199 2 JIL liste d 62 0 position s an d th e Octobe r 199 3 JIL liste d 
624, you'l l probabl y reac h th e sam e conclusion I'v e reached : earl y retire -
ment package s are the single most powerfu l mean s we have for alleviatin g 
the curren t academi c depression . Th e challeng e i s t o contriv e legall y 
binding method s fo r tyin g on e issu e t o th e other , les t a  universit y 
administration b e tempte d t o replac e fort y retiree s wit h fort y part-tim e 
adjuncts. Earl y retiremen t packages , i n orde r t o b e ethicall y defensible , 
absolutely mus t b e predicate d o n th e hirin g o f full-time , tenure-trac k 
faculty. Anything less will simply accelerate the dismantling of the profes -
sion. 

I shoul d als o stres s tha t al l o f u s who fondl y imagin e tha t w e will  b e 
passed ove r b y suc h policie s will  hav e t o mak e som e sacrifice s a s well . 
Many facult y i n humanitie s department s d o no t mak e enoug h mone y t o 
retire, an d i f early retiremen t package s ar e t o work fo r suc h people , the y 
might nee d t o b e awarde d substantia l pa y raise s fo r a  numbe r o f year s 
prior t o thei r retirement . Car y Nelso n ha s suggeste d i n th e November -
December 199 5 issu e o f Academe  tha t a  human e guidelin e fo r suc h 
packages shoul d stat e tha t n o retirin g senio r facult y membe r wit h thirt y 
years of service will be allowed t o retir e on a  fixed annual incom e smalle r 
than tha t o f a  first-year  assistan t professo r i n th e art s o r humanities . A s 
Nelson writes , such a  policy 

states the problem bot h baldl y and realisticall y and set s an indi -
vidual retiremen t packag e goa l tha t fe w ar e likely t o regar d a s a 
reward fo r incompetence . I t als o acknowledges th e rea l financial 
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risk som e underpai d facult y member s fac e a t retiremen t time , 
while asserting that universities have no business trying to sustain 
higher disciplinar y salaries after retiremen t fo r thos e faculty wh o 
have no t performe d competently . Ther e i s n o reaso n why  a 
retired margina l commerc e professo r shoul d ear n mor e tha n a 
retired marginal philosopher . (25 ) 

This proposa l i s no idl e suggestion: imagin e a  humanities professo r hire d 
in 197 0 a t a  salar y o f $10,00 0 wh o mad e $22,00 0 i n 198 5 an d make s 
$35,000 today . T o retir e a t a  decen t entry-level  salary , tha t professo r 
might requir e salar y increases o f 5 0 percen t ove r a  few years . At th e ver y 
least, tha t mean s tha t everyon e els e in th e departmen t ma y have to forg o 
their ow n piddlin g raises , o r eve n endur e smal l cuts , s o tha t th e depart -
ment will  be able to mak e ne w hires i n th e nea r future . An d th e poin t i s 
not t o ba r the retiree from th e classroom; on th e contrary , emerit i shoul d 
be encourage d t o teac h a  clas s wheneve r an d howeve r the y want . The y 
will simpl y b e officiall y relieve d o f th e myria d professiona l obligation s 
they are no longe r fulfilling . 

Now fo r unpleasan t draconia n suggestio n numbe r two : we wil l abrogat e 
one o f our chie f responsibilities a s teachers i f we do no t discourag e mor e 
students fro m pursuin g th e Ph.D . I n th e past , I  have heard thi s proposa l 
denounced a s "elitist, " a s i f I  wer e suggestin g tha t everyon e clos e thei r 
graduate programs sav e for th e Ivie s and Berkeley . On th e contrary , I  a m 
glad tha t ou r professio n give s les s weigh t t o th e prestig e o f th e degree -
granting institution tha n doe s law or medicine , since high-quality Ph.D. s 
can literall y com e fro m anywhere . Wit h tha t i n mind , I  sugges t tha t all 
graduate programs , whateve r thei r ran k i n th e collectiv e professiona l 
imaginary, decreas e the numbe r o f students the y admi t t o th e Ph.D . 

I noted abov e that I  anticipate criticis m o f my early retirement sugges -
tions; I  hav e alread y gotte n man y earful s o f criticis m wit h regar d t o m y 
position o n th e siz e o f graduat e programs—mos t o f it , interestingly , 
from m y colleague s o n th e academi c Left . Th e harshes t respons e Car y 
Nelson an d I  hav e receive d ha s com e fro m a  pai r o f Marxists , Ji m 
Neilson an d Gregor y Meyerson , who , i n a  199 6 issu e o f th e minnesota 
reviewy painted u s as corporate stooge s i n progressives ' clothing : 
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Most troubling are their suggestions to limit graduate admissions 
and t o clos e marginal programs . I f this proposal ha d bee n mad e 
by a right-wing politician abou t undergraduat e education—tha t 
is, i f in orde r t o addres s th e proble m o f unemploye d universit y 
graduates i t wa s propose d tha t fewe r student s b e admitte d int o 
college and that margina l schools (i.e. , community colleges, poor 
private institutions, and inferior branche s of state universities) b e 
closed—this politicia n woul d rightl y b e accuse d o f denyin g 
educational opportunit y t o poor , minority , an d non-traditiona l 
students an d o f increasin g elit e advantage . Bu t sinc e it' s bee n 
made b y academi c leftists , thi s proposa l ha s bee n greete d a s a 
pragmatic attempt to lessen the exploitation of graduate students. 
(270) 

Neilson an d Meyerso n g o on , i n a  footnote , t o clai m tha t "althoug h w e 
don't mea n t o impug n thei r motives , it' s worth notin g tha t thi s proposa l 
requires n o sacrific e o f Berub e an d Nelson. " Indeed , the y claim , Nelso n 
and I  stan d t o profi t b y ou r proposal : "wit h fewe r graduat e programs , 
their status (bot h i n professional reputatio n an d financial  reward ) i s likely 
to b e enhanced " (272) . That' s a  nic e touch , comin g fro m peopl e wh o 
don't mea n t o impug n m y motives . Bu t i t doesn' t mak e sense . Unde r 
the curren t dispensatio n o f ran k an d reward , Illinoi s doe s no t becom e 
more prestigiou s whe n Nort h Dakot a o r Valparais o close s a  program , 
and Illinoi s i s no t s o loft y a  location a s to b e exemp t fro m th e sacrifice s 
attendant o n a n austerit y economy . As a  matter o f fact , Illinois' s Englis h 
department ha s drasticall y cu t bac k o n th e numbe r o f graduat e student s 
it admit s (whil e maintainin g a  diverse studen t populatio n tha t give s th e 
lie to the "younger , whiter , wealthier" line) ; at around on e hundred, our s 
is the smalles t graduat e progra m i n th e Bi g Ten—half th e siz e o f places 
like Indian a o r Michigan , an d les s tha n one-thir d o f th e siz e o f th e 
Virginia progra m fro m whic h I  graduate d i n 1989 . Mos t o f ou r recen t 
Ph.D.s, fo r thei r part , ar e quit e bitte r abou t thei r lous y jo b prospects , 
and som e hav e emphaticall y suggeste d closin g th e progra m altogether . 
Neither Car y Nelson no r I  have "benefited " fro m thi s development , an d 
we sure as hell haven' t pockete d an y spare change b y it , either . 

But Neilso n an d Meyerson' s critiqu e involve s som e crucia l switchin g 
of the dice—i n thi s case , a  shaky an d mistake n analog y betwee n under -
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graduate an d graduat e education . Nelso n an d I  hav e actuall y argue d fo r 
expanded access to the B.A. and M.A . degrees , but when i t comes to larg e 
Ph.D. program s i n th e humanities , w e advocat e mor e centra l plannin g 
in plac e o f th e laissez-faire , let-the-student-bewar e econom y w e hav e 
now. W e believ e i n expandin g th e educationa l franchise , bu t w e don' t 
believe i n expandin g chea p labo r pools . That,  o f course , i s wh y th e 
Berube/Nelson proposal s hav e bee n understoo d a s a  mean s o f opposin g 
the economi c exploitatio n o f graduate students ; it' s certainl y no t becaus e 
Nelson an d I  have been mollycoddle d b y the libera l media . 

Neilson an d Meyerso n hav e on e mor e importan t criticis m o f m y 
proposal t o shrin k doctora l programs , an d thi s criticism, I  believe , speaks 
for itself : 

Especially in recen t years a graduate education i n the humanitie s 
may equally be a political education , a  means by which student s 
learn t o rea d th e historical , social , an d economi c truth s hidde n 
and distorted by capitalist culture . Berube and Nelson's proposa l 
ignores thi s importan t justificatio n fo r maintainin g th e wid e 
availability o f graduat e studie s i n th e humanities . Berub e an d 
Nelson propos e t o reduc e enrollment s i n graduat e programs , 
making th e demystifyin g an d consciousness-raisin g potentia l o f 
these program s availabl e t o a  privilege d few ; ironically , thei r 
solution t o th e crisi s i n highe r educatio n is , i n effect , t o limit 
public access. (271) 

I hope i t will be clear why I  did no t anticipat e thi s argument when I  first 
began t o thin k abou t whethe r th e countr y neede d dozen s o f graduat e 
programs i n Englis h wit h tw o hundre d o r mor e students . A t th e mo -
ment, Englis h department s ma y be placing fewer tha n 2 0 percent o f thei r 
Ph.D.s i n tenure-track jobs; the othe r 80-plu s percen t ar e unemployed o r 
employed i n temporar y position s a t starvatio n wage s withou t benefits , 
and becaus e they'r e o n th e jo b marke t yea r afte r year , th e ML A jo b 
placement statistic s don' t coun t the m a s job seekers . Bu t i n thi s rotte n 
economy, accordin g t o Neilso n an d Meyerson , w e shoul d "maintai n th e 
wide availabilit y of graduate studie s i n th e humanities" : we should admi t 
students t o program s o f stud y i n whic h the y will  devot e seve n t o te n 
years of their lives , during which the y will teach introductor y undergrad -

P R O F E S S I O N A L O B L I G A T I O N S AN D A C A D E M I C S T A N D A R D S 
R71 



uate course s a t abou t $2,50 0 pe r cours e (withou t benefits) , s o that , afte r 
a decade , the y ca n hav e abou t a n 8 0 percen t chanc e o f teachin g piece -
work course s a t loca l college s fo r abou t $1,25 0 pe r cours e (withou t 
benefits). An d th e reaso n w e shoul d continue , an d eve n expand , thi s 
organization o f pedagogica l labo r i s tha t it  will  teach  graduate students 
about capitalism. 

For my part , I  fear tha t th e Neilson/Meyerson pla n wil l work only to o 
well. Graduat e student s wil l lear n abou t capitalism , al l right—no t b y 
having thei r collectiv e consciousnes s raise d i n th e Marxis t graduat e semi -
nar, bu t b y workin g i n academe' s sal t mine s unti l middl e ag e o r there -
abouts, whereupo n the y will  fin d the y ar e th e owner s o f a  postgraduat e 
degree tha t i s practically useless . 

However muc h i t ma y outrage on e particularl y befuddle d win g o f th e 
academic Left , then , m y rational e fo r cuttin g doctora l program s i s bot h 
simple an d reasonable : th e M.A . degre e doe s no t offe r student s th e 
kind o f long-ter m exploitation , disappointment , an d highl y specialize d 
training now associated with th e Ph.D. I t is one thing to put i n anywher e 
from on e t o thre e year s i n postgraduat e study , an d the n pursu e a  career 
in publishing , journalism, advertising , law , o r teachin g secondar y school ; 
it i s another thin g to devot e a  decade or more to professiona l trainin g fo r 
a professio n i n whic h ther e ar e n o jobs . No t onl y i s i t easie r t o chang e 
career direction s a t ag e twenty-fiv e tha n a t thirty-fiv e o r forty ; i t i s als o 
easier t o appl y for jobs outsid e th e moder n language s with a n M.A . tha n 
with a  Ph.D . I t shoul d g o without sayin g tha t i t i s also easie r t o pa y of f 
two years ' wort h o f loan s tha n ten , o r endur e tw o year s o f starvatio n 
wages rather tha n ten . 

The proble m wit h thi s advic e i s tha t i t i s so har d t o give . I  hav e no t 
yet me t th e studen t wh o coul d contemplat e bein g tol d t o sto p afte r th e 
M.A. withou t hearin g th e suggestio n a s a  wholesal e rejectio n o f hi s o r 
her ver y person . Facult y ca n tr y t o say , "yo u ha d bes t no t pursu e this — 
it's highly unlikely to resul t i n anythin g lik e a  rewarding career, " bu t fe w 
students wil l hea r thi s a s anythin g bu t "yo u ha d bes t no t pursu e this — 
you're no t smar t enoug h t o mak e it. " An d sinc e facult y an d graduat e 
students ten d t o have a tremendous emotiona l investmen t i n having thei r 
intellectual talent s validated b y people the y respect , i t i s often impossibl e 
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to hea r a  discouragin g wor d abou t one' s prospect s i n th e professio n 
without takin g i t a s a  judgment o n you r ne t wort h a s a conscious being . 
Add t o thi s th e fac t tha t a t man y schools , th e M.A . degre e ha s n o 
function whatsoeve r sav e as a qualification fo r th e Ph.D. , and you hav e a 
system tha t strongl y discourage s facult y fro m givin g student s hones t 
advice. I  a m no t askin g facult y t o shou t "fire " i n a  packe d theate r s o a s 
to thi n ou t th e crowd ; rather , I  a m askin g facult y t o tel l student s no t t o 
enter burnin g buildings—an d I  a m askin g graduate student s t o tak e th e 
advice in goo d faith . 

But i f ou r goa l i s to restric t acces s t o th e Ph.D . whil e maintainin g o r 
expanding acces s to th e M.A. , the n w e have some problems t o face . Firs t 
of all,  i t i s no t clea r wha t th e M.A . means ; i n som e state s i t count s 
toward certificatio n fo r hig h schoo l teaching , i n som e state s i t doe s not . 
In som e state s i t exist s as an incentiv e fo r curren t hig h schoo l teacher s t o 
get extr a professiona l trainin g i n thei r disciplines , and , maybe , a  raise . 
Second, we run th e ris k of making th e first  years of graduate schoo l eve n 
more tens e tha n the y alread y are , b y fostering a  competition fo r slot s t o 
the doctora l program ; school s tha t d o no t alread y wor k thi s wa y ma y 
well b e loat h t o tr y it . Third , w e ru n th e ris k o f creatin g a  shortag e i n 
the chea p labo r poo l ever y sizabl e universit y need s t o survive : a s Car y 
Nelson write s i n a  recen t issu e o f Social  Text y i t woul d cos t ou r ow n 
English departmen t ove r $4. 5 millio n t o staf f al l our course s with teach -
ers who were paid th e averag e department salar y for faculty , $3. 5 millio n 
to replace al l graduate students with entry-leve l assistan t professors (131) . 
As Illinois's fledgling  Graduat e Employees ' Organizatio n rightl y says , the 
university works becaus e they  do. And las t bu t no t least , we threate n th e 
very existence o f M.A. program s who hop e t o sen d thei r bes t student s t o 
doctoral program s elsewhere . 

All these problems are then compounde d b y the fact tha t any responsi-
ble teacher wh o care s abou t th e stat e o f literary an d cultura l stud y i n th e 
United State s i s inevitably a  personal advertisemen t fo r th e discipline : we 
believe tha t thi s i s among th e mos t intellectuall y challengin g fields  in th e 
contemporary colleg e curriculum ; w e think th e kin d o f intellectual wor k 
we d o i s fundamental t o wha t i t means , socially , politically , an d psycho -
logically, t o b e human ; an d w e therefor e thin k thi s kin d o f stud y i s 
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valuable even i f the vast majority o f our fello w Americans d o no t agree — 
and eve n i f w e don' t believ e ther e i s suc h a  thin g a s "intrinsic " value . 
There i s a  sense i n whic h ever y goo d teache r wants  to recrui t hi s o r he r 
most promisin g student s fo r th e field;  simpl y thin k fo r a  momen t o f 
what i t woul d b e lik e i f w e asked  ou r colleague s t o behav e i n th e 
classroom a s i f the y though t literar y stud y wer e a  vai n an d pointles s 
exercise. 

So we nee d graduat e instructors , bu t th e apprentic e syste m tha t justi -
fies their statu s a s cheap labo r i s in dee p crisis ; we promote th e extraordi -
nary elasticit y an d interdisciplinarit y o f intellectua l wor k i n th e humani -
ties, bu t w e nee d t o discourag e man y o f ou r brightes t student s fro m 
hoping t o joi n th e field;  an d th e onl y plausibl e solutio n t o thi s impass e 
lies i n redefinin g a n M.A . degre e tha t a t th e momen t ha s almos t n o 
definition a t all . 

Our hope , I  hope, lie s in strengthenin g th e tie s between th e M.A . an d 
high school teaching—not onl y in the sense that we should try to offer th e 
degree to more high schoo l English teachers , but als o in the sense that we 
should tr y to imagine the teaching of high school English as a worthy an d 
appropriate career  fo r midleve l graduat e students . I n m y experience , sug -
gesting to student s tha t the y might teac h i n secondar y schools has been a 
little like nominating one' s colleagues for early retirement: here's  the M.A., 
students hear , and  here's  the  map out  of  town. Don't  bother  thinking about 
the power and  prestige of being  a college  professor—here's your free pass to 
Central High. T o student s who regar d hig h schoo l teachin g as somethin g 
unspeakably worse than colleg e teaching , I  have shown th e followin g jo b 
announcements, al l of which, happily enough, appeare d i n the same issue 
of our departmental newslette r one fine spring day: 

College of Lake County. Tenure trac k position t o teach Englis h 
composition an d literature . Cours e load i s 5  sections pe r semes-
ter. Position begins fall 1995 . 
Gustavus Adolphu s College . Seekin g a  perso n t o teac h fro m 
September t o February as a replacement fo r a  professor o n leave. 
The individua l wil l teac h thre e course s (Creativ e Writin g an d 
Ethnic American Literature ) i n th e fal l (Sept . t o Dec. ) an d on e 
course in the January term . 
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Lincoln Lan d Communit y College . Full-tim e tenure-trac k posi -
tion t o teac h five  classes . Shoul d hav e experienc e teachin g th e 
writing proces s a t differen t level s t o bot h traditiona l an d non -
traditional student s and should b e able to teach the ful l rang e of 
the lower division curriculum . 

These cheer y notice s wer e soo n beste d b y anothe r loca l school , whic h 
advertised a  positio n tha t woul d carr y tenur e withou t promotio n fo r a 
salary i n th e lo w twenties : t o th e luck y candidate , a  lifetim e instructor -
ship withou t hop e o f furthe r professiona l reward . I  sho w student s thes e 
notices no t merel y t o frighte n an d depres s the m (thoug h thi s work s lik e 
a charm) , bu t als o t o mak e a  mor e importan t point , namely , tha t 
some opportunitie s i n hig h schoo l teachin g ca n offe r greate r professiona l 
autonomy, mor e substantia l intellectua l rewards , an d bette r pa y tha n 
teaching a t th e colleg e level . As Alison T . Smith , a  199 4 Ph.D. , write s 
in th e 199 6 issu e o f Profession,  secondary schoo l teachin g i s "stil l a n 
ignored market" : eve n thoug h he r ow n experienc e teachin g hig h schoo l 
"proved on e o f th e mos t rewardin g I  eve r had, " still , he r colleague s 
warned he r "no t t o sta y ther e to o lon g les t I  b e labele d a  hig h schoo l 
teacher, whic h woul d foreve r destro y m y prospect s o f gettin g a  seriou s 
job a t th e colleg e level " (69—70) . Smit h no w teache s a t th e Hil l Cente r 
in Durham , Nort h Carolina , a  hig h schoo l fo r student s wit h identifie d 
learning disabilities , an d report s tha t "th e salary , benefits , an d leve l o f 
respect I  receiv e fro m colleague s ar e bette r tha n wha t I  foun d a t th e 
university level" (72) . 

Alison Smith' s experience , a s forme r Illinoi s graduat e student s ca n 
attest, i s not unique . Indeed , fo r ever y student wh o resent s th e advic e t o 
seek a  hig h schoo l job , I  wager , ther e ar e te n mor e wh o wis h they' d 
heard tha t kin d o f advic e si x o r seve n year s ago . No r i s thi s strateg y 
merely a  matte r o f cuttin g ou r losses ; o n th e contrary , i t coul d b e a 
strategy fo r dramaticall y expandin g ou r potentia l publi c constituency . 
The profession a s it now operates seems much mor e interested i n produc -
ing volume afte r volum e o f criticism an d theor y fo r facult y an d graduat e 
students tha n i n disseminatin g som e o f tha t criticis m an d theor y t o 
undergraduates an d hig h schoo l students . Well-trained , unembittered , 
comparatively unexploite d M.A. s migh t perfor m a  crucia l functio n i n 
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serving a s liaison s betwee n graduat e program s an d publi c an d privat e 
secondary education . 

Finally, ther e i s th e questio n o f ho w t o conceiv e graduat e stud y itself : 
how shoul d w e desig n program s o f professiona l trainin g i n a  professio n 
with n o self-descriptio n an d ver y fe w jo b openings ? Shoul d w e tr y t o 
teach t o th e market , whethe r tha t mean s trainin g student s i n masterin g 
the detail s o f th e counterhegemoni c post-excrementa l sublime , o r train -
ing the m t o teac h writin g acros s th e curriculum ? Eve n i f we kne w wha t 
the marke t woul d b e lik e i n th e yea r 2005— a surplu s o f Victorianists ! 
Postmodernists dow n lVs!—woul d w e be justified i n redesignin g gradu -
ate study so as best to allow the tai l to wag the dog? Some of my student s 
and colleague s loo k aroun d an d say , wha t w e nee d here , i f w e ar e t o 
survive into th e twenty-firs t century , i s queer theor y and cultura l studies . 
Others propos e a  greate r emphasi s o n th e traditiona l period s o f literar y 
history, o n th e ground s tha t ne w Ph.D. s will  likel y hav e t o b e broa d 
generalists. Stil l others recommend tha t student s carr y at least a  subspeci-
alty in rhetori c an d composition . 

I di d no t sav e this questio n fo r las t becaus e I  find  i t easies t t o answer . 
I wan t t o argu e tha t graduat e program s shoul d recogniz e tha t theor y i s 
now a n integra l par t o f th e regim e o f professiona l training , s o muc h s o 
that searc h committee s n o longe r hav e t o stipulat e tha t the y wan t a n 
Americanist wh o doe s theory : th e theor y part , i t coul d b e said , goe s 
without saying . An d ye t relativel y fe w graduat e program s offe r broa d 
introductory course s i n interpretiv e theory . Al l to o often , th e resul t i s 
that student s encounte r specialize d graduate-leve l course s i n theor y with -
out havin g take n th e equivalen t o f survey course s i n theory ; "when, " m y 
students hav e asked  me , "wa s I  suppose d t o hav e rea d Lacan ? Wa s I 
absent th e da y they assigne d Bakhti n an d everybod y move d o n t o In  the 
Wake of  Bakhtin?'  I n m y ow n department , then , th e patter n i s tha t 
theory-laden courses  ar e mos t plentifu l a t th e opposit e end s o f th e 
curriculum: a t th e 40 0 level , where the y ar e taugh t exclusivel y t o gradu -
ate students , an d a t th e 10 0 level , wher e the y ar e taugh t exclusivel y by 
graduate students . We hav e no t ye t devise d a n intermediar y progra m b y 
which w e woul d determin e wha t i t i s tha t w e expec t ou r graduat e 
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students t o kno w befor e the y develo p thei r ow n courses , an d i n thi s 
respect, I  will hazard, we are not alone . 

To pu t thi s poin t anothe r way , i f we conceiv e o f cultura l studies , fo r 
instance, as something tha t can be taught onl y by specialists to specialists , 
then cultura l studie s wil l becom e jus t anothe r ite m i n th e theory-surve y 
curriculum alongsid e deconstructio n an d ne w historicism , structuralis m 
and psychoanalysis . Bu t i f we conceiv e o f cultura l studies—an d theor y 
more generally—a s somethin g tha t i s potentially a s relevant t o freshma n 
writing a s it i s to graduat e seminars , the n perhap s we can begi n t o mak e 
productive us e o f th e multipl e theoretica l paradigm s currentl y operatin g 
in the profession withou t overspecializin g or underpreparing thos e gradu -
ate student s wh o d o choos e t o see k th e Ph.D . W e can , i n othe r words , 
escape th e illogi c o f th e curren t syste m tha t ask s jo b candidate s t o b e 
brilliant, origina l researcher s u p unti l the y receiv e a n ML A interview , 
and the n t o b e all-purpos e generalist s wh o ca n teac h writing , Shake -
speare, an d th e Histor y o f th e Englis h Languag e onc e the y arriv e o n 
campus. Bu t w e ca n d o thi s onl y i f we recogniz e tha t Ph.D . program s 
are designe d fo r specifi c professiona l training . Thi s mean s tha t w e nee d 
to sto p behavin g a s i f advance d graduat e stud y i s self-justified , a s th e 
pursuit o f knowledge an d th e enhancemen t o f th e lif e o f th e mind , an d 
that w e need t o pla n t o trai n student s fo r a  profession i n which theoreti -
cal specialist s ar e mos t ofte n marketabl e onl y i f the y ca n presen t th e 
principles o f advanced literar y and cultura l theor y in th e ful l rang e of th e 
lower division curriculum . 

In the meantime, one pedestrian poin t abou t unions , wages, and benefits . 
I hav e alread y admitte d tha t i n mos t universities , i t i s impossibl e fo r 
English departments—o r mos t othe r academi c departments—t o func -
tion withou t a  large poo l o f exploite d studen t labor . Regardles s o f wha t 
happens t o th e jo b market , school s will  neve r b e willin g o r abl e t o pa y 
graduate teachin g assistant s a  livin g wag e fo r thei r work . Car y Nelso n 
and I  hav e floated  th e les s expensiv e bu t equall y quixoti c proposa l tha t 
they b e pai d enoug h t o liv e o n throug h th e summer , bu t o n th e whole , 
we realiz e tha t n o on e i s goin g t o pum p a  fe w millio n dollar s int o 
English department s merel y because i t migh t mak e fo r tolerabl e workin g 
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conditions amon g th e teacher s wh o d o th e bul k o f writin g instructio n 
for incomin g undergraduates . Man y faculty , accordingly , d o no t se e th e 
value o f graduat e studen t unions , an d canno t b e persuade d t o suppor t 
their formation , particularl y a t school s wher e th e facult y themselve s ar e 
averse to union s an d therefor e hav e no capacit y fo r collectiv e bargaining . 
Indeed, i t would eve n b e possible t o imagin e a  critical mas s o f antiunio n 
faculty a t a n Iv y League university . Bu t excep t i n suc h case s of deliberat e 
malice, mos t facult y ar e uninvolve d i n graduat e students ' effort s t o 
unionize becaus e the y d o no t se e the point : graduat e student s hav e bee n 
eloquent an d threadbar e sinc e th e day s o f Raskolnikov . 'Twa s alway s 
thus. 

But fe w olde r faculty , I  wager, hav e an y idea what i t i s like t o liv e fo r 
the bette r par t o f a  decad e withou t adequat e healt h insurance . Car y 
Nelson an d I  have argued tha t graduate teachin g assistants with five years 
of servic e shoul d b e veste d i n thei r universities ' retiremen t plans ; w e 
would lik e to se e universities develo p san e chil d car e policie s a s well, bu t 
since s o fe w hav e don e s o eve n fo r faculty , w e despai r o f seein g th e da y 
when graduat e student s ar e entitle d t o universit y chil d car e a s well . 
Health insurance , however , i s very muc h a  negotiabl e item , particularl y 
since mos t graduat e student s ar e relativel y youn g an d mos t universitie s 
buy insuranc e package s fo r larg e groups . Th e facult y wh o receive d thei r 
Ph.D.s bac k when healt h car e and carfar e cos t thirty-five cent s cannot b e 
expected t o understan d th e pligh t o f student s payin g $1,20 0 fo r swiss -
cheese coverage , bu t the y mus t b e mad e to . Tim e an d agai n I  hav e 
shocked m y colleague s b y informin g the m tha t afte r I  wa s n o longe r 
covered unde r m y parents ' denta l plan , I  waited fou r year s befor e seein g 
a dentist i n 1985 , right before  m y wedding, an d the n waited anothe r five 
until 1990 , whe n I  wa s hire d a t Illinois . O r b y informin g the m tha t 
Janet an d I  wer e s o thrille d t o find  i n 198 6 tha t ou r studen t polic y 
would cove r th e cos t o f a  hospita l maternit y roo m tha t w e neglecte d t o 
realize tha t th e insuranc e compan y would pa y only fo r Janet's stay in th e 
hospital—which wa s n o grea t burde n fo r ou r insurers , a s i t turne d out , 
since the y bille d th e roo m t o ou r newbor n bab y Nichola s instead . To o 
late, we realized tha t i f we had give n birt h t o a  nonbillable entit y such a s 
a cat , w e woul d hav e bee n i n th e clear ; bu t becaus e w e ha d a  child,  we 
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were therefor e liabl e for  a s muc h o f ou r hospita l cost s a s coul d b e 
assigned t o a  human being . 

It too k u s five years t o retir e tha t debt , bu t that' s no t th e point . Par t 
of the poin t i s that jus t before  Nic k was born , I  agreed t o tak e Virginia' s 
M.A. exa m s o tha t I  woul d qualif y a s a  Virgini a alumnu s an d becom e 
eligible fo r specia l rate s o n lif e insuranc e availabl e throug h th e Virgini a 
Alumni Association . That , fo r me , wa s th e functio n o f th e M.A . i n 
English: i t gave me membership i n a  group tha t coul d bu y life insurance . 
But th e large r poin t i s tha t th e professio n o f Englis h i s a n increasingl y 
dehumanizing an d dispiritin g affai r fo r eve n (o r especially ) th e mos t 
ardent lover s o f literatur e an d literar y study . I f th e unionizatio n o f ou r 
graduate students ca n make our collective enterprise less dehumanizing — 
and i t can—the n w e are bound t o suppor t it . Fo r th e stil l larger poin t i s 
that a  profession tha t tolerate s an d perpetuate s suc h condition s i s neithe r 
professional no r defensible . I f you ad d th e working condition s o f gradu -
ate student s t o th e figure  I'v e cite d earlier—namely , tha t 4 5 percen t o f 
the professoriat e consist s o f part-tim e laborers—you'l l realiz e tha t i n 
structural terms , th e jo b o f teachin g college , fo r th e majorit y o f recen t 
Ph.D.s tryin g t o ge t tha t job , ha s mor e i n commo n wit h th e jo b o f 
picking orange s tha n wit h th e jo b o f practicin g law . Whateve r ou r 
academic standards—b e w e ne w historicist s o r ne w critics , multicultur -
alists o r Eurocentrists , youn g turk s o r ol d guard—i t i s ou r professiona l 
obligation t o d o whatever we can t o chang e tha t fo r th e better . 
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