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technical and scientific knowledge, with all of the “basic” research into
more fundamental processes of nature that that requires. As long as society
needs to perform complex calculations or build new structures, we need
mathematicians and architects. As long as we rely on natural resources, or
care about the welfare of anything other than Homo sapiens, we need to have
biologists and ecologists. As long as we read literature, or place our own
lives in the stream of the past, or disagree about politics and policies, we will
need the humanities and social sciences. The rub, of course, is that people as
a whole don’t agree about these things, and experts may disagree more.
That disagreement is essential to intellectual inquiry—and in the case of
questions that bear on ethics and public life, it is a precondition of 2 demo-
cratic society.

And so free speech is not only an attribute attached to individual aca-
demics (or anybody else), but rather necessary to make teaching and re-
search actually serve a purpose beyond the gratification or advancement of
whoever’s performing it. A school where teachers and researchers tremble
in fear that colleagues, administrators, legislators, donors, or even students
or the public may disagree with something they write or say in lecture is
only the shadow of a university. But most adjuncts had better tremble, if
they want to be employed next semester. “The teachers who must go, hand
in hand, every year . . . indefinitely into the future, to ask if they may stay,”
says the American Association of University Professors policy on non-
tenurable appointments, “are not teachers who can feel free to speak and
write the truth as they see it.” The more cautious will “avoid controversy in
their classes or with the deans and department heads on whose good will
they are dependent upon for periodic reappointment.” A blistering course
evaluation, a political disagreement with a regular faculty member, a per-
ceived personal slight: any of these can easily get you fired in a hurry.2!

Professors, of course, have no more reason than anybody else to expect
freedom from evaluation or scrutiny of their work. In fact, the tenure sys-
tem is primarily a way of enshrining professional self-regulation, not of en-
suring lifelong employment. Academics should be evaluated only by other
experts, the reasoning goes, just as doctors set standards for medical schools
and the criteria for the legal practice of medicine. Shifting political fortunes
or the arbitrary will of a hostile dean or angry trustee will less frequently in-
terfere with peer evaluation of teaching ability and research accomplish-
ments than in the case of typical at-will employment. Whether there are
other viable—or even better-—ways of protecting academic freedom is an
issue that we address in the conclusion to this volume. But it is clear that the
erosion of tenure has grim consequences for free speech and the protection
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of the curriculum from idiotic “streamlining.” At Bennington, for example,
the pattern of firings reveals a clear retaliation by the president and board
against faculty who had opposed earlier restructuring proposals. Twenty-
three of the twenty-six faculty who signed a 1992 petition against the denial
of tenure to one of their colleagues were fired after the elimination of
tenure, as were prominent faculty opponents of past curricular restructur-
ing. When the University of Minnesota proposed massively altering tenure
in 1996, the administration sought to insert a contractual clause that reeks of
the big-brother practices of the private sector, where freedom of speech is a
joke. Professors could be dismissed or sanctioned, the university proposed,
for failing to demonstrate “a proper attitude of industry and cooperation
with others within and without the university’s community.”22

If the institution of tenure provides tenure-track faculty with far greater
freedom of speech than in almost any other line of work, there is no reason
to think that landing a tenure-track job makes a person a better teacher than
his or her colleagues who didn’t. Indeed, given the heavier weight allotted
scholarship in tenure and promotion decisions at leading universities, get-
ting a good job may actually make you a worse teacher. And since virtually
all long-term adjuncts do is teach, they’re likely to develop their teaching
skills more quickly and to adapt them to a wider range of venues. Neverthe-
less, since adjuncts have no long-term relationship with their employer,
their fellow teachers, or their students, an adjunct faculty as a whole cannot
mount a first-class curriculum. “It is difficult to develop a coherent curricu-
lum, maintain uniform standards for evaluating students’ performance, or
establish continuity between and among courses,” notes the AAUP, “when
major academic responsibilities are divided among ‘transient’ and regular
faculty.” How can you have a community of learning, any sense of shared
purpose, or the synergy that is at the heart of a great college education, if
you don’t even have faculty and students who know one another?23

"The specific working condition of adjuncts makes it extremely difficult
to sustain excellent teaching. Grade inflation and other forms of pandering
to short-term student interests are a constant temptation, since reappoint-
ment often hinges on zero complaints and high evaluations. Schedules are
so crazy and teaching loads so heavy that keeping up with new research is
difficult. Years and years of falling behind in a field, of course, eventually
makes your teaching outdated. Even those instructors fresh from graduate
school, who can easily translate current knowledge in their fields into the
classroom, must dumb down assignments if they are to keep up with their
hundreds of students in multiple classes at multiple institutions. “[T]he
challenge for you as an adjunct,” Jill Carroll tells her readers, “is to stream-
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line both the creation and the grading of course assignments for efficiency
and quality.” Specifically, essay questions should “push the students to syn-
thesize and critically evaluate as well as make it easy for you to quickly scan
for key phrases and ideas in their answers . . . know exactly what you want
from the students in their answers, write the questions with that in mind,
and then evaluate their answers with a view toward those specific items.”2*

Like the rest of the survival techniques that adjuncts must adopt, these
steps are eminently rational. Predictability, uniformity, and hurried “scan-
ning” will make your job easier. But ultimately the logic of efficiency and
the logic of education are at odds. Powerful writing is not a simple matter of
the ritualistic invocation of key phrases or the process of conforming to a
pre-set mold—if it were, the efforts to design computer programs to grade
essays might actually have succeeded. Grappling with course material is not
the same as regurgitating Carroll’s list of specifics. The culture of one edu-
cational institution is not the same as another. Nor are student expectations,
abilities, or preparedness. Administrators seeking flexible and interchange-
able labor must treat their adjunct teachers as standardized production in-
puts, and these teachers in turn have every incentive to internalize this
logic. What this false standardization gains in efficiency, however, it more
than loses in educational quality.

Classroom instruction is not the only way that universities teach their
students. The institution that encourages vigorous intellectual debates on
ethical and political issues, but refuses to release information on its own in-
vestment policies, for example, sends an important message about the limits
of free inquiry and the “proper” bounds of political questioning. In my ex-
perience, students are keenly aware of the status of their instructors. At a
prestigious research university like Yale, the strange combination of teach-
ing assistants and academic luminaries sends the clear message that educa-
tion is only about mingling with the famous and catching some nuggets of
wisdom while on the way to a high-paying job with the diploma thus ac-
quired. (And in this job, no doubt they will encounter another servant class
awaiting their commands.) At almost all institutions, exchanges with one’s
peers in a discussion section, learning new techniques in a lab, or struggling
over writing are not actually critical parts of becoming an educated person.
Why else would poorly paid instructors whom you may never see again be
hired to lead them? How could something important happen in venues led
by such obviously unimportant people?

This message only furthers the logic of casualization, of course: univer-
sity education, it suggests, is not about what happens in class, but about
what you can do with your credential. Just go to enough classes and do
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enough work to get your degree (or, at high-powered places, meet the right
people): it might land you a better job than the poor schmucks who taught
your classes.

The Faculty, against Itself

So casualization creates enormous costs for educators and education itself.
But there’s something deceptive about dwelling at length on the hard lot of
adjuncts and the declining respect for liberal education: it obscures the facts
that there are winners—big winners—in the restructuring of academic em-
ployment. Despite the focus of this chapter on teaching labor, it’s worth re-
membering that a third of full-time faculty report that teaching is not their
primary duty. The time that these faculty spend on research and adminis-
trative duties is made possible by the employment of cheap adjunct labor to
meet the resulting teaching needs. It is thus no coincidence that the teaching
expectations for ladder faculty at eminent universities declined in the late
1970s to the now-standard load of two courses or fewer each semester. This
process of substitution is most directly visible when ladder faculty take a
sabbatical or other research leave. Their courses are most often taught by
adjuncts paid somewhere between $2,000 and $3,000 for each course, a
small fraction of the equivalent pay for the person being replaced. And even
when more elite faculty are teaching their normal load, adjuncts are most
likely to teach the lower level, “basic” courses that are less “sexy” to teach—
and further removed from the research agendas of senior faculty. A “shrink-
ing Brahmin class of professorial-rank faculty enjoys academic careers and
compensation commensurate with advanced training,” noted a conference
of ten disciplinary associations a few years ago, “while a growing class of
‘untouchable’ educational service workers can obtain only poorly remuner-
ated semester-to-semester jobs that offer no career prospects.”?

The faculty who most directly benefit from the casualization of academic
labor are those who teach at research universities with large doctoral pro-
grams. Ph.D. candidates do most of the “gut” teaching, almost entirely
staffing entry-level composition courses and running the discussion and labo-
ratory sessions (always heavy on grading) of large lecture courses. In these
formats, faculty need only deliver lectures (generally already well developed)
several times a week, with a minimum of time actually spent with students.
Their small teaching loads and the resulting time freed for research and pub-
lication are thua directly made possible by the labor of their own graduate stu-
dents. Once again, university studies prior to the current rash of graduate
student orgenixing were quite open about this point. “{A] number of depart-
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ments have reduced the number of courses expected of full-time ladder fac-
ulty,” a Yale committee reported in 1989, “in part in response to the decrease
in teaching loads at universities with which Yale competes for faculty.” This
reduction “has also contributed to an increase in the amount of teaching done
by graduate students,” it concluded. A Monopoly-like board game developed
by a former academic who was denied tenure offers a more poetic description
of this dynamic. Various cards—that indicate being published in the “New
York Review of Each Other’s Books,” getting a research grant, or securing a
course load reduction—help players advance to tenure, the game’s object. Al-
though the “most frequently used desirable card is represented by a kiss
planted on the rear end of a donkey,” a graduate assistant card, which indi-
cates “someone to do your work,” is also a valuable commodity. But watch
out: 2 “Would you like fries with that?” card, which indicates “that the grad-
uate student has left to enter a workforce that has no use for his academic
skills,” can cancel out your advantage.26

The severe bifurcation in the fortunes of faculty members makes it much
more difficult for them to respond to the casualization of academic labor. At
a minimum, the social gulf between ladder faculty and adjuncts means that
the former—who have considerable power within their institutions—are
simply unaware of the working lives of their less fortunate colleagues. They
may not even know who they are—just the strangers who sometimes use the
collective office down the hall, or somebody in jacket or dress they occasion-
ally see leaving a classroom. As a consequence, ladder faculty are often un-
aware of just how much of the teaching labor of their institution is accounted
for by gypsy scholars. “Who are these people?” a senior professor friend of
mine wanted to know after we released the results of the Yale teaching labor
study. A brilliant scholar and gentle soul, he simply had no idea who was
doing a considerable portion of the teaching in his own department.

Sometimes, of course, this ignorance is willful. Many of those on the
winning end of the academic class divide know that some of the benefits of
their position are made possible by the hard and poorly paid labor of others.
Faculty at research universities are particularly aware of the contribution of
their teaching assistants, as shown if by nothing else than their loud cries of
outrage when strikes confront them with the true workload their lecture
courses require. Such knowledge, of course, does not necessarily lead to soli-
darity. Corey Robin’s article in this collection (chapter 7) vividly demon-
strates how faculty at Yale crushed their own students’ strike, often in flagrant
contradiction of the views they professed in decades of scholarship. Self-
declared radicals and liberals were just as likely to join this effort as were more
conservative professors, suggesting that the academic “culture wars” of the
last decades have obscured the more fundamental academic class divide.
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Even when such blatant hypocrisy is not at play, however, the interests
of tenure-stream faculty prevent a more vigorous professional response to
the use of casual labor. Every discipline has at least one professional associa-
tion, an organization that publishes a prominent journal in the field, runs a
large annual meeting, articulates professional standards for scholarship and
teaching, and that often represents the field to the government and the pub-
lic at large. What these organizations generally have not done—at least not
effectively or vigorously—is to address the yawning academic class divide.
As Cary Nelson points out in this volume, the “shame” factor and the legit-
imation of collective action that these associations could provide might be
quite powerful. So why have they been so lethargic, in the face of decades of
degradation of the craft? Perhaps because of the power of senior faculty
within these organizations. Professional associations “have not acted against
members who exploit adjunct instructors,” writes longtime adjunct P. D.
Lesko. “Were they to do so, I am sure that we would see a tremendous out-
cry from tenured and tenure-track faculty members. Yes, to put it bluntly,
they are the ones who benefit tremendously from the use of adjuncts.”?’

Sporadic small-arms fire is more characteristic of the academic class
war, however, than are the still infrequent open struggles between adjuncts
and tenure-stream faculty. The running friction between the two groups
generally takes the form of condescension from senior faculty, or of their
outright blaming of adjuncts for the teaching problems created by adjunct-
hood. Although they are much better off and generally know it, established
faculty are also often aware that in the long run they have something to fear
from gypsy teachers. They could easily be replaced, after all, with dozens
and dozens of enthusiastic and dedicated teachers willing to work for wages
far below their own.

Adjuncts, on the other hand, are not in much of a position to take out their
frustration on their higher-ups. But much of the disillusionment with the
tenure system among younger teachers is the product of their sense that they
have as much to fear from their “colleagues” as from administrators. A recent
survey indicates that nearly 40 percent of young faculty agreed with the state-
ment that “abolition of tenure would, on the whole, improve the quality of
higher education.” And who can blame them? Designed to be a bulwark pro-
tecting the entire profession from harmful outside interference, the tenure
system is instead experienced by some as a pernicious hierarchy within the
profession itself, one that gives inordinate power to senior professors.28

The widening gulf within the professoriate is an appropriate closing
fugue to an examination of the casualization of academic labor. Just as is
true of the use of casual labor in the economy as a whole, academic restruc-
turing has b MR AAIRA #YSN A8 it has hurt many. A tenurc-track job at
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major university today is in many ways a mighty cushy job. Despite the rit-
ual whining of these faculty about their salaries, the idiocy of their col-
leagues, the ineptness of their administrators, the ignorance of their
students, and so on, very few people on the planet exercise as much control
over their daily working lives. This shrinking minority of the professoriate
works long and hard, but on subjects of their own choosing; they have to be
in a classroom or in their office a scant few hours a week. They can teach
their classes, most of which are in areas of their own choosing, as they see
fit. They have substantial time for their own research and reading—indeed,
probably more time than their counterparts several decades ago. Those with
tenure can lose the motivation to update their teaching or continue their
scholarship with no fear of being fired.

As winners of the academic lottery, perhaps senior faculty members
should feel content about the direction of the academy. But with the excep-
tion of uniquely smug and dysfunctional faculty cultures at places like Yale,
they don’t. In the first place, this is simply because they have too many
friends, spouses, and students who live on the other side of the academic
class divide to ignore the high human costs of the casualization of academic
labor. It is also because many see the logic of the corporate university de-
grade their own work and twist their own students’ expectations. But above
all, it is because in the end most teachers have a reflexive commitment to the
values of liberal education and an appreciation of their emancipatory poten-
tial. Most everybody I know who does what I do pursued a career in higher
education for the best of reasons: not just that it would land us a cushy job,
but that we would work with our students as they struggled to gain basic
reading and writing skills, that we would help them open their eyes to new
ways of seeing the world, and that we would ourselves discover important
new information or techniques.

We do a good job of it, too: people come from all over the world to study
with us. What truly rankles those who grasp the monstrous dimensions of
academic downsizing is not just that it has made the lives of many of our
friends and colleagues so unreasonably difficult, but also that it insults the
higher purposes of what we do. This sense of outrage—not of entitlement
for ourselves, but of anger at the corruption of our calling—is what will help
all professors realize that casualization threatens both the economic security
of academics and the dignity of our calling. As graduate students keep rat-
tling the cage, as adjuncts become more mobilized, and as ladder faculty
finally wake up and smell the coffee, perhaps we will find that a shared com-
mitment to the value of education can unite us.

SECTION TwO

LLaboring Within

As section 1 indicated, the growing prominence of online education, the rise
of for-profit universities like the University of Phoenix, the use of corporate
management techniques such as merit pay, and the growing use of casual
teaching labor are dramatically transforming the academy. Higher educa-
tion looks and feels much different than it did a generation ago, for students,
teachers, and administrators alike.

The essays in section 2 take us into the heart of these transformations,
not so much by explaining how they came about, but rather by presenting
their human side. They all focus on a number of questions: What is it like to
teach in the modern university? What do the increased attention to efficiency
and the casualization of labor mean for the workaday lives of hundreds of
thousand of instructors? How do new management practices alter relations
among teachers? To what extent are teachers and students forced to recon-
sider the purposes of education and the significance of their role in it?

Kevin Mattson begins by describing his transition from graduate stu-
dent to adjunct teacher. Like so many who received Ph.D.s in the last dec-
ade, Mattson watched the sweeping intellectual ambitions of his graduate
study collide with the reality of adjunct teaching. Prepared for membership
in an elite guild, where he would steadily climb the ladder from apprentice,
to journeyman, and finally to master practitioner, he found himself instead
in danger of becoming a permanent journeyman. Living for ideas, the origi-
nal intention behind getting his Ph.D., gave way to living for work—the
constant writing and rewriting of lectures to tailor them for the different in-
stitutions, class lengths, and students, the perpetual drives and interminable
bus rides, Rather than n liberating example of free-agent enterprise or aca-
demic entropreneurship, his work was just that: work. And not at a particu-
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