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			Advance Praise for As Professors Lay Dying

			“This is more than a piece of high-quality observation. Beneath the droll vignettes runs an earnest faith we absolutely must sustain: liberal education and the teachers who prevail are crucial to civil society and enlightened culture. If we allow the noble practice of teaching to deteriorate, Berlinerblau rightly insists, we jeopardize all the other things we hold dear.”

			—Mark Bauerlein, 
Author of The Dumbest Generation

			“[A] passionate, important jeremiad.… Berlinerblau writes eloquently about the goal of ‘thoughtfulness’ as the quality that good teachers most want to encourage in their students.”

			—Kim Phillips-Fein, The New York Times

			“Berlinerblau’s book often reads like a comic campus novel.”

			—Jonathan Marks, Commentary

			“With remarkable clarity, the book has articulated how professors feel separated from the mainstream, rather than being integral to it.… His book therefore is narrated with hard-earned wisdom and he has alerted the world of academics on flaws which need to be addressed in the realms of higher education.”

			—The Statesman

			“Whether you are just beginning the college search or are already well on your way to completing your bachelor’s degree—or are a parent of such a student—read Campus Confidential. You will be more informed about what actually goes on in college teaching and counseled on how to seek out really good professors. Teaching is only one component of a college education, albeit an indispensable one.”

			—Dennis Bogusz, Lire, Ecrire, Penser
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			“[I]t’s true that Molière was working in comedy, and the same problem always arises: you always end up crashing into the same difficulty, which is that life, fundamentally, is not comical.”

			Michel Houellebecq, The Possibility of an Island

		

	
		
			Preface to the Second Edition

			As Professors Lay Dying

			I no longer advise my students to pursue a doctorate in the liberal arts and become a professor just like me. That’s a pretty effortless moral flex on my part because not one of them has ever expressed an interest in pursuing a doctorate. Even fewer want to be anything like me.

			I totally get where they’re coming from. Why any American would clamber up the Alp that leads to becoming a credentialed scholar is beyond my comprehension. Graduate students currently scaling these heights arouse not my sentimentality, but my suspicions. When I chance upon an apprentice art historian, or cultural sociologist, I usually assume they are:

			a)The son, daughter, or gender-fluid scion of a memecoin billionaire

			b)Someone whose grip on reality is tenuous

			c)A perv trawling the Quad for ass

			d)a, b, and probably c

			I wrote the book that you are about to read during Donald J. Trump’s first presidency, a little less than ten years ago. Back in 2017, I still held out hope that we professors could fix our problem. Our problem was the steady disappearance of tenure-track jobs amid an academic labor force being reduced to poverty. Tenure, I’d be the first to admit, is a peculiar and flawed institution. The first edition of this book, entitled Campus Confidential: How College Works, and Doesn’t, for Professors, Parents and Students, spent a good deal of time trying to explain the tenure system to puzzled laypersons.

			I certainly didn’t ignore tenure’s flaws, nor was I uncritical of professors. So much so that during a media hit for this book one interviewer quipped, “I take it you’re not the most popular guy in the faculty lounge.”

			“Correct,” I responded. “But then again,” I continued, “faculty lounges don’t exist anymore.”

			I always thought that was a most instructive exchange.

			Although I was critical of my colleagues, I was—and remain—convinced that if tenure undergoes its anticipated extinction event (which I and others have been predicting for years), there will be catastrophic ripple effects.1 Without tenure there can be no academic freedom. And without academic freedom, a whole set of outcomes with lethal implications for our democracy ensue. How would a scholar whose research exposes the corruption of memecoin billionaires ever remain employed if tenure did not exist?

			Call this the “Jane Stanford Scenario.” In 1900, before there was tenure, Ms. Stanford (yes, of that Stanford) had no qualms about sacking an economist on the faculty who criticized railroad magnates (like the Stanfords).2 This reminds us that without tenure, the wealthy and powerful can and will silence every last critical voice. I would be remiss, however, if I didn’t mention that the martyred professor in question, Edwin A. Ross, was a eugenicist and an anti-Asian loon.3 This reminds me to state one of the core lessons of this book: everything that happens on campus is a lot more complicated than it initially seems and is kind of, grimly, funny.

			Anyhow, tenure’s slow demise is often seen as “our” (i.e., the professors’) problem, and it certainly is. But I’ve always felt that it’s your problem too—and by “you” I mean those who are springing for undergraduate tuition. What you—mom, dad, gramma, anonymous benefactor, whoever—are paying for, especially at elite colleges, is bad and indifferent college teaching.

			My thesis is that there is a causal link between the professoriate’s misery and the poor product we deliver in the classroom. So, when I talk about how to choose a college, I try to demonstrate how the suffering of scholars impacts the kid sitting in the lecture hall. I’ll often function as something of a sommelier of the professoriate, albeit one very eager to direct your attention to the bad vintages, the bottles born of floods and nuclear fallout.

			When I first published this book, I still believed that we, the professors, could course correct. We could restore the tenure system and renew our commitment to educating our students well. We could, at the very least, give it “the old college try.” I used my winged words to rally my colleagues like a linebacker delivering an emotional pregame speech: “JOB SECURITY AND PEDAGOGY ON 3. 1-2-3!”

			The Extinction Event

			Now, during Donald Trump’s second presidency, I no longer deliver motivational speeches. The new title of this second edition, As Professors Lay Dying, aptly sums up why I think pep talks are of no use. Do morticians encourage their cadavers to “stay positive”?

			I want to stress, however, that the looming annihilation of the professoriate is not mainly the forty-fifth and forty-seventh president’s doing, or that of the Republican Party, which he has cast in his own image. Don’t get me wrong: the GOP has certainly been doing its best to immiserate professors. In 2021, JD Vance dubbed higher education “the enemy.” He continued that “we have to honestly and aggressively attack the universities in this country.” That is exactly what we are seeing today—minus the honesty.4 When The End arrives, the MAGA movement will board its monster trucks, flag-bearing trikes and tricked out Teslas and take a victory lap. The unspeakable truth, however, is that our wounds are largely self-inflicted.

			Before I get to that, permit me to bring you up to speed on some statistics I cited in the first edition. These will help you grasp why I am so pessimistic about the guild’s future. In 1976, the percentage of professors who rode the tenure line nationally was 55.8 percent.5 In 1989, it was 46.8 percent.6 In 2007, it was 31.2 percent.7 In 2021, it was 23 percent.8 Notice a trend?

			These data points mesh seamlessly with another set of gloomy figures. In the same period, there have been massive increases in the percentage of non-tenured professors—47 percent in 1987, to over two-thirds (68 percent) in 2021.9 The non-tenured go by many titles and designations (e.g., part-time faculty, Contingent faculty, lecturers, adjuncts, postdocs, professors of the practice, etc.). In Chapters 2, 3, and 4, I will explain to you what all of these terms mean. Yet, the point is clear: the ranks of the non-tenured are swelling.

			The problem isn’t that there aren’t any jobs for academicians. There are plenty of jobs, after all student enrollments are booming. The problem is that the jobs are odious. The majority of positions off the tenure track pay poorly—roughly minimum wage in many cases. They offer little or no job security. All of these factors summate, I repeat, to degrade the classroom product that we deliver to the “end user” (i.e., the undergraduate).

			I anticipate that the death blows to tenure will arrive soon. The carnage will begin at public universities in Red States with Republican supermajorities. These legislatures will scale up their practice of “de-tenureification.” It consists of clawing back a title that has already been conferred upon professors. Attempts to take tenure away from the tenured—once an extreme measure reserved for Russian spies, convicted pedophiles and the like—are ratcheting up in states like Indiana, Tennessee, Florida, Ohio, and Texas to name but a few.10

			Surely, de-tenureification will receive a huge boost from the MAGA movement’s gleeful penchant for firing public employees. As I write this book, tens of thousands of federal workers are being laid off by a unit known as the Department of Government Efficiency (DOGE). The DOGE ethos, I suspect, will soon migrate from the federal government to state houses. Intrepid cost cutters will go looking into the personnel files of scholars at public colleges and universities, in search of:

			1)Tenured professors whose whereabouts are completely unknown

			2)Tenured professors who do very little teaching

			3)Tenured professors who teach very poorly according to the metrics college administrators use

			4)Tenured professors who publish no discernible scholarly research

			5)Tenured professors whose published research is mind-numbingly obscure, incomprehensible to all but specialists, or just sounds weird

			6)Tenured professors whose scholarly research is stridently partisan (or not to the GOP’s liking)

			7)Tenured professors who share their anti-MAGA hot takes on X, Meta, Bluesky, their WhatsApp group chats, yardsigns, and so forth

			These criteria, when taken together, cover roughly 102 percent of the faculty at any college or university in America. I teach at a private university, but if the criteria above were applied to me, I don’t see how I could make it past number six. I’ve never felt that my research is stridently partisan. But as the DOGE experience teaches us, in America today there are no firm principles or objective standards; there’s only the raw exercise of power.

			A second tenure-destroying practice is more of a blunt force operation. States such as Texas and Indiana have recently proposed all-out bans on tenure at public universities—as in, no one gets tenure ever again.11 These initiatives failed, but not by much. Given the persistence of the modern GOP, we should eventually expect them to succeed.12

			If and when public universities abolish tenure, then this will leave only private universities as the defenders of this institution. Surely, the brave administrators at those schools will preserve the institution of tenure. Surely, those administrators will fight for a foundational scholarly right, one that enhances democracy. Let’s turn to that now.

			The Betrayal

			Under Donald Trump’s watch, the situation for professors is likely to worsen, and rapidly at that. I repeat, however, that the pain we’ve experienced and that we are about to experience is not mostly Trump’s doing. In many ways, it is “our” doing—a combination of betrayals and bad decisions. I want to first talk about the betrayal.

			“Administrative bloat” is a term used to describe an unusual development that has occurred in American higher education over the past three decades. It refers to the increasing devotion of university resources not to researchers and instructors, but to administrators. To give you a sense of the scale of this shift, consider the following: between 1976 and 2018, the number of administrators and other staff grew by 164 percent and 452 percent, respectively.13 By 2017, it was noted that many schools were spending twice as much on administration as on instruction.14

			Before going further, let’s be clear as to what types of administrators are under discussion. I have no indictment to make of lower-level admins. Academic existence is impossible without them. There is just no way to run even the smallest department (and that department is, invariably, the Department of Comparative Literature) without someone skilled in scheduling and budgets, not to mention a host of professor-specific “people skills” that need not detain us here.

			When I carp about administrators, I am talking about the proliferation of upper administrators: the exponentially multiplying deans and deanlets who replaced the professors as the undergraduates’ major “point of contact” with the school; the ever-growing roster of provosts who selectively regulate the faculty; and the presidents and vice presidential staffs that have grown so big their suites occupy entire buildings. Let’s not forget the legal back offices created to defend the university from all manner of litigation, while keeping a watchful eye on the professors (who, I confess, can get into some real trouble—and not always “good trouble”).

			It was these administrators who over decades made the decisions that would break the back of the academic labor force. Their most sinister accomplishment was this: finding ingenious ways to maximize the number of professors teaching undergraduates at the lowest possible wage. And the market, glutted with more and more underemployed PhDs every year, offered up countless opportunities to underpay scholars.

			Which brings us to the betrayal. The upper admins were usually not corporate “suits” or outside consultants hired to “augment efficiencies” and “reduce redundancies.” No, the majority of individuals who participated in the “casualization” of academic labor were academicians themselves. They went to graduate school for a decade and pounded out an unreadable dissertation, like we all did. They taught freshmen and sophomores, and sighed “What’s with kids these days?” like we all did. Maybe they wrote a book or two. They were one of us.

			They then accepted jobs in administration and proceeded to ratfuck their brethren.

			In what other profession do the workers routinely ascend from the rank and file and then turn around and demolish their own vocation? When beat cops are promoted to detectives, do they immediately downsize the police force and look for ways to hire part-time labor? Does the newly appointed nurse manager proceed to recruit new hires in all hospital units to work for the lowest possible wages?

			That’s what our upper admins did to us. This was a fratricide, professors cannibalizing professors. It is not surprising that a national trust deficit has developed between professors and administrators; we don’t trust these people.15 They don’t trust us either—and I concede that I sometimes understand why.

			The Bad Decisions

			As a guild, we scholars have made some really bad decisions. The one I linger on in this book was our decades-long devaluation of undergraduate instruction. We drifted into a position in which we treated college teaching as, at best, an afterthought. At worst, we convinced ourselves it was an impediment to our own intellectual development as scholars. This phenomenon is endemic at the elite schools, which I refer to as “Destination Colleges” (please note that my indictment of professors does not extend to those who labor, nobly, at community and junior colleges).

			How we, as a guild, worked ourselves into a theory and practice of debasing college pedagogy is a complicated story. It’s a story this book tries to tell through data analysis, comedic literary nonfiction, fictional vignettes, and the occasional human interest story. All these genres echo the same themes. We willfully abandoned undergraduate teaching. We let the admins decide our students’ fate. And they did. In the worst possible way.

			It was a dereliction of duty on our part, a guild-wide moral failure, one that had significant repercussions. Take, for example, the importance of advocacy. In order to advocate, we will need to make the case for our profession. We’ll need to communicate with people who are not scholars. We’ll need to articulate our desire not to be deported for making controversial statements within our area of expertise. We’ll need to explain the dangers of paying professors less than minimum wage.

			The problem is that few of us possess the ability to communicate beyond our specialized domains. Even though about one and a half million people in the United States are employed as professors, only a few thousand ever routinely connect with larger audiences on large print, media, and digital platforms.16 So many scholars lack that ability and desire to connect with non-experts. You know how you develop that ability? By toiling day in, day out, with undergraduates. If you can connect with some hungover twenty-year old who doesn’t know what a rotary phone is, you might be able to convince Joe SixPack to not defund the local U.

			And then there is the loss of our organic “base.” By stiff-arming undergraduates, we severed our natural connection with our constituents (i.e., the cohort of Gen X, Millennial, and Gen Z undergraduates who populate/d our classrooms). In turn, something fundamental has changed in professor/student relations over the past half century. The encounter is now far more transactional, anonymous, and distant. While some undergraduates develop meaningful professional connections with a professor or two during their years on campus, most do not.

			There doesn’t exist a groundswell of admiration or respect among undergraduates for their teachers. True, students might march with professors to protest a given political issue (like anything involving Palestine; see below). But I don’t foresee students marching with professors, en masse, to protect tenure or faculty wages. Once the DOGE’s Red Cavalry rides onto state campuses, I sincerely doubt the students will “have our backs.” Not because they hate us, but because their experiences with professors were so unmemorable.

			Conceiving of ourselves as “experts,” as opposed to “educators who are experts,” that was the decision that helped bring us to our knees.

			The Prism

			The book you are about to read was written a decade ago, but its core arguments, I believe, are just as relevant today. Wherever possible, I updated and tweaked some chapters, but the central ideas remain the same. Colleges and universities, I argue, are complicated places, strange places. They reliably produce a good deal of dark hilarity. Much in the way that certain dull neighborhoods are “naturally occurring retirement communities,” all campuses are naturally occurring campus novels (we’ll discuss that comedic genre in Chapter 1).

			To help outsiders make sense of what is really happening in college, this book suggests looking carefully at professors. Focus on the professors: how they are trained, how they labor, how they are (under)employed, how they think, how they suffer, and how they engage with students.

			If you view higher ed through this professorial prism, I guarantee that you will think differently about how to select a school. You might also reassess your convictions about all the things we scream about when we talk about college today. I’m referring to those culture war issues that become the stuff of national headlines or congressional investigations (e.g., DEI, tenured radicals, allegations of censorship, etc.). Permit me to offer some examples of how adopting this lens might nuance your views on some of these flashpoints.

			As I write these words, Columbia University appears to have surrendered ignominiously to a list of demands made by the Trump administration. Among them, the storied school was ordered to place its hard left, pro-Palestinian, anti-Zionist MESAAS department (i.e., Middle Eastern, South Asian, and African Studies) into “receivership” (receivership is sort of an academic death sentence whereby departments lose autonomy).17

			This shakedown is likely unprecedented in American history. The federal government is demanding that a private educational institution monitor, and effectively sanction, the work of its own rigorously selected scholars. Columbia caved in because failure to do so would result in the revocation of $400 million of government grants.

			Many Columbia professors are furious at their administration, and rightly so.18 Columbia is a sublime seat of learning, in possession of substantial cultural and political cache. Surely, its $15 billion endowment could absorb $400 million of losses.19 Legal observers believe Columbia would have prevailed in court, had they bothered to fight back.20 Nevertheless, its leaders succumbed to wanton federal bullying. An administrative ratfuck indeed.

			I mentioned earlier that everything is more complicated than it seems in higher ed, and the Columbia case is no exception. What the Trump regime is doing is abhorrent from the perspective of free speech (and other perspectives). But this shouldn’t obscure how the professoriate’s bad decisions factor into this controversy. The Columbia liberal arts faculty exemplifies the massive ideological imbalance that prevails at elite campuses across the country.

			Like so many top-tier schools, Columbia’s tenured and non-tenured ranks are pervaded by scholars beholden to a diverse array of far left academic theories and worldviews. In the humanities and social sciences these scholars vastly outnumber their remaining colleagues. This remainder includes a shrinking, graying cohort of liberals, a minute contingent of conservatives, and a few stray individuals whose thought defies political classification.

			I don’t mean to say that Columbia’s innumerable leftist professors aren’t solid scholars. I do mean to say that, ideologically speaking, the majority of them all inhabit a similar and predictable anti-Western, anti-American, and anti-Israeli space. The problem on Morningside Heights, then, isn’t a problem of quality, it’s a problem of quantity and balance. Certain ideological positions are vastly overrepresented while others are scarcely visible; this overrepresentation is evident at nearly every top school in the country.

			How did such an imbalance occur (please note that this imbalance exists in the liberal arts, not business schools, STEM disciplines, most theological seminaries, and so forth)? The professorial prism I mentioned above offers all sorts of answers. The domination of the radical left at elite liberal arts faculties has a lot to do with administrators who aren’t doing their jobs (Chapter 5). It has a lot to do with “search committees” that get commandeered by faculty members who wish to clone themselves (Chapter 7). It has a lot to do with scholars who have retreated to the cozy safety of their ideological snow globes (Chapter 9). It has a lot to do with experts who gave up on communicating their ideas to laypeople (Chapter 1). It has a lot to do with professors who feel they can best advance their politics by working with graduate students (Chapter 9) and hence ignore undergraduates (every chapter in this book).

			Conservative critics who contemplate this mess tend to get it all wrong and at the loudest decibels possible. They sometimes speak of a “liberal” bias in higher ed (note to conservatives: the radical left hates liberals far more than they hate you). When right-wing muckrakers do focus on the radical left, they focus on the wrong radicals.21 An irony I can’t get into here is that the far left intellectuals who really dominate elite faculties have quite a few things in common with conservatives who love to lambaste elite faculties (e.g., a suspicion of science, a hatred of liberal democracies, a mistrust of secular forms of governance, a dislike of individualism, an animus toward “rights-based” discourse, a fondness for politically charged mass religious movements, be it political Islam or the Christian Right; I could go on).22

			My point? My point is you shouldn’t believe the hype—from the right, from the left, from the college PR departments. Believe the professors, or at least this professor, assuming you find him trustworthy and not completely unhinged. When you look at higher education through the lens of the professoriate, you may gain a much more textured understanding of what is happening at our universities. Such knowledge might equip college shoppers with the tools to make better decisions about a monumental investment of time and money. It might also help explain why our profession is so doomed, why so few people want to be professors anymore.

			
			
		

	
		
			Introduction

			The Lanyards of Despair

			I’m a Full Professor who teaches at a prestigious, almost flouncy, R1 University. Even though I was tenured a quarter century ago, no pretentious Assistant Professor can call me “Dead Wood” (yet). That’s because I still churn out peer-reviewed research with a serene joylessness that rivals the affect of deli counter meat slicers.

			I test run the articles and chapters in my pipeline when I deliver working papers at academic conferences. Oh, the conferences! These take place in stadium-sized exhibition centers located in cities I would otherwise never visit. During my allotted quarter hour of speaking time I relay to my audience (of seven people) the fruits of roughly 1,200 hours of research. This will be followed by a five-minute Q&A session in which someone’s Trailing Spouse invariably delivers a six-minute manifesto. There’s no Q, only A; his oration appears to be completely unrelated to the content of my remarks.

			I daze-shamble out of my panel alongside a throng of Contingent and Non-Contingent Faculty. We are all looking for meeting halls in which other incomprehensible, poorly attended talks are about to begin. Some of these rooms are named after the state flower or a deceased governor. To an outside observer, our frenzied movements in search of Iris 6 or Blanton 8 must resemble the murmuration of starlings. To an insider, however, these academic get-togethers could be likened to a massive killing field strewn with thousands of underemployed doctorates zombie-shuffling about the premises. These scholars have labored for ten, twenty, thirty years—and still have no gainful employment. Their lanyards lie askew upon their breasts. Their name badges, like mine, could just as well read: “How the fuck did it come to this?”

			***

			How the fuck did it come to this? The beleaguered professors of my generation are pondering that. The ceaseless labor, the utter obscurity, the meddlesome, dipshit administrators, the right-wing demagogues claiming we provide material assistance to terrorists—this is not what we signed up for in graduate school. Back in the 1980s and 1990s, professing the Humanities evoked images of doing good, serving the commonweal, and advancing knowledge. We professors imagined we would soar like condors, not murmurate like starlings. Scholarship was about the plenitude of spirit. Scholarship was an endeavor both counter-cultural and noble. Scholarship made the world a better place. Or so we thought.

			The generations of doctorates who have come after us see our concerns as frivolous, the academic equivalent of “First World Problems.” For younger academics, it’s not so much that the job isn’t good. Rather, there simply are no good jobs. This is because colleges and universities will no longer sustain our plenitude of spirit, nor our way of life.

			How things have changed since the 1970s. During that Golden Age, nearly 56 percent of American professors possessed tenure or were on the tenure track.1 Being tenured virtually guaranteed a scholar lifetime employment and membership in the lower upper middle class (and since the mandatory retirement age for professors was done away with by Congress in 1994, the gig could last until you checked into hospice care).2 Today, that Nixon-era number has been sliced by more than half (roughly 23 percent) and is rapidly trending downward.3 Some pessimists predict that by 2040, the percentage of tenured scholars in all fields will sink to 10 percent.4 Others believe the institution of tenure will cease to exist altogether.

			What has happened in the intervening half century? One answer: greed. Colleges and universities have endeavored to drive down costs. Instead of making freshly minted PhDs eligible for tenure (which is expensive), American schools are increasingly employing them as expendable adjuncts (which is much, much less expensive). In another disturbing twist, colleges are hiring more non-tenured full-time professors.5 What’s the difference between all of these bolded terms? Read on, diligent GenX/Zer or millennial! All this stuff is on the quiz.

			If you are among the 20 million or so Americans who are in college, or paying for college, or applying to college, now may be a good time to give ear to the theme I am propounding here.6 For along with graduate students and Post-Docs, these adjuncts and non-tenured full-time professors who do most of the teaching are the shock troops of college pedagogy. It is they who are sent Banzai-charging into America’s immense, restive, undergraduate population. It is mostly these scholars who staff the gateway and service courses, as well as the other massified classes the tenure-line folks don’t wish to teach. This exploited, poorly compensated, labor force is responsible for the overwhelming majority of undergraduate contact hours in the United States. To review: poorly paid teachers/no job security/teach a lot/go Banzai-charging. Tenured professors (disappearing) teach a lot less.

			This absurd arrangement is especially pronounced at “Destination Colleges”—the one hundred or so elite, Blue Chip, Name-Brand schools in the country. They are distinct from the nation’s other 3,500-plus institutions of higher education where students matriculate because of geographical proximity, or low cost, or specific vocational degrees they can procure. The Destination Colleges, by contrast, are the Dream Schools—applicants would trim their sails to the winds of hell in order to get into them.

			But before applicants start futzing with the mast, spar, rigging, gaff and boom, I ask them to consider this: at these prestigious places the most accomplished and well-paid professors are kept far away from the undergraduates. Put differently, a Dream School’s most valued scholars (i.e., those on the tenure line) are likely completely disengaged from the paying customers. The least valued scholars (i.e., the adjuncts and non-tenured full-time professors) usually do most of the teaching. Parents and their kids, gasping for breath under the crushing weight of loans and debt, must also be wondering how the fuck it came to this. How can institutions charging $65,000 a year in tuition treat teaching as an afterthought? Aren’t they in the business of educating undergraduates?7

			The mystery. The word-and-thought–defying mystery that is a college campus. The things that happen here are so difficult to understand. Nothing is quite as it seems.

			We’re going to see that it is very difficult to know how undergraduates are actually educated in American college classrooms. A provost can tell you exactly how many kids in the junior class are from South Dakota (a cohort whose presence on campus always inspires curiosity and awe), but she won’t be able to tell you in any depth about what transpires in those lectures and seminars that they attend.

			What little we do know about the classroom, however, suggests that students are being inadequately educated. A recent, influential study concludes that for most undergraduates “gains in critical thinking, complex reasoning and written communication are either exceedingly small or empirically nonexistent.”8 A university president rehearses, but does not dispute, the allegation that: “The mission of undergraduate instruction is increasingly subordinated to research and to work with graduate students.”9 An influential Harvard report diplomatically suggests “a collective ‘reboot’ of undergraduate teaching across the Arts and Humanities.”10 Reflecting on teaching standards across a wide range of institutions, two journalists sigh: “All in all, it’s pretty poor.”11

			I ponder these misfortunes during stormy departmental meetings and the endless deliberations of the Faculty Senate. At these gatherings, by the way, there is an alarmingly high likelihood that we will spend ninety minutes debating where to house the Campus Compost Heap Initiative. I wonder about our fate while fulfilling my copious Service obligations, be they on the admissions or grievance committees.

			I contemplate our plight when I participate in (increasingly rare) job searches for tenure-line professors. Each advertisement we place elicits hundreds upon hundreds of applications. Invariably, the committee becomes fixated on one candidate from a Top 5 Graduate Program. Look at this guy’s publication record! Look at his Ivy bloodlines! His doctoral adviser was our chairperson Oswaldo’s doctoral adviser! To lure him here, let’s offer him a reduced teaching load. No, let’s excuse him from teaching responsibilities altogether for his first three years! Let’s call him now, put out a feeler, give him the old wink and nod. My micro-aggressive motion, that we Snapchat him the Official University Dick Pic, is seconded, then rejected by a vote of 7-2 (which reminds me that I ought issue a Trigger Warning).

			In May, when I participate in yearly commencement exercises, my mood darkens even more. For it is there where my thoughts become as lined up and sorted out as the graduates marching in front of me. To the accompaniment of music, fanfare, and pageantry, I reexperience the Great (Un)Truth of American Higher Education. By this, I refer to the immense distance between the lofty rhetoric proclaimed by academic leaders and the base things they actually do. Word and deed, aspirations and actions, orotund pronouncements and actual achievements—these exist in a tensile relationship on every campus in the nation. With the possible exception of the corporate sector and organized religion, no institution can rival our own penchant for sanctimony, hypocrisy, and doublespeak.

			Encased in their academic regalia, the dignitaries up front at the podium intone platitudes. They are droning on about “a posture of hope and empathy,” “transforming the world through thought and action,” or “forging minds in the classroom.” But behind them, among the seated individuals colorfully robed, there are always a few incorrigible malcontents like me (also there is, without exception, a person who is knitting a sweater, but that is neither here nor there). We in the back row know the backstory. We perceive the distance between lofty word and base deed, like bus drivers cycling between the glittering tourist district and the shadier parts of town.

			There is, however, one dimension of my professorial being that never induces outrage, regret, or despair. Let me begin, then, with a stunning confession for a tenured professor: I like teaching college students. More shocking still, I enjoy passing my days in the company of eighteen- to twenty-four-year-olds. Sure, they come to seminars in pajamas. Sure, they smell like gum. Sure, they trudge around campus double-fisting mammoth colorful Stanley Tumbler™ water bottles that would sustain them on a trek across the Nairobi Desert (“Gotta hydrate, professor!”). But I like them, nonetheless.

			Now that they are practically running my classroom discussions—all because of Active Learning techniques—I enjoy working with them even more than I did when I started a quarter century ago. And I liked it a whole lot back then (when all I did was subject them to the passive learning model and yell at them for not appreciating the cinema of Éric Rohmer, or knowing who he was ). My days, admittedly, are bereft of systematic or rigorous moral contemplation. Yet, the sincere effort to educate others well strikes me as a feat of conscience, a defiant political statement chalked in front of the Registrar’s Office, a mitzvah.

			I don’t want to foster the impression that I am the sole soul on the Quad who loves teaching and laments its fading role in our institutions. My sense is that maybe ten to twenty-five percent of college professors in the liberal arts share my convictions. These educators are seated with me in that metaphorical back row. They recognize with bitterness the gap between what schools say about “forging minds in the classroom” and how little they do to make it actually transpire.

			I profess solidarity with these Scholar-Teachers. It makes no difference to me whether they are tenured or non-tenured. I couldn’t care less if they are bowtie-wearing Neo-Cons, or Far Left radicals sporting eyeglasses so aggressive they appear to be equipped with scythes. It’s irrelevant whether they teach at Stanford or Where the Fuck Is That Place State? These are “my people.” We, the educators, are the future of the Humanities. We are the only ones who might save the University (from itself). In all likelihood, we will fail. But, it’s the posture of hope and empathy that counts, no?

			Who knows, maybe those of my confession will change the hearts and minds of all those other scholars, the remaining seventy-five percent. At present, the Academy virtually forces them to spiritually and emotionally disconnect from teaching. We’ll see that as tenure-track professors are “climbing the ladder,” they must avoid undergraduates as much as possible. During one’s probationary period, which usually lasts about six years, one endeavors to publish absurd quantities of research. As such, young professors develop an allergy and aversion to undergraduates. The mere existence of a sophomore—a needy timesuck who demands to be educated—is a looming menace to a probate’s survival.

			That poor sophomore is oblivious to the existential threat she poses to a professor’s well-being. As with seniors, juniors, and freshmen, as with most Americans, she knows next to nothing about scholars. This is understandable. For starters, professors are generally neither interesting nor comprehensible. Further, the institution they work for is, by design, impossible to understand. To an outsider, everything about college, as the bolded words above indicate, is a daunting exercise in misdirection. My hope, throughout this book, is to demystify your professors, what they do, and the institutions they do it for.

			There is no shame in being befuddled by Liberal Arts professors. But there is a risk. We may not be interesting, or comprehensible, but we are important—at least to those who take our classes. My surmise is this: your college experience, your college investment is rendered worthwhile or inadequate by your encounter with professors. As far as the success or failure of your education is concerned, our performance in the class is more important than the football team with the really shiny, Robo-Gladiator uniforms, the dorm rooms with skylights and heated floors, or the Belgian Ale Garden.

			Presidents and governors can call us out. The board of trustees can slash instructional budgets to the bone. Administrators can subject us to post-tenure review. But they can’t avoid the fact that a formidable or failed education depends on us. No, they can’t take that away from us. Do you intend on making an informed decision about which college to attend? Do you wish to not fritter away hundreds of thousands of dollars in tuition? Do you want your, or your child’s, college experience to not suck? Then you’ll really need to learn a thing or two about us. And about us a thing or two you are going to learn.

			***

			This is a book about the woes of the American professoriate. These woes, I insist, directly affect undergraduate education. Put differently, our woes are your woes.

			This is not a book about the failures and shortcomings of college students. I will not complain that they party too much, drink too much, sext too much (or too little). Nor will I nostalgically aver that my generation was better, brighter, more conscientious than this current crop of dipshits. Year after year, decade after decade, an American professor’s duty is roughly the same: to educate a new batch of eighteen- to twenty-four-year-old dipshits. Each graduating class has its own pratfalling inanities. Each has its own vaulting ambition and somersaulting genius. I think TikTok is stupid, much in the way my professors in the 80s thought Sony Walkmans were stupid. But those opinions are completely irrelevant. It’s not our task to judge the generations we teach, but to figure out how best they learn.

			This is not a book solely devoted to elite institutions and elite professors. I won’t draw generalizations about all scholars on the basis of my experience working at Georgetown University. I have spent more than half of my career laboring at less tawny addresses. I started professing at a public community college when I was twenty-four years old. From there, I brought my fierce adjunct energy to the BA-granting, broke-down palaces of the besieged, criminally underfunded, CUNY system (and what an instructive solvent of an elite worldview that was!). After seven years of a job that inspired me and materially impoverished me, I won the lottery in the form of a tenure-track position at Hofstra University on Long Island.

			When my former paramour, Serendipity, led me to Washington DC in 2005, my cloak of invisibility was suddenly removed. Schools that had previously shown zero interest in my work now invited me to deliver lectures in my area of expertise. But why? I was exactly the same scholar that I always was?

			As I trundled across the country, I started seriously thinking about professors and their passions. My talks were often delivered at institutions whose names I did not previously know. I know them now. I respect them now. The time I spent (drinking and gossiping) with their faculties has led me to a key insight: professors of the Liberal Arts are remarkably similar to one another, no matter where they teach. This simple reflection, which shall detain us at length, is deceptively significant. College shopper, consider this very carefully as you weigh the merits, sticker prices, and scholarship offers, of a school ranked 1 versus another ranked 150.

			This is not a book about the collapse of colleges and universities. For the truth is that Higher Ed is doing just fine. STEM disciplines are thriving.12 Business majors are booming.13 The forecast for most institutions and their lucrative new curricular products is promising. Sure, a dozen or so schools capsize every year. But most others are sturdy vessels. It’s the guild of Liberal Arts Professors within those institutions that is keeling like the Spanish Armada at Gravelines. What I want college shoppers to understand is that this tension majorly impacts them. Attending a great school with a miserable faculty is a terrible investment.

			This is not a book meant to energize political partisans. What follows is not a Man of the Fringe Left Intervention, a 120,000-word disquisition intended to “map out the imbrications between the Neo-Liberal state and rising tuition through a Agambenian reading of U.S. News & World Report’s National Universities Ranking.” What follows is not a right-wing screed for the privatize-it-all crowd. Quality, affordable, public education—that is something we should make available to all of our citizens, is it not?

			Let me, then, make another confession. As regards the political dimensions of my subject matter, I am uncertain, even a bit confused. I know for a fact that the professoriate is terminally ill. But I do not know precisely how to measure, and parcel out the blame. Did we commit suicide? Or, were we murdered? Or both? The answer, as we shall see, is not entirely easy to discern.

			My objective is to explain to college students, prospective college students, and their parents why professors can and should be exceedingly relevant to their lives. I want to empower applicants to make informed decisions about where they will spend their post-secondary years. I also want professors and their detractors to confront some unpleasant questions. Like: does the institution of tenure actually serve the interests of students and scholars?

			In the pages that follow, I will guide you through the strange and unseen habitat of the American Liberal Arts Professor. We’ll begin by looking at how professors are built and trained in graduate school. Then, we’ll examine how they are employed (or underemployed) by the institutions they serve. From there, we will figure out how all of this affects undergraduate education. I will assume the role of the “voiceover” in the nature show, the one dispassionately clarifying to viewers why the female alpine ibex is scampering up the side of a cliff with a dozen, snorting males in frenzied pursuit. Pity that poor ibex. Pity the professors. Pity the undergraduates.

			In the process, I aim to rally “my people” around the noble cause of educating the Great American Undergraduate. I promise never to use the phrase “the life of the mind.” There will be no guff about mounting “a Defense of the Humanities.” I only will refer to “critical thinking skills” once. Clichés have served us poorly. College is a place where words suffocate deeds. Now it’s time for candor, the unspeakable truth.
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