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OBSERVER 

So, Report Me

By DAVID MCCABE
Dear Dean: I'm unsure which aspects of my previous self-report you want me to clarify. The faculty handbook specifies that all faculty members should detail their accomplishments over the previous year, and this I tried faithfully to do. Perhaps having written in the form of a Platonic dialogue was a mistake; to remedy that, I've used straight exposition here, and I have also deleted all references to the agora.

I've also shortened my report significantly, omitting everything that is not paramount (my use of Palm technology, my plans for campus evacuation in case of emergencies, etc.). This version concentrates on the essentials: scholarship, service, and teaching.

Scholarship. In the past year, my research broke seminal ground in areas too numerous to mention, rendering a fully adequate account to some degree logically impossible. (See, in this connection, my paper "Zeno's Paradox Hits Home: Infinite Talents in a Finite World," Journal for and by Gifted Children, December 2003, Pages 12-96.) Still, I'll try to convey the highlights.

Most notable was my securing a contract for the publication of my forthcoming book, To Sartre With Love: Existentialism in the Films of Sidney Poitier (Scarsdale, N.Y.: Mary's Publishing and Copy House, forthcoming). The work explores the idea, long but no longer credibly denied by the academy, that many of the most profound ideas in Sartre's later work reflect his close reading of Poitier's films. Despite a range of invitations from more "prestigious" publishing houses, which discretion and legal action prevent my naming, I chose to go with a smaller, more intimate press so as to maintain oversight of both the editorial process and dust jacket. (Due to complications with the toner drum, the book's publication has been delayed briefly. I have, however, made available copies of the concluding chapter, "Sartre and/as Mr. Tibbs: A Study in Double Consciousness," on the green chair outside my office.)

I also published, in the Supplement to the Proceedings of the Finnish Descartes Society (Winter 2005), my article "Descartes and Sartre: Problems of the Self." Continuing an argument first advanced in my "Problems of the Self in Sartre and Descartes" (Descartiania, 1999), then significantly revised in "The Problematic Status of the Self: Descartes and Sartre" (Biennial Journal of the Tennessee Sartre Society, 2002), the most recent paper takes a strikingly unexpected turn, discussing both the long-mooted thesis concerning a possible Mme. Descartes as the model for the evil demon, and the relation between robot dogs in Descartes's Meditations and in Woody Allen's Sleeper.
Some comments on my appearance at the recent meeting of the Society for Kant Studies may be appropriate here. My decision to dress as an 18th-century Tahitian was, of course, intended as a critique of Kant's facile contrast between hard-working Europeans and indolent people of color. (The same holds, mutatis mutandis, for my ululations during one especially fatuous paper.)

But the bourgeoisie do not like to be épater-ed, apparently, and it is not surprising that my comments were misconstrued as "the rantings of a semi-naked madman of obviously impaired abilities" (to quote the report from the society's secretary). "The birth of new ideas can sometimes be really painful," as I believe Nietzsche once said. To the truth of that maxim I bear full witness.

Service. My main form of university service continues to be my supervision of the Debate Club. During the past year, we participated in several exciting competitions, ranging from our first-ever appearance in the Debate Tournament of the East Africas (held this year in the Seychelles) to the Turks and Caicos Debate for Young Adults.

Though we did not win any of those competitions, or even come in second or third, the team members sharpened their public-speaking skills and learned how to ably defend even the most unpopular positions. (You are probably already familiar with our presentation on "9/11: Just Desserts?," which has generated terrific publicity for the university.)
Even the least successful event of the year, the Panama City Debate during spring break, turned into a real learning experience. As I have already explained in letters to both the university counsel and the parents of Tara Lassiter, Class of '08, my decision to allow filming by camera crews from the Hawaiian Tanning Creme Company was a simple misjudgment brought about by severe heat exhaustion and the lingering effects of a dubious chicken salad. Moreover, any monies I may have received for grant-ing film access have been returned, and I have been assured that by the end of this month virtually all footage of our team members will have been removed from the Internet.

I would only add that during the van ride back from Florida, the team's discussion of the entire incident was truly spirited, marked by the sharp give-and-take that is the lifeblood of our college. For those and other reasons, I was more than happy to personally defray all expenses relating to the van's upholstery.

Teaching. During the past year, I committed myself to a new student-directed model of learning, in line with the excellent recommendations from the dean's office. While many professors (including the two other untenured members of my department) pay only lip service to the notion of student-led discussion, the model of Student-Centered Teaching I am pioneering in my courses makes that idea a reality. At its core, SCT involves a series of strategic retreats by the professor from the classroom, beginning with intervals of just five or 10 minutes during the first few classes, but increasing to upward of 45 minutes in later hourlong sessions (adjusted appropriately for longer sessions). By removing the familiar crutch of the authority figure, SCT forces students to make sense of the texts on their own. The result, based on what I can hear through the door, is truly Socratic dialogue, a literal clash of ideas.

When read closely, my student evaluations attest to the great virtues of the new approach. Naturally some students feel awkward at first. A few express frustration over the pace of discussion (I could only smile when one suggested that five weeks was too long to spend on Descartes's Fourth Meditation!). Others are uneasy with the occasionally adversarial and unconstrained mode of critique that SCT allows.

The last concern does seem legitimate, and one remedy I'm considering is introducing some object into the classroom and insisting that only the person holding it may speak (one colleague suggested a conch shell, which seems both workable and festive). But that is just fine-tuning of a model that is, I think, a true success.

Finally, I cannot leave unmentioned the reckless characterization of me, at a recent faculty workshop, as a professor who can't decide "whether he's more interested in teaching philosophy to students or hanging out in their dorm rooms."
Set aside the obvious fallacy here in assuming the exclusive "or." More worrisome is the implicit assumption in the comment that teaching must be built around a unidirectional model of learning, involving at one end "the professor," who has gone through special "schooling" that makes him more likely to have "insight" into complicated texts, and at the other "the student," who is somehow less informed because she hasn't had "academic training" and so needs the efforts of a specialist to "understand" the text. The dangers of such dichotomous thinking hardly need spelling out (think just of Wal-Mart, Iraq, the Carter presidency).

It may be appropriate to note, however, that the professor who made the comment in question consistently scores very low on RateMyProfessors.com. In contrast, my own ratings, properly interpreted, speak for themselves.

It will be obvious that I'm uncomfortable trumpeting my own accomplishments over those of my differently abled colleagues (for them, especially Molloy and Friedman, I feel pity more than anything else). But I realize now is one time when my natural modesty must yield slightly. I hope that this report encourages you to give me the raise you have hinted at over the last several years. Failing that, I would be grateful if you would either change back the locks on my office door, or give me a new set of keys.

David McCabe is an associate professor of philosophy at Colgate University.
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