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THE LOCKOUT 
 
 
In September 2016, before the start of the fall semester, the administration 

of Long Island University in Brooklyn, where I teach, staged a faculty lock-

out. How else to say it? “Staged” sounds right, as it was all very dramatic 

and theatrical. It was the first time in American history that the faculty of a 

university was told they could not enter the campus where they taught. 

There were guards at the gates checking IDs. My ID says “faculty.” We 

couldn’t go to our offices, and we weren’t going to teach our classes. Our 

salary and health insurance disappeared over night.  

 The semester was scheduled to begin the day after Labor Day. On La-

bor Day the faculty was planning to vote on a new contract. We were all go-

ing to meet at a church in Fort Greene. Long Island University is located in 

Downtown Brooklyn, just over the Manhattan Bridge, but Downtown 

Brooklyn is a recent designation for a previously anonymous neighborhood 

of fast-food restaurants, pizzerias, and 99 cent stores. Downtown Brooklyn 

sounds more appealing and a few years ago a place called The Barclay Cen-

ter opened nearby, which transformed the neighborhood. It’s a perform-

ance space, Brooklyn’s version of Madison Square Garden, and the so-

called “home” of the Brooklyn Nets, a professional basketball team. Fort 

Greene is a neighborhood of old brownstones and churches. Spike Lee has a 
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studio there. The Brooklyn Academy of Music and the Mark Morris dance 

company are just down the street. Long Island University is in the center of 

it all, on the corner of Flatbush and DeKalb, The DeKalb station is the first 

stop on the B train into Brooklyn from Manhattan, so the campus is very 

well-located. In the last few years an ugly assemblage of pencil-thin fifty-

story apartment buildings have suddenly appeared, along with a Whole 

Foods, of course, a French bistro and an Indian buffet, among other upscale 

places. The real estate in Downtown Brooklyn is very valuable. That’s where 

Long Island University is located. 

 There was a chance the faculty would vote against the contract and go 

out on strike, as we had done five years before, but this was hardly a fait 

accompli. A faculty implies a feeling of camaraderie, some kind of commu-

nity, and I know the names of everyone in the English Department, where I 

teach, but only a few of the teachers in other departments, and there’s no 

way of predicting how everyone will vote. The administration, assuming we 

were going to turn down the contract, decided to call for the lockout before 

the vote, as if we were all in competition with one another, and that we had 

no common goals, and were no different from any other corporation, where 

the administrators are out to make money, and we, the workers, are fearful 

of losing our jobs, and will do anything, will bend over, as they say, and do 
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anything to keep our jobs, an old model of worker-management relations, 

at best, though possibly not so old anymore. In keeping with the pre-

emptive nature of this action, the administration hired random people for 

$500 a day to teach our classes. They had put out an advertisement, which 

no one in the faculty union knew about, and many people, some of them out 

of work teachers, answered the call. It didn’t matter whether they were 

qualified to teach the classes or not. All the administration wanted was to 

present a live body in the classroom so the students, who were paying tui-

tion, who had taken out loans and would forever be in debt,  wouldn’t feel 

they were being cheated. But the students immediately saw through it all, 

and many of them walked out of the classrooms and joined the faculty in 

protest. When you go to college and major in a subject you get to know the 

teachers in that subject, your department, and those are the people you 

want to work with. The pseudo-teachers were strangers to the students, 

handing out fake syllabi, in some cases, and many of them had no idea what 

kind of situation they had walked into, and some of them, to give them 

credit, figured it out soon enough, and joined us in protest by day’s end. We 

were protesting as if we were on strike, and some people had trouble using 

the word “lockout,” and I had to tell people, over and over again, that we 

weren’t on strike, which we weren’t, but we had been “locked out.” No one 
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knew what that meant, it seemed like a phrase from another lifetime, the 

university was like a factory and we were the workers and we were totally 

dispensable, disposable, inter-changeable, anyone could get up in front of a 

classroom and teach, our advanced degrees meant nothing, our years of 

teaching experience, all the books and papers we had written, all the con-

ferences and panels, meant nothing. There were cops everywhere, and 

newspaper reporters, and the day after the lockout started there was an ar-

ticle in the New York Times, and there was footage of the faculty and stu-

dents holding up signs outside the locked gates of the university on the lo-

cal news, there were articles in magazines, there were articles in The Times 

every day, what was happening, some people decided, was an omen of what 

education was going to be like in the future, we were the poster-campus for 

the future and people suddenly knew about LIU, but for all the wrong rea-

sons.  Even the dean of Humanities came out in support. He had always 

acted adversarial, barely able to nod his head in greeting when we passed in 

the hall, a chemistry professor by vocation, self-conscious around literary 

and artistic types, careful to put a distance between himself and the faculty 

he was supposed to represent for fear they might actually ask him for some-

thing he didn’t want to give, and here he was walking with us in a circle 

around the main gate. He was as much a victim of the new order as we 
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were, since a year before the lockout the long-time President of the Univer-

sity had retired, and the board of directors, white men in suits, bankers 

mostly, CEOs, had elected a business-lady as the new president, not an 

educator, not someone with the experience of being in a community of stu-

dents and teachers, with no sense of the priorities we might have, but who 

simply was given the mandate to cut the budget, no matter what. The lock-

out lasted ten days before it suddenly dawned on the administration that 

the faculty wasn’t going to cave, and the union and the administration 

agreed to extend the old contract for a year and salvage the semester. I 

mean the students counted for something, at least the faculty felt that was 

true, and the administration realized that cancelling the semester wasn’t a 

good idea. So the lockout ended and we went back to class, and the students 

were relieved, and I guess we were relieved, in a sense, since we needed our 

health insurance and salaries, (I was docked 2 weeks pay), but it was hard 

to pretend things would ever be the same, and they aren’t. 

 Here’s the back-story.  I’ve been teaching at Long Island University 

for over thirty years. Initially I was hired as an adjunct to teach the gradu-

ate course in creative writing in the MA program. For many years I showed 

up one evening a week and taught my class. I also taught simultaneously in 

one or two other schools during the week. I was a roving adjunct, meaning I 
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was a person who was paid by the course, and I didn’t have a full-time sal-

ary, or health benefits, or any security I would be teaching classes from se-

mester to semester. There are thousands of teachers in the country who 

work under these circumstances, and much has been written about the un-

fair treatment and exploitation of the adjunct professor, yet it was hard not 

to feel grateful every time I was hired by a different school, and I probably 

taught at ten different places in New York City and New Jersey over the 

course of the fifteen years I worked as an adjunct, but Long Island Univer-

sity was my one constant. When I started teaching there I was one of 80 ad-

juncts in the English department alone. Now, to fast forward to the present, 

there are none. There are about twenty full-time professors, and there 

aren’t enough classes for them to teach. Every full-time teacher has to teach 

3 classes every semester. The administration has cut the number of sections 

offered to the students.  I’m now a full-time tenured professor, don’t ask me 

how that came about but it was just a lucky moment in which the stars were 

aligned in my favor, and there I was, and here I still am, in a department 

where almost everyone is over sixty. In the old days, when someone retired, 

there would be a job search to replace that person, there’d be a hiring 

committee, two hundred people would apply for one job, the committee 

would read the applications and compile a short list of candidates who 
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would be brought to campus for an interview, and then one person would 

be offered the job. I’ve been on these committees, and it’s exhausting, but 

now people retire and no one is hired to replace them, and there are no ad-

juncts, and there are many fewer classes offered to the students, and en-

rollment is down. But there are classes, and there are still students, and in 

the fall I’m going to teach, as if none of the above really happened. 

 About ten years ago, we started an MFA program in creative writing. I 

was the director for the first six years. The program, I must say, which car-

ries on under the directorship of Erica Hunt, a poet and essayist who has 

often taught at Naropa, has been a success, and  I recommend you to attend 

this program, if entering such a program and moving to New York is on 

your mind. 90% of the students over the last ten years who entered the pro-

gram have graduated, which means they’ve stayed for at least two years, 

sometimes three, so we must be doing something right because why would 

you stay in a graduate program if you weren’t happy? When we started the 

MFA the president of the university was kind of invisible, but the Vice 

President and the dean of humanities were totally supportive. They both 

had power to make things happen at the university, but this all changed 

when the new president showed up, and they lost their power to do any-

thing, and both retired. There’s a new dean, however, who’s trying to sup-
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port the program, though his power is limited as well, and despite every-

thing there are new MFA students arriving in the fall.  

 So here we are Fall 2018. For all the years I’ve taught at LIU there 

were three separate departments: English, Philosophy and Foreign Lan-

guages. Starting in the fall, all these departments will be consolidated into 

one department, the Humanities Department, with even fewer sections for 

the full-time faculty to teach. I teach an undergraduate creative writing 

class, an undergraduate European literature course, and an MFA class. 

There’s a theory that the administration wants to create a vocational school, 

and the so-called liberal arts will just fade away, because who needs it all, 

music, dance, painting, poetry, and there’s yet another theory that eventu-

ally the school will close and “they’ (whoever they are) will sell the land, 

which is worth a lot of money, but no one knows if that’s legal, or has ever 

been done before, or when in the next twenty years or so it will ever hap-

pen.  I’ve been asked numerous times “when are you retiring?” But I don’t 

feel like retiring, really, I need the job, which allows me time to do other 

work, and also the chance to talk about writing, and literature, which is 

something I like to do, so this particular vocation doesn’t seem very far re-

moved from the rest of my life, and I can bring in visiting writers to cam-

pus, and create an alternative universe different from other MFA programs, 
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which seem mostly conservative to me in their way of thinking and ap-

proach to writing poetry and fiction, but I’m also aware that I’m living in a 

world  at cross-purposes with most of the things I value most, that learning 

and knowledge should not be dependent on financial constraints, that the 

people I work for are not people I like, or trust, and that everyone on cam-

pus mostly feels this way, or so I thought, because in May 2017, a year ago 

at the end of the spring semester, we were offered a new contract, which 

was not very different from the old contract, and I voted no, but the major-

ity of the faculty voted yes, exhausted perhaps by the uncertainty of every-

thing that had happened as a result of the lockout, and the contract passed. 

It’s a five year contract and kind of permits the administration to do any-

thing they like during that time, and diminishing the humanities certainly 

seems high on the agenda. 

 The same thing is happening in other schools, I must say, though LIU 

is the only place where a lockout has ever occurred. But almost everyone I 

know who teaches at a university in this country has a similar tale, though 

possibly not as extreme. Meanwhile, there are all these people getting PhDs 

in different fields with the idea of becoming teachers, and it’s hard to envi-

sion the reality of the world they’re about to enter. The idea of a classroom 

with a teacher has been a model of the way education happens for centu-
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ries, but it’s very sobering to enter an undergraduate classroom today 

where everyone is staring at their phones, no one is talking to one another, 

no one even acknowledges me until I’m actually standing in front of them, 

in their faces, so to speak,  saying “Put your phones away,” and they look at 

me in amazement, that I actually exist, I’m not on a screen, and that it’s all 

happening in real time. 

 

Lewis Warsh 

June 2018 

 

Written for a panel at the Naropa University Summer Writing Program, 

June 12, 2018. With thanks to Anne Waldman. 


