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Maggie Berg and Barbara Seeber.  
The Slow Professor: Challenging the culture of speed in the academy.  
Toronto, Buffalo, London: University of Toronto Press, 2016, £13.99 pbk, (ISBN: 
978-148752185), 128 pp. 
Reviewed by DR JAMIE BARNES, UNIVERSITY OF SUSSEX 
This book challenges the dynamics created by the corporatization of the contemporary 
university. As such, the authors’ aim is to initiate a collective conversation that fosters 
‘greater openness about the ways in which the corporate university affects our 
professional practice and well-being’ (p.ix). The book adopts the tone of a manifesto, 
a ‘call to action’ that - although admittedly ‘idealistic in nature’ - seeks to offer a 
‘counter-identity’ to the ‘beleaguered’ academic (p.ix). 
Taking us through the different domains of academic life, Maggie Berg and Barbara 
Seeber successfully demonstrate how corporatization, with its varied emphases on 
efficiency, instrumentalism and marketability, exerts a continual and corroding 
pressure on the creative life of the academic that affects not only the quality and 
integrity of what we do, but that can also have devastating effects on our mental, 
physical and spiritual health. 
At the heart of the book, building on insights from other Slow movements, is the 
imperative to slow down. In slowing down, we begin, the authors argue, to develop 
sites of resistance. This call is prefigurative. In the midst of an increasingly corporate 
system, we are to be the change we want to see. Indeed, the book is built upon a kind 
of prefigurative politics. Berg and Seeber confess to being Slow Professors and their 
book is, on the one hand, an auto-ethnographic account of how they came to be so 
and, on the other, a provocative guidance manual for those considering embarking on 
a similar journey. 
The journey toward becoming a Slow Professor – or indeed a slow academic, as this 
figure may be read as a kind of archetype – begins with a movement away from 
internalizing blame to a critical stance toward the system within which one is 
enmeshed. This system-critical thinking combined with an acknowledgment of one’s 
own agency is, the authors argue, the starting place of resistance. In other words, the 
beleaguered academic must realize that he or she is not to blame for his or her 
circumstance, but rather that the corporate university with its values of ‘productivity, 
efficiency, and competitive achievement’ (Donoghue 2008:xvi, cited on p.8) is 
exerting unrealistic and potentially damaging pressures upon the academic self. 
Sites of resistance can develop, the authors argue, through changing individual 
practice. In place of multi-tasking, they relate the benefits of single-tasking. Instead of 
time management, they advocate periods of ‘timeless time,’ in which 
Csikszentmihalyi’s notion of ‘flow’ – the result of immersion in a single, manageable 
task as a result of investment in ‘consciously chosen goals’ (Csikszentmihalyi  2008:6 
cited on p.27) – might have the opportunity to emerge. In place of fragmented time, 
they suggest a remedy of ‘engrossment.’ The book focuses on three areas of academic 
life: teaching, research and collegiality. Pleasure, they argue, might be restored to the 
classroom through such practices as pausing, breathing, laughing, listening and 
caring, all built upon a (re)evaluation of learning as an embodied, relational process. 
In research, slowing down is about taking time to think, ‘asserting the importance of 
contemplation, connectedness, fruition, and complexity’ (p.57), alongside changing 
the way we conceive our research goals – toward a deepening of understanding rather 



than a production of (marketable) knowledge. And finally, connecting rather than 
competing with each other can offer a ‘subculture of support’ (p.84) and an antidote to 
instrumental networking. 
Ultimately, Berg and Seeber’s book offers a vision of academia as a nurturing, 
relationally-connected company of people seeking a deeper understanding of the 
world in which they live, a vision that will surely appeal to most. And yet it is perhaps 
unrealistic to presume that this vision will be taken up by all. For some, slowing down 
will hold little appeal since productivity, efficiency and competitive achievement are 
values that drive their academic performance. Others may feel overwhelmed by fear 
of failure according to the standards of the corporate system, and will count the risk of 
slowing down as too high. 
I believe most of us, however, will respond to Berg and Seeber’s vision of academic 
life with joy and hope, seasoned with a good measure of realism. Aware of the 
pressures that the academic world produces and how these pressures shape our lived 
reality, the strategy these authors propose – slowing down – is an effective tool in 
commencing a practice of resistance. However, we must also be realistic about the 
cost of pursuing the vision these authors lay out. If productivity, efficiency and 
competitive achievement are the driving values of the corporate university, this book 
presents a sharp challenge to how much we academics have internalized these values 
and are reproducing them in our practices. Our success in practicing academic life 
differently will ultimately rest on our ability to put aside such practices and to re-
orient ourselves toward a different vision of what academic life can be. The Slow 
Professor presents a valuable and timely intervention in this process. 
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