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Professor Bobbitt
By Kaitlin Bell
October 14, 2008 | 11:17 a.m.

On a recent Tuesday morning,

Philip Bobbitt was sitting in

his grand but sparsely

furnished Park Avenue

apartment, smoking a cigar

and drinking a caffeine-free

Diet Coke.

“Most of my life is inside my

head,” said Professor Bobbitt,

who, when he is in New York,

and not at one of his other

homes in London or Austin,

Texas, teaches Legal Methods

at Columbia Law School. LM is

a three-week introductory

course for first-year students, and Columbia regularly pulls out its biggest guns for

it—the shock-and-awe tactic law schools often employ to stun their 1Ls into

thinking they’re enjoying themselves. This year you could’ve had Justice

Ginsburg’s daughter, or a former president of the university! But you wouldn’t

have known it from the campus chatter.

“Did you get Bobbitt?” was all you heard throughout August. “Did you get

Bobbitt?”

“I wanted to yell at them and say, ‘How do you

know this? You’ve been here 10 minutes,’” said

Craig Greiwe, co-chair of the orientation

committee and himself one of Professor Bobbitt’s

most fervent student admirers. “But apparently

they’ve been researching this for months on end.”

Through some combination of gossip, online stalking, hounding their teaching

assistants and perusing the Facebook group “Phillip [sic] Bobbitt is Our Hero,”

students piece together the following:

Professor Bobbitt, who is 60, arrived at Columbia only 18 months ago, after three
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decades at the University of Texas. He is an eminent scholar of the Constitution

and used to teach modern history at Oxford. He’s a former member of the Carter,

Bush I and Clinton administrations and an adviser to foreign heads of state.

Henry Kissinger and Tony Blair blurbed his latest book on terrorism, which both

current presidential candidates have reportedly read.

He’s the nephew of Lyndon B. Johnson.

He can blow smoke rings, and sponsors a national poetry prize in honor of his late

mother.

Also: He rotates seasonally among his homes, and can’t shake his habit of a nightly

cigar and scotch-and-soda.

He claims to be oblivious to all the attention, but he says he likes teaching first-

years, who are, as he told them on the final day of class in August, “embarking on

an important voyage in conscience.”

“My classes are pretty authoritarian, and pretty rigorous,” he said. “But I have

changed. And now when the students want to know something about my life, I’m

not quite so standoffish.”

Professor Bobbitt doesn’t believe a professor ought to try to make friends with his

students, but he does want his pupils, the first-years especially, to befriend each

other.

This year, it was a field trip to the Frick and MoMA, capped off with sunset

cocktails in Bryant Park. Also, a fancy affair at Covington & Burling, from whose

offices, at the top of the New York Times Building, you can see the Statue of

Liberty.

Professor Bobbitt has advice for you, too. Have a life outside law school. Share

notes. In the middle of a take-home exam, take a walk or a nap.

On the final day of Legal Methods this year, he shared a pearl from “my celebrated

uncle,” meaning President Johnson. Every afternoon at 4:30, go into a dark room,

change into your pajamas and lie down. After half an hour or so, start working

again. (He stopped short of recommending that students conduct bathroom

meetings, another of his celebrated uncle’s pearls.)

Not everyone takes to Professor Bobbitt’s teaching style. Gillian Horton, a 1L who

calls his lectures an “elegant, intelligent approach to the law,” noted that he

inspires both intense admirers and vehement detractors. The latter have

complained that he hews too closely to his own books, and gets defensive when his

ideas are challenged. Professor Bobbitt is aware of the criticisms. In this year’s

terrorism seminar, he read out loud a negative course review from a former

student, so the class would know what to expect. “Everything the student said is

right,” he told them. 
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Students who actually get into his class describe his soft but sonorous voice, his

dapper seersucker suits—some students have taken to aping them—his white-

tipped gray hair and his penchant for using elegant literary allusions (Conrad,

Auden, Trillin) to illustrate legal concepts. (Ah yes, he sighed, but do not forget

“the Samuel Johnson debacle,” in which no one in class could identify the

18th-century lexicographer to the professor’s satisfaction.)

Most students see him as a dedicated teacher who happens to lead an impossibly

cultured and glamorous life.

“His mannerisms just kind of ooze a James Bondian kind of quality,” says Vishal

Agraharkar, a former LM student and a teaching assistant for this year’s class.

“Someone who acts like that in class and outside class we assumed must have just

an incredible personal life. James Bond has a hell of a personal life, so he must as

well.”

“You turn around and you realize that he teaches class on Monday and Tuesday

and flies around the world solving the world’s problems Wednesday through

Sunday,” said Mr. Greiwe, who has been a teaching assistant for three of Mr.

Bobbitt’s classes.

A story from the end of last year’s LM course: “I think he had a flight to catch or

something,” Mr. Agraharkar said. “He just said, ‘Welcome to law school!’”—here,

Mr. Agraharkar demonstrated with a vigorous arm pump—“and ran out of the

class. It was pretty surreal.”

He remembers Professor Bobbitt in his seersucker suit, pulling out a cigar he was

about to smoke. “That might be blending myth and what actually happened,” Mr.

Agraharkar said, “But that’s how I think of it.”

kbell@observer.com
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I think he sounds
Submitted by Anonymous (not verified) on Wed, 10/15/2008 - 02:07.
I think he sounds insufferable -- true intellectuals don't have to put on so much attitude:
their minds say it all! Think of Lionel Trilling, for example!
REPLY

I'm from Austin, and Bobbitt
Submitted by Sickoflazyjournalists (not verified) on Thu, 10/16/2008 - 22:39.
I'm from Austin, and Bobbitt is definitely not James Bond. Way too pompous and self
important for that. He was promoting the war in Iraq when saner heads were saying it
was unwise. Get a grip, Kaitlin, and do your homework. Research goes deeper than
Facebook.
REPLY


