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School of Philosophy
23 February 2001

The Secretary

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee

Suite S1.61 Parliament House

CANBERRA ACT 2600

RE: Submission to the Senate Inquiry into Higher Education

As the members of the Inquiry panel will note, I am currently involved in two submissions made to this Inquiry on behalf of the Australasian Association of Philosophy and the University of Tasmania faculty of Arts.  However, I would also like briefly to make a more personal submission.

I completed my PhD in Philosophy at the ANU in 1986. I took up my first academic job in 1985 as a tutor at the University of New England. The greater part of my life as a professional academic has been during the period of change in Australian academia that began with the Dawkins “reforms” in 1988-89.  I have also spent time outside Australian academia as a frequent visitor to the University of California at Berkeley and in 1997-1999 as a Humboldt Research Fellow at the University of Heidelberg. I have been successful in winning two Large ARC grants in recent years, have published two books with Cambridge University Press, been responsible for five edited collections with a variety of British and American publishers, and have also published many articles and papers in scholarly journals. I am well-known internationally within my discipline and maintain regular contacts with colleagues overseas. I am corresponding editor for the International Journal of Philosophical Studies, on the Editorial Board of the Australasian Journal of Philosophy as well as being a member of the Australasian Association of Philosophy Council and undertake various other professional duties.

Like most academics, I entered academic life not because of the salary or the conditions it offered, but simply because of my own passion for the discipline in which I work. In other words, I entered on an academic career because of a commitment to intellectual work as such, and to the research and teaching that is part of that. I now find myself in a system that not only cannot satisfy or support my passion for the discipline of philosophy, but that cannot even support and does not value the intellectual work to which I have always been committed. I am Head of a School that is not even properly funded for its day to day operation – and this in spite of the fact that by all the measures available we are one of the most successful Schools of Philosophy in the country. I spend most of my available time working at administrative tasks relating to accountability and quality assurance measures, financial administration and other matters that have little real connection with research and teaching. The only time I have for my own research – and my appointment as Professor at the University of Tasmania was supposed to be in large part to provide leadership in research – is in the evenings and weekends. My family complain that I work too much (most academics of whatever rank currently work 50-60 hour weeks and my wife insists that I work at least that and usually until midnight most evenings) and that I never have time for holidays (few academics actually take the leave to which they are entitled). But I have no other choice if I am to do the things that matter to me and to my job. I know personally of a number of staff at my current university whose health has been directly and adversely affected by the workloads they are required to carry. My predecessor in the chair of Philosophy at the University of Tasmania resigned the position in part because of concerns about his own health – in his own words, he felt the job would kill him. Yet in spite of this, academics continue to be told by their Vice-Chancellors and by Government about the need for reform of the higher education sector and for improved productivity and performance. Australia is currently in the process of killing off the innovation and creativity that ought to be the hallmark of our universities. It is doing so through the imposition of narrow-minded and inappropriate managerial systems, through incompetent and over-bearing administration, through the imposition of impossible workloads and inadequate resourcing. In my own case there isn't a day that goes by that I don't wonder whether I shouldn't simply leave the system now – especially since I know that there are positions I could go to in the United States (and last year I was invited to apply for three overseas chairs) in which real academic work still goes. Indeed, my American friends and colleagues not only find the situation in this country incomprehensible, but they do not understand why I stay – sometimes neither do I. 

My apologies for the personal and perhaps somewhat emotional tone of this brief submission. But I feel it is important that the Inquiry have some understanding of the real despair and desperation that is felt by many academics within the system as it currently operates. And the views I have expressed here, while they are my own and reflect my own experiences, are certainly not idiosyncratic – indeed, I know of almost no Australian academic who does not share similar feelings and they are feelings also expressed in the steady movement of academics out of this country. Thank you for the opportunity to make these feelings known.

Yours sincerely

Jeff Malpas

Professor and Head of School
GPO Box 252-41   Hobart

Tasmania  7001  Australia


Telephone  03 6226 2255


Facsimile  03 6226 7847

website: http://www.utas.edu.au/docs/humsoc/philosophy/96.html

