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Philosophy Ripped From The Headlines! is delivered online in (occasionally
discontinuous) weekly installments, month by month.

Its aim is to inspire critical, reflective, synoptic thinking and discussion about
contemporary issues--in short, public philosophizing in the broadest possible,
everyday sense.

Every installment contains (1) excerpts from one or more articles, or one or
more complete articles, that recently appeared in online public media, (2)
some follow-up thoughts for further reflection or discussion, and (3) a link or
links for supplementary reading.
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1. “If You Love Research, Academia May Not Be For
You”

By David Matthews
Times Higher Education, 8 NOVEMBER 2018

Full article available at URL = https://www.timeshighereducation.com/blog/if-you-love-
research-academia-may-not-be-you
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Over the past few years, I’ve had a couple of conversations with friends that left me wondering
exactly what universities have become.

These friends are either in the middle of a PhD or contemplating doing one, and inevitably
we turned to discuss whether a career in academia would be worthwhile. They wanted, simply
put, a life that gave them time to think deeply about their chosen subject.

This is still, on the whole, what we think should be the essence of academia. Universities are
supposed to provide space for serious thought. But | came away from our chats wondering
whether my friends might have better luck pursing this goal outside the academy (more on this
later).

These conversations came to mind last week when | discovered a rare treasure trove of data
about how researchers in the Netherlands spend their time.

What emerges is a disheartening picture of professors who have little time for research (despite
promises to the contrary from management) and work scarily long hours.

Those lucky enough to have become full professors — supposedly the light at the end of the
tunnel for struggling junior scholars — spend just 17 per cent of their time on their own research.
Teaching, research supervision and “management and organisational tasks” were all bigger
commitments. Associate and assistant professors fare little better carving out research time for
themselves.

Time commitment of researchers as a percentage of total working
time (average, by organisation)
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https://www.rathenau.nl/en/knowledge-ecosystem/what-motivates-researchers

This is not what many signed up for. Nearly half of university researchers complained that they
had ended up doing less research than agreed (women got a particularly raw deal in this respect).
But as the survey results also revealed, doing good research is by some distance still the main
reason academics get out of bed in the morning.

These figures may come as no surprise to many readers. But it’s worth stepping back and sighing
at what it all means: progression in academia is often progression away from why you got into it
in the first place.

Overwork is also brutally common. On average, full professors work 45 per cent longer than
their contracted hours — assuming a 38-hour contract, as the report does, that means a 55-hour
working week, or an 11-hour working day. Those at the assistant and associate professor level
put in an extra 29 per cent on top of their contracted hours.

Let’s run the numbers on these. If the average full professor is working a 55-hour week, and
spends 17 per cent of their time on research, they get about 9 hours 20 minutes a week to pursue
their own research interests.

Now, as | asked my friends, if you worked part-time to pay the bills, and fitted your research
around that, how much time would that give you?

Working a 55-hour week like a full professor, and doing a four-day, 30-hour a week job to keep
the wolf from the door, you’d be left with about 25 hours a week of research time. That’s starkly
more.

There are obvious caveats. If your research requires, say, a million-pound microscope, you’ll
unavoidably need an institutional position. If you like teaching, then the trade-off isn’t nearly as
worth it. Keeping up your research commitment is bound to be harder when not physically
surrounded by students and colleagues — scholarship is collective, after all. Library and journal
access could be tricky. And credentialing is also a problem — will you be taken seriously by
conferences, journals, potential collaborators or the media as an “independent scholar” without a
university’s seal of approval?

But for humanities and social science scholars at least, the question is whether these hurdles are
big enough to justify entering the university system and potentially ending up with no time left at
the end of the day for their real passion.

This is why, as I’ve said to my friends, if your goal is pure research, the time to think and write
about your own interests — as opposed to a structured career, ready recognition, teaching or
working with business — then perhaps academia is not for you.
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2. Some Follow-Up Thoughts For Further Reflection
and Discussion:

Is the following argument sound? If so, why? If not, why not?

1.

Free rational inquiry, and rationally-motivated free expression via
writing, teaching, and discussion, are not only inherently good things (as,
e.g., Kant argued), they’re also instrumentally good for society at large
(as, e.g., John Stuart Mill argued).

The contemporary professional academy not only makes it difficult for
students and faculty members to pursue these activities properly, it also
actively works against them.

Therefore, those passionately interested in free rational inquiry and
rationally-motivated free expression should exit the professional
academy and pursue these activities independently of it.

But the professional academy and its elites control virtually all of the
money devoted to these activities, and, as gate-keepers, jealously protect
and monitor access to high-quality public and specialized venues of
dissemination and publication alike, thereby actively working against
independent scholarship and undermining free rational inquiry and
rationally-motivated free expression, both inside and outside the
professional academy.

Therefore, those who recognize the inherent and instrumental goods of
such activities should adequately support them by providing independent
scholars with sufficient no-strings-attached funding and sufficient access
to high-quality venues of dissemination and publication.

*k*x

3. Two Links For Supplementary Reading:

“Universities Do Not Have a Monopoly on Academics”

“Free-Range Thinkers”
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