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... the heedless recklessness or hopeless confusion or

complacent repetition of 'truths' which have become

trivial and empty -seems to me among the

outstanding characteristics of our time. What I

propose, therefore, is very simple: it is nothing more

than to think what we are doing.

Hannah Arendt (1958:5)

There is a widespread sense among many who work in AustraliaÕs universities that they

are not working as well as they might.  There is much less consensus about how to best

describe, or explain this pervasive malaise.

There can be little doubt that a major, perhaps the most significant defining feature of the

history of AustraliaÕs universities since 1945 has been the transformation of what once

were institutions offering tertiary education to a minority of the population -mostly elite

males- into mass education institutions offering an unprecedented variety and diversity of

undergraduate and postgraduate education to a very large number of people. In such a

context the temptation to tell a story of ÔdeclineÕ, ÔcollapseÕ, or ÔruinÕ of the real or

traditional university or to blame certain external agents like governments, ideologies like

economic liberalism or even marvelously empty signifiers like ÔglobalisationÕ has proved

irresistible for some commentators. I do not believe that the problem is that universities

have somehow stopped being Ôreal universitiesÕ, just like the ones we had a long time ago

                                                  
1  This paper began life as a paper to the Association for the Public University, on The Politicisation of

Research, 27 April 2007 held at the University of Melbourne.
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when people of my age were university students. I am not about to rehearse a story of

decline.

This is precisely what academics like Tony Coady (2000) and Raimond Gaita (1999)

have done with a narrative about what ÔrealÕ universities used to be like, so as to

characterise the current crisis. This argument is designed to suggest that many of our

universities -like the one I work in- are not ÔrealÕ universities. This partly involves

pointing to the absence of disciplines -like philosophy- the presence of which they claim

defines the real university. On their account universities that are vocationally oriented

have no place for these disciplines and therefore arenÕt ÔrealÕ universities. Indeed some

colleagues of mine with impeccable left credentials will insist that universities with

vocational schools like law, medicine, nursing, engineering, medicine, accountancy and

so forth can never be real universities and that these disciplines ought be transferred in to

TAFE colleges. In part this argument depends on a story about the Ôgood old daysÕ when

large numbers of well-educated young students elected to study philosophy and English

literature out of love of knowledge.

In this antipodean story about the death of the Newmanesque university (Newman

1873/1960) the ÔDawkinsÕ revolutionÕ apparently led to universities being swamped by

increasingly less able and under-motivated students demanding more and more

vocational subjects, while governments instituted more regulatory surveillance, cur

funding and then insisted on universities becoming Ôenterprise universitiesÕ.  Universities

have responded by teaching Ôhamburger-ologyÕ or Ôreal estate theory and practiceÕ and no

one now bothers to study philosophy or history (Gaita 1999). These writers assume that

higher education is not for everyone, and that modern universities are reneging on the

elitism that is said to characterize any Ôreal universityÕ. Leys (1999:44) eg., offers an

unabashedly elitist defence of  the ÔrealÕ university:

University is elitist by very definition.  In his little treatise, On Education, Bertrand

Russell observed: ÔUniversity education should be regarded as a privilege for

special abilityÕ É love is not democratic, beauty is not democratic; truth is not

democratic; genius is not democraticÕ.
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The ethical basis for this proposition, ie., the good such a proposition might serve,  is

nowhere elucidated. That is a sobering failure.

The favored culprit in the narratives of decline has typically been government, beginning

with  the Hawke-Keating government and Minister John Dawkins (ca 1987-88).  More

recently the policies of the Howard government and ministers Kemp and Nelson have

provided a convenient explanation for the present state of crisis/malaise.

There can be little doubt that national policy has created stresses and strains, especially in

getting the balance right between funding resources and student numbers.  Yet as Cain

and Hewitt (2004) argued in a case study of some mismanagement or worse at the

University of Melbourne, a combination of managerialist hubris, cupidity and

incompetence, and an academic culture that has become both supine and defensive, may

better explain what has gone wrong in our universities.

In an earlier paper (2002) I argued that the narrative of the decline or death of the real

university is problematic on several grounds.  The story involves a serious

misunderstanding or misreading of the canonical Ôidea of the universityÕ promoted eg., by

Cardinal John Newman. Secondly the narrative misrepresents the actual character of

Australian universities prior to the 1960s. From their origins Australian universities have

always been intensely vocational places.  Australian universities from the outset were

designed to educate middle-class men for the Ôold professionsÕ ie., medicine, law, and

engineering.   Finally the conservative defence of Ôthe idea of the universityÕ has proved

to be one of several obstacles standing in the way of Australian universities rising to meet

the challenge of becoming a genuinely valuable public institution.

Not the least of the problems with the conservative attempt to keep alive an elitist

conception of real universities is its ethical and intellectual failure to defend the elitism

which informs it.  The second is its simple irrelevance in the face of what has happened.

Worrying about the decline or death of the old order has offered a large number of my

colleagues the opportunity to avoid doing the hard thing ie., thinking what we do so as to

rise to the challenge of being a public university open to very large numbers of people.
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Over the last two decades Australia has established a mass university system. Yet we

have not had a robust debate about how to do higher education in an era of mass

universities. Too many aspects of the old culture have failed to embrace the challenge of

this fact.  There have been intellectual failures. Insisting as writers Gaita, Coady and Leys

do, on a false binary between the Ômerely practicalÕ and Ôthe vocationalÕ on the one hand,

and the exalted and transcendent qualities of a traditional ÔliberalÕ education in the

disciplines on the other, is no way to promote the debate we need to have about how that

public university system is best to develop the practice of higher education. Such a public

space might e.g., be committed to giving every citizen access to a university education,

and doing so as Martha Nussbaum (1999) has argued so eloquently because we want to

cultivate humanity and secure some basic human rights.2

Finally and to come to the point of this paper, there is the idea that in our time academic

research is being forced to adopt a supine, narrow-minded research agenda, or that

university research itself is being subjected to the exercise of illegitimate political

interference power thwarting, denying, or subverting our academic freedom by acts of

censorship or repression.    Now clearly there are problems as governments seek to make

academic research more responsive and accountable. There is striking evidence of

political interference by former Minister Nelson in ARC Discovery grant approval

processes several years ago. The current Minister Julie Bishop seems to believe that

market or commercial criteria alone ought to be applied to judge the value of university

research. There are problems when corporate sponsorship like ColgateÕs funding a Chair

in indigenous oral health sets loos a possibility of a conflict of interest between the value

of independent research and the needs of the sponsor. There are problems when the

Australia-America Association funds a Center of American Studies at Sydney University

on the proviso that it not generate criticism of American foreign policy.  Universities are

being suckered into buying into a spectacular instance of mad/bad policy-making like the

Research Quality Framework (RQF) aided and abetted by snake-oil merchants offering to

measure Ôresearch qualityÕ.   And there is plenty of evidence that the Howard government

                                                  
2 There are, as Martha Nussbaum (1999) suggests, some compelling arguments in favor of
treating higher education as something all Australians should be encouraged to make use of.
How paradoxical is it that contemporary conservatives have failed to grasp the truly
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like its predecessors going back at least to the early 1950s has been trying to construct

national research priorities and establish tighter policy frameworks and increased

accountability.

Yet treating this as evidence of the need to keep ÔpoliticsÕ out of the practice of research

seems to me to be missing entirely the point. One consequence of adopting such a

position is that it will consolidate some tendencies already on display in contemporary

social sciences to add to what Frank Furedi (2005) argued recently is a public culture

afraid of politics.3

In this paper I address some simple but tricky questions. Are governments the source of

the chief threats to whatever matters about good research or are we our own worst

enemies? Is Ôacademic freedomÕ at stake, and what does this idea of academic freedom

refer to? What ought the relation between politics and research look like?   What is good

research and what is bad research and does politics have anything to do with it?   How

can we move past the choice Susan Haack (1998; 2007) suggested is the modern choice

facing too many academics between engaging in Ôfake inquiryÕ or Ôsham inquiryÕ?

My answer to all of these questions is that we need more and better ÔpoliticsÕ in

universities, and a more urgent and sharper sense of the kinds of politics that universities

as public spaces properly might seek to practice, namely something we might call public

scholarship. I should not have to add, but will, that my use of ÔpoliticsÕ here has a

normative and even a classical provenance, and is not about conventional connotations of

ÔpartisanÕ or Ôleft/rightÕ politics.

                                                                                                                                                       
progressive character of the commitment to higher education found in that Hellenistic
philosophical tradition they claim to represent into our own time.
3 This fear of politics is signified by increasing and widespread cynicism about politics and
politicians, and by a pervasive sense that politics and policy does not matter any more.   We
have political leaders and whole parties parading the absence of policy as a good thing.
There s no longer any strong sense that there ought to be a distinction between a ÔleftÕ
committed to change  and a ÔrightÕ committed to conserving the past.  The political
apparatus that has given itself over to the language of managerialism producing a debased,
meaningless and dishonest vocabulary.  Don Watson (2003; 2005) has memorably drawn
our attention to the decay of Ôpublic languageÕ, the tyranny of the mindless PowerPoint and
the rise of what he calls Ôweasel wordsÕ whose point is to anaesthetize: who can possibly
disagree with Ôstrong communitiesÕ or Ôbuilding trustÕ or Ôsocial inclusionÕ?
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In one sense we can agree with Sharon Andrews (2007) when she says that the story of

academic freedom is not all that edifying: Has it not long served as a cup of HorlickÕs

helping us sleep well at night?  As myth it has helped consolidate a culture of petty

whingeing any time governments want us to do ÔthisÕ or ÔthatÕ, while helping to repress

the kind of discussion we might be having about the kinds of public scholarship which

more of us ought to be engaging in, and why.

If we are to believe some public intellectuals and academic commentators we face a new,

or renewed threat from governments who are out to suborn or abrogate the role of

universities as spaces of free, disinterested and critical inquiry.   I disagree.  The problem

is not a politicisation of research enforced by thuggish or philistine governments: it is not

about an all-out assault on our autonomy or academic freedom by Ôvelvet fascistsÕ.

Academic freedom properly understood entails less worrying about being protected from

government regulation, surveillance and censorship, odious though that be when it is

done, and instead rising to the challenge of engaging responsibly in several vital tasks

which define what it means to be a public university, namely public scholarship.

I make two points here.  Firstly we need to stop looking for some external enemy like the

Howard government or the Ôbad guysÕ who fill up the Ôneo-conÕ think tanks to blame for

our current plight.  They have done a few bad things, but we have done more bad things

both by way of things done and things left undone and unspoken.  As a start let us avoid

nostalgia for a Ôpast we have losÕt. I donÕt think there was a time when AustraliaÕs

universities engaged in pure scholarship or pure research -nor do I regret that this was the

case.  I do not think there was a time when large numbers of Australian university

academics pursued public research or scholarship in a courageous fashion that

forthrightly challenged the myths or complacencies of their social, political or cultural

milieu.

I do regret far more the fact in terms of the actual lived experience of the micro-politics

of these institutions our universities have been swamps of inertia, smugness and self-
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congratulatory middle-class and gendered prejudice and privilege, devoted for the most

part to the reproduction of that privilege. Such politics as occasionally erupt are largely

characterised by a ferocity only possible -as one wit once put it- because the stakes are so

small. As another put it, they are places which encourage Ôthe politics of the minor

niggleÕ. They remain places where the only thing likely to rouse academics to life is a

threat to redistribute  office spaces or to raise the cost of on-campus parking fees.

They are places eg., where a politics of misogyny still festers on. Late in 2006 at RMIT

University Judith Bessant a colleague and friend, authored a paper drawing attention to

the way the universityÕs research governance and the professoriate at RMIT remained

redoubtably  masculine. This point was then raised in our School executive (consisting of

two women and a dozen men) and recall that this is a social science School where half the

staff are women: in response one of the (male) professors said, and I quote, ÔI donÕt see

what the problem isÕ.   AustraliaÕs universities have long been places where masculine

privilege and habits of mind have been tirelessly promoted and reproduced. They remain

in spite of some signal accomplishments over the last few decades, places which are often

not kind to women nor places which enable lots of women to flourish.

Neo-cons like Donnelly, McGuinness, Windschuttle (etc) like to tell stories about how

modern universities have been Ôdumbed downÕ, or corrupted because they are dominated

variously by Maoists, Marxists or post-modernists who have white-anted Western

civilisation and core values like truth-seeking, objectivity (etc), in favour either of

politicised agendas or a disdain for ethical commitments or pursuit of truth.  This is not

true, or not true enough to worry about.  There are more important things for us to be

thinking about.

Universities as a  Public Space

The university remains in spite of everything done to it by those without and those within

public spaces.  They remain public spaces even if sometimes that ÔpublicnessÕ is fragile,

or under assault as much from our own cowardice and our willingness to engage in what
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Susan Haack (1998; 2007) calls ÔshamÕ and ÔfakeÕ research as from the assaults of

barbarians, managers  and bean-counters.

Universities are a central feature of the public spaces of any civil society. What does this

mean?  AustraliaÕs universities are public institutions firstly in the very limited sense

affirmed by one Senate  inquiry when it pointed to the way AustraliaÕs universities had

their historical basis in the public sector, established by state or Commonwealth statue,

historically and currently in receipt of public funds, which formed the single source of

financial support for the institutions.  Yet there is more to the status of universities as

public institutions than their reliance on public funding.4  As Cain and Hewitt (2004:23)

put it, from the time of their inception universities were understood to exist to Ôenrich the

common goodÕ. Considine and Marginson (2000:245-6) spell out some of the

implications of the public status of universities when they observe

They are expected to be accessible to general use, to serve broad based

communities on an equitable basis, to conduct their own affairs according to

principles of accountability, openness and transparency, and in the case of the

universities, to contribute to national policy objectives.

It might be insisted that even this does not quite catch the radical implications of KantÕs

little understood account of the nature of the public and how his account of the idea of the

public might re-animate the practices of people working in todayÕs universities.

In his remarkable short essay, ÔWhat is Enlightenment?Õ Kant (1996: 12-21) outlined

something of the essential intellectual and practical disposition that constitute the

commitment to reason as a public activity.  In his account of the public practices essential

to a public sphere Kant offers todayÕs university teachers a prolegomena to the

                                                  
4 My disagreement with those who fuss about an all out assault on Ôacademic freedomÕ and my sense of
what the real problem looks like, is revealed, albeit cryptically, in the ÔanswerÕ or rather the responses I got
to a question I put to Professor Margaret Gardiner our new Vice Chancellor just on two years ago. At a
public forum I asked her to say in what ways she understood RMIT University to be a public university: I
added that I did not want an answer couched in terms of funding or income source. She had no answer.
What bothered me even more was the silence on the part of the large audience of colleagues at this point,
and even more so later, when I was subjected to covert whispers of congratulations. As one person who had
been an senior manager at RMIT said to me sotto voce, ÔWell done! I think they were great questions É  I
wish I had said that!Õ  I replied, ÔSo do IÕ.
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reconstitution of a pedagogy and a culture appropriate to a modern university.  For what

Habermas refers to as Ôthe category of publicityÕ, Kant transforms into the central

defining basis for distinguishing between Ôprivate spaceÕ and Ôpublic spaceÕ. That

distinction rests on the idea that  Ôpublic-nessÕ sustains a non-authoritarian space in

which  permanent conversation can proceed. Kant says that a church where the priest

outlines a dogmatic truth to an audience of one thousand people is not a public space but

a private space. This poorly understood cornerstone of KantÕs anti-foundationalist

critique of reason points us back to the core idea of rationality.  By this we understand

those engagements in publicly testable intellectual practices that address cognitive and

ethical questions.  Kant after all merely wanted to identify those practices of rationality

that might inform answers to the two great essentially practical questions - what is the

good? and how should we lead a good life?  Universities are not spaces to be kept free of

political thinking: as public spaces they valuably constitute a core capacity enabling the

possibility of public life and the practice of political thought. Our capacity to engage in

public scholarship is crucial to these possibilities.

ÔPoliticsÕ in the sense I am using this word, begins with a regard for and a respect for

difference and dissent as much as for the possibilities of reasoning together to establish

what we donÕt know, and what we might do to fix that inexhaustible capacity for

ignorance. Politics also names the positive value of addressing the central practical

question at a communal level, namely what are the goods that make a life worth living

and how might we work together to  live the good life?

The first task is to take seriously the politics of inquiry oriented to truth. To do this we

need to engage in a conversation about what constitutes rationality. This is to be

understood in precisely those terms Alasdair MacIntyre suggests when he identifies the

special responsibility universities when they are working well, are uniquely placed to do.

MacIntyre (1990: 222) says what I mean really well:

When it is demanded of a university community that it justify itself by specifying

what its peculiar and essential function is, that function which if it were not to exist,
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no other institution could discharge, the response of that community ought to be

that universities are places where conceptions of, and standards of rational

justification are elaborated, put to work in the detailed practices of enquiry, and

themselves rationally evaluated, so that only from a university can the wider society

learn how to conduct its own debates, theoretical or practical in a rationally

defensible way.

When such a  capacity -understood as a constant process of renewal of the capacity for

thoughtfulness- is nourished and sustained inside the spaces which a university makes

possible, then the members of a society enjoying this kind of university can engage in

that distinctive kind of reflexive practice that marks out public scholarship.  That is we

can work out as Hansen (1993: 2) puts it:

É how best  to understand the ways a society represents itself as a unity, a coherent

social space rendered intelligible by means of distinctions between the real and

imaginary, the true and the untrue, the good and the bad. Only when such

distinctions are deeply embedded in the processes by which individual and social

identities are formed is it then possible to deal with the ÔrealÕ world as an array of

particular social facts and institutions such as the state or the economy.

That is to say a university reveals what it means to think enabling all of us to think about

how:

É our mental life relates to our social existence and whether it is possible, or even

desirable for thought to play the age-old role laid out for it, that is, to prescribe

standards for a truly human life (Hansen 1993: 3)

In effect universities ought to enable people to begin to see why Ôthinking what we do is

the hardest thing weÕll ever have to doÕ (Arendt: 1958): putting into practice what we

think is almost as difficult but universities may be less able to help out on that task.

The second thing we need to do is to engage in preserving the capacity of language to tell

the truth by engaging in this practice ourselves. In his great essay, ÔPolitics and the

English LanguageÕ, George Orwell talked about the political role played by language in
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establishing the fundamental conditions of trust and truth. Orwell held that truth in

language use established the very conditions of trust and understanding between people,

qualities fundamental to the quality of peopleÕs lives and relationships and to the ÔhealthÕ

of any civil society (See Shapin 1996 for an elucidation of the etymological links between

ÔtruthÕ and ÔtrustÕ).

This involves a relentless project of holding ourselves, and the new breed of university

managers accountable for what we/they say and for resisting the steady rise and rise of

managerialist language categories and habits of thought inside our own deliberative

institutions and practices. I suspect I am not alone in going into numerous university

committees where the language used looks more and more like the language of public

relations, or where the kinds of evidence used and the analysis deployed to justify

exercises in policy-making, would not be accepted if offered up by a student in a first

year research essay.

The third thing we need to do is to be more reflexive in the tough way that Pierre

Bourdieu (1994;1996) suggested and look hard at some of our own practices and habits

of mind.

Reflexivity of course can be both vacuous and an excuse for being simply 'self-

referential' as in so much 'post-modernist' vapour-mongering or New Age-ist

preoccupations with ÔselfÕ.  What makes Bourdieu's call for greater reflexivity worth

heeding is not only its unsparing character, it is more significantly meant to bolster the

possibilities of sustaining a rational practice of inquiry. Bourdieu insists on the idea of

reflexivity as (i) a requirement of and form of sociological work, dependent (ii) on a

theory of intellectuals as the wielders of a dominated form of domination.

There are, says Bourdieu, three ways we may not 'get it' by avoiding the challenge of

reflexivity.  The social co-ordinates of class, gender and ethnicity may well help to blur

our sense of self and help close down reflection on why we think what we think. The

second problem lies in the inability to understand how the position we occupy within a



12

given ie., objective academic or disciplinary field may affect out thinking especially

given the way the micro discipline area may also be being shaped by the larger

dispositions of social power, like the way a given market based practice to do with

research investment may impinge on our scientific work.   Social scientists e.g., are

always situated near 'the dominated field of power' and are therefore 'under the sway of

the forces of attraction and repulsion that bear on all, symbolic producers'.

The final problem, and this is Bourdieu's most insistent emphasis is the very

intellectualist bias itself which seduces us into treating the world, as Manent suggests, as

a spectacle where we are simply a spectator. This e.g. may encourage us to treat the

world as 'a space full of significations to be interpreted rather than as concrete problems

to be solved practically'.  This is a problem because it may lead us to entirely miss the

defining features of a given field of practice. As Bourdieu (1994:38) put it:

Whenever we fail to subject to systematic critique the presuppositions inscribed in

the fact of thinking the world, of retiring from the world, and from action in the

world in order to think that action, we risk collapsing practical logic into theoretical

logic.   

The only antidote to this is to subject all of our scholarship or inquiry to persistent and

relentless critique.  We should do this he says whether we are using questionnaires,

statistical techniques, Foucauldian genealogy, double blind clinical trials, Bayesian

analysis, coding techniques, ethno-methodology or É. Reflexivity means and requires a

'systematic sociological critique' of these techniques and assumptions. This is not then

something best done by thinking about 'the ego at work' on the research -as Garfinkel and

Giddens seems to imply rendering reflexivity an ego-logical process. Rather it requires a

rigorous practice of inquiry that makes the fundamental shaping of thought itself as a

social activity shaped by factors external to our self including both the conscious as well

as the unconscious aspects, into its central object of research and thought.

The essential problem is whether we are prepared to uphold and give life to the idea of

universities as public places where we are committed to public scholarship both as



13

teachers and as writers and researchers. While there are some things we can in a sense

take pride in, like the way a number of our historians have engaged recently in a truly

important debate about memory and the moral and political legitimacy of white

Australian history, we have also things to hang our head in shame about.5  We are, as I

want to argue today our own worst enemies: we are responsible for some of the worst

atrocities against good research.  We do not do enough of the thing Arendt (1958) said

was the single hardest thing we can ever do: think what we do.

We have not been responsible or courageous stewards in regard to giving life to those

ideas about what universities and the practice of free, courageous, scholarship, inquiry or

research should look like: we have not lived up as well as we might have done; we have

been responsible for certain bad habits of mind which have had bad effects inside the

universities and outside.

And so I am not to be misunderstood this is not a role or responsibility vitiated or over-

ridden by contemporary expectations about the contributions a university makes to

preparing people to work as doctors, social workers, nurses or managers.  That is, there

are no good in-principle reasons for thinking that enabling people to be good doctors, IT

engineers or nurses in any way requires that that they not also be expected and equipped

to think what they do.   Equally the worst possibility, namely that our universities may not

equip students to be good doctors, social workers or nurses  or enable them to think what

they do, is not precluded simply because we  expect this to happened as it were naturally

or automatically.  For both of these things to happen we need university teachers who

themselves are able to think what they do and are able to think what in particular they can

or must do as teachers to construct the possibility that the activities they require of their

students will lead to good doctors, nurses or IT engineers who can also think what they

do.  The way the nostalgic defenders of the  Ôidea of the universityÕ (read myth of the

Ôonce upon a time we had Ôreal universitiesÕ story line) claim this idea has been subverted

by the requirement to be vocational, relies on cliched thinking done in terms of simple

                                                  
5 See for example S. Macintyre & A. Clark, 2004, The History Wars, Melbourne University Press,
Melbourne; R. Manne (ed) 2003, Whitewash: On Keith Windschuttle’s Fabrication of Aboriginal History,
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binaries and points again to the persistent need to think what we do. Thinking

characterised by a dependence on nostalgia or binaries is not thinking.

It also means paying more attention to those defensible kinds of scholarship and inquiry.

In a spirit of provocation I think Susan Haack (1999) is right to point to the prevalence of

several unacceptable kinds of research. Like Haack I assume that there are major

problems when we tolerate sham research and fake research.  If we have a proper regard

for the value of good public scholarship we will not readily tolerate the defence of sham

research or fake research by appealing to notions of academic freedom.

Though this is a proposition itself requiring inquiry to render persuasive, I think too much

of what currently passes for scholarship is either Ôsham inquiryÕ or Ôfake inquiryÕ(See

Haack, 1999: 189-92). Sham inquiry tries to make a case for the truth of a proposition

which is evidence and argument-proof. The sham inquirer is not primarily concerned to

find out how things really are but to make a case for some immovably held preconceived

belief. ÔFake inquiryÕ on the other hand  tries to make a case for the truth of some

proposition advancing which s/he believes will benefit him or herself, but to the truth

value  of which s/he is indifferent.  The oldest exemplar of what genuine inquiry looks

like as Gregory Vlastos (1991) reminded us comes to us from SocratesÕ relentless

practice of elencthia. As A.C. Grayling2003: 22-3) also reminds us, what principally

mattered for Socrates was Ôthe quest for ethical understanding -the living of Ôthe

examined lifeÕ- rather than the conclusions he or anyone else  came toÕ.  SocratesÕ

reliance on sceptical de-construction was not so inclusive or so much negative as an

example of how we might lead the good life. Inquiry aims at the truth.

ArendtÕs phenomenology of thinking reveals its relentlessly dissolvent qualities.    Her

account of Adolph Eichmann suggested not that there is an Eichmann in each of us, but

rather that there is a general atrophy of our powers of judgement, an inability to think

without rules.  Thinking entails a capacity to judge moral and political matters and then to

take appropriate action. This is associated with an increasing reliance on ready to hand

                                                                                                                                                       
Black Ink, Melbourne; B. Attwood, Telling the Truth About Aboriginal History, Allen & UUnwin, Sydney.
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principles and value judgement that enable us to navigate  everyday life without having to

stop and think.   That is,  we adopt an automatic pilot  view of what we need to think or

do  i.e., everyday thoughtlessness.  The faculty of judgement the ability to tell right from

wrong is dependent on the ability think.  This is the value of Socrates to people like

Arendt and Vlastos. Socrates show us how to think representing the ability to make

public in discourse the thinking process Ð the dialogue that soundlessly goes on within

me between me and myself.  Thinking produces uncertainty  and in this way thinking is

inevitably a  destructive undermining  effect on all established criteria  values

measurements for good and evil, in short on all those customs and rules of con duct we

treat of in morals an ethics.

A genuine inquirer, says Haack (1999: 190):

 É is motivated to  get to the truth of the matter that concerns him, he is motivated

to seek out and assess the worth of evidence and arguments thoroughlyÉ it is a

matter of  willingness to  rethink, to reappraise, to spend as long as it takes on the

picky detail that might just be fatal, to give as much thought to the final 1 percent as

to the rest.

This is why as she goes on to say it matters that that the space  in which  inquiry is carried

out supports and rewards real inquiry.  Her checklist of the things that mark out such an

environment speaks to the current capacity of our workplace to support genuine inquiry.

She (1999: 194) tells of a recent request for a reference for a junior colleague in a British

university:

Though the job was described as a lectureship it was made very clear that teaching

ability wasnÕt important, that the main qualification for the position was  that the

person appointed should publish a sufficient number of papers in sufficiently

prestigious  journals as to raise the departmentÕs standing in the governments

Ôresearch rankingÕÉ

This is what Jacques Barzun called ÔpreposterismÕ. ÔPreposterismÕ is the practice which

É puts the last first  and the first last  eg., valuing knowledge, we preposterize the

idea  and say É everybody shall produce written research in order to live and it

shall be decreed a knowledge explosion
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As Haack (1999: 194) insists adapting to a culture of  grants-and-research projects has

been a poor one which has:

tended to  lower the motive with which philosophical work is done: it has  fostered

an environment  hospitable to sham and fake  inquiry. The culture of grants-and-

research projects and the conception of productivity and efficiency that culture

fosters  discourage  candid acknowledgment that you may work for  years at what

turns out to be a dead end  and constitute standing encouragement  to exaggeration,

half truth and  outright dishonesty about what you have achieved. É Inevitably

intellectual honesty is eroded.  The quick, easy, slick and trendy flourish in an age

of hucksterism and come to the forefront while the projects that are profound,

protracted difficult unpopular and uncertain are neglected.

This can be explained as a consequence of the kind of nonsense proposed by the Research

Quality Framework project which says you can measure quality or impact.  No you

cannot measure quality, but even people who ordinarily would know better and say so,

are polishing up their noses to put into the trough.   That will not be good for public

scholarship.
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