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Should academics position themselves on controversial issues? 

 

Your Excellency, once again thank you for the endless support you give to 

our Faculty in so many ways.  Your presence today is witness to the 

extraordinary relationship that the Faculty has developed with you and 

the President's Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society over these last 

years.  What I admire most in you is that you lead by example.  Thank 

you. 

 

Dear Colleagues, good morning; deputy dean, heads of department, 

academics, student reps, administrators and so many collaborators - the 

fact that you have made time for this event is immensely appreciated.  In 

particular, I would like to thank the following; Ms Lara Ellul, Ms Claire 

Casha, Prof. Marilyn Clark, Ms Charlene Fabri, Ms Niamh Donoghue, Ms 

Alison Darmanin, Mr Elton Zammit, Dr Trevor Calafato and Dr Ruth Falzon 

for organising this event.  We are here to spend some time together after 

a demanding and exacting academic year even though there are still a 

couple of months to go.   

 

Quoting from our recently launched Faculty Strategy [Quote]: 

Our Faculty aims to promote wellbeing across society.  We are 

committed to pursuing and promoting scholarship that responds to 

social trends and knowledge gaps.  In so doing, we partner with 



 

stakeholders while privileging the voice of service users.  Our Faculty 

is a catalyst for public debate... [Close quote] 

 

Dear colleagues, we are here to speak about a very important matter but 

before delving into today’s theme I wanted to thank you - wow, this has 

been one hell of an academic year.  We are at the tail-end and your faces 

show, you know, the bags under your eyes give you away!   

 

I would like to remind you of the immense volume of work the Faculty 

has been involved in by using my customary pedagogy of quoting figures 

for this year; 

   

• We must have organised close to 80 events,  

• We saw an exponential growth in our fresher’s for this academic 

year, with almost 400 new students joining the ranks at all levels – 

an estimated increase of almost 24% in these last years;  

• We spent an estimated 4,000 men and women hours in Faculty 

meetings;  

• We reached the 1,000 student mark;  

• We published almost 100 papers in these last 15 months,  

• We had a significant amount of scholars recognised abroad and 

locally through promotions;  

• By the end of the calendar year, the Faculty alone, would have 

managed to rake in close to a quarter million Euros in research 

funds and this does not include thousands generated by personal or 

departmental initiatives.   

 

Some more numbers? 

 

• It is estimated that more than 1,000 people attended the events we 

organised; 

• We have recruited 5 new academics, 4 research officers and 5 new 

administrators; 

• Over 13,000 hours of lectures, tutorials and practicum/placement 

meetings and visits were delivered; 

• It is likely we spent 500 hours on contributions to the media... 



 

....so in other words, the bags under our eyes are more than justified! 

 

But this is our Faculty. 

 

A Faculty founded by the differences that bring us together. A Faculty 

made up of so many generous people, who notwithstanding your trials 

and tribulations and what you go through in your lives, you still march on 

gallantly, because of this sense of duty and the ethical and moral 

principles that guide you.  You are gracious.   

 

And you know what?   

 

Beyond what we believe, notwithstanding what our own personal value 

scales we come together to make it better for others, yes because what 

matters most is that we are here to make it better for others.   

 

But apart from you, what keeps me going is; 

 

- the weaknesses of young people like Liam Debono who’s actions 

have hurt not only Constable Simon Schembri and his family but 

have reminded us that the community has missed out on the 

opportunity to grab Liam and steer him away from the life he was 

choosing for himself....   

- What keeps me going is the vulnerability of the children and young 

people some of whom are suffering and in pain, live in fear and 

terror – as we speak…. 

- What keeps me going is the hundreds of incarcerated people that 

somehow may have slipped under the radar and choose a life 

founded on breaking down other people....  

- What keeps me going is the sad political dialectic that has taken 

over even on matters that don’t merit this estrangement....  

- What keeps me going is that we still have people in institutions, the 

poor, the lonely, the disenfranchised who are in dire need of our 

‘sapienza’, our insight….to get their life back. 

 

These people need us to lead.  They need us to bring in some gusto in 

the often senseless discourse that captivates them.  We are needed for 



our knowledge, to write, to research, to study.  We are needed so that 

we have better communities based on the beautiful principles quoted 

in our Faculty Strategy [Quote];  

 

Our vision is based on a commitment to the following core values: 

honesty, respect, democracy, solidarity and sustainability.   For the 

Faculty, honesty implies personal and professional integrity.  Respect 

signifies our commitment to human dignity, to fostering mutual 

trust, to the free exchange of ideas and to the principle of user 

involvement in our work. We uphold democracy as a fundamental 

value, affirming human and civil rights and freedoms, participation, 

and collective and individual responsibility for the common good.  

Through the value of solidarity, we recognise our interdependence 

and the importance of cooperation in the pursuit of social justice for 

all.  The Faculty is also committed to advancing sustainability for the 

benefit of current and future generations. [Close Quote] 

 

That is why I believe that what we are going to discuss today is timely; a 

debate that goes beyond the agree-disagree contention.   

 

I keep asking myself; but what communities are we nurturing and what 

social paradigm are we cultivating?   

 

We might want to draw from Oscar Wilde who states in his notorious 

1891 essay, "The Soul of Man under Socialism", in which he illustrates a 

worldview and an appraisal of the notion of community [Quote]; 

... under an industrial-barrack system, or a system of economic 

tyranny, nobody would be able to have any such freedom at all.  

[End of Quote] 

 

What I draw from this piece is that good, genuine social---ism would help 

us have better communities from where we can draw the need to 

distribute our goods according to necessity.  What a life lesson this is.  It 

would also mean that we share our knowledge and we give weight to 

everyone’s aspirations, ambitions and desires.  These are the values that 

should govern community and not only career advancement, private 

property, possessions and belongings, material goods and chattels.   

There is more to life, then prosperity and riches (not that I de-value the 



importance of capital).  There is above all a need to belong, to fit in, to 

feel right and to be regarded in our community – that is what social policy 

should be about. 

 

Now this is where we come in. 

 

Many a times, academics have been accused of huddling up in the 

comfort and security of their Halls of Ivy, completely detached and 

alienated from what is happening around them.  This cannot be further 

from the truth even because more and more research and teaching is 

directly linked with the industry and the services sector, whether it’s in 

engineering, science or education, financial services or social welfare.  In 

fact, ‘society’ and academia have understood that they can’t exist 

unconnectedly and depend hugely on each other.  Not only that, but 

many academics are regularly contributing their empirical research, 

professional insights and pragmatic reflections for public consumption.  

Who knows, maybe if our societal leaders were to take heed of what 

University lecturers are telling them in the innumerable issues they are 

involved in, there might be a better chance of getting it right. 

  

Dear Colleagues, the great work that you are doing and your ability to 

connect your academic passion with change is second to none.  Even 

though we are scientists, empirical researchers we keep alive our 

humanity – this is what distinguishes us. 

 

But there is some good news.  I believe that we are experiencing a 

renaissance.  One would have noticed that academics are becoming more 

vociferous and have reacted to a number of controversial issues.  We’ve 

had academics position themselves on womens’ rights, a few addressed 

party activities, others talked about the environment, some questioned 

whilst others supported embryo freezing, various spoke and wrote about 

sex-work, several commented on governance and some are even leading 

the civil society movement - just to give a few examples.   

 

The debate on whether academics should take a ‘principal’, ‘secondary’ 

or ‘a no-role’ in public debate has always been a cantankerous dispute.   

Uncouthly, there are academics who still feel that their responsibility is to 

steer away from contentious matters and believe they should sit silently, 



merely re/produce knowledge in the form of papers and journals – 

because ‘that is what they are paid for’.  

 

I disagree! 

 

As academics within a State funded University I think we need to start re-

claiming our responsibility. 

 

In fact, the questions that we have on the table this morning are central 

in this debate; “Should academics discuss controversial issues in a 

detached manner or should they position themselves?”. Other questions 

ensue such as “How do we create an environment where freedom of 

expression, critical thinking, the scrutiny of evidence and underlying 

assumptions are all highly valued?” and “How do we facilitate and 

encourage reasoned and balanced discussion?”  

 

I admit that this is indeed a very complex matter.   

 

As far as I’m concerned, my position on this issue is cloudless.   

 

I believe that our role as academics is to exert a positive impact on the 

design of public policy. The privileged positon of the academic is wide-

ranging, the first being that we have the benefit of empirical data that is 

at our back and call.  Moreover, we have the space and the time to think 

critically on the issues and to engage closely with what is happening in 

our community without fear of retribution or vengeance.  These 

components on their own are enough to reassure us. 

 

Apart from that our Collective Agreement expects it from us [Quote]; 

The University of Malta has grown in size and national stature, 

occupying an increasingly important role in the educational sector as 

well as in the social and economic development of the country..... 

Academic freedom is essential to fulfil the ultimate objectives of an 

educational institution -- the free search for an exposition of truth. 

[End of quote] (Collective Agreement for Academic Staff of the 

University of Malta and Academic Staff of the Junior College 2014 ~ 

2018: 8-9) 

 



To add to this, the collective agreement also stipulates that apart from 

the unswerving academic competence, promotions require the following 

qualities [Quote]; 

Moreover, the applicant’s direct contribution to the University, 

society, culture and the economy at large and his professional 

service to the country and the international community will also be 

taken into consideration, [End of quote]. (UM Collective Agreement 

p. 26-27). 

 

Even Prof. Alfred Vella, the Rector, during his installation speech stated 

[Quote];  

...scholarship of service by which I mean the direct involvement of 

the academic with the life of the working community and that of the 

general community in outreach activities.’ [End of quote] 

 

(https://www.um.edu.mt/newspoint/news/features/2016/06/addre

sscongregationalfredjosephvella) 

 

As far as I’m concerned my positon on the matter is watertight! 

 

A quote often cited by President Kennedy's was an interpretation from 

Dante's Inferno.  It says; 'The hottest places in Hell are reserved for those 

who in time of moral crisis preserve their neutrality.' To be completely 

precise this is based on a similar quote in the Inferno.  

 

Now let me share with you.  

 

Dante, and I’m not referring to my four legged chum here, guided by 

Virgil as they were trudging towards Hell meet a cluster of souls outside 

the entrance to Hell. The author describes these people that when still 

around choose to remain non-aligned at a time when great moral 

decisions had to be put into question. Virgil turns to Dante and explains 

that these souls don’t have a place either in Heaven or Hell because they 

choose to remain aloof. They are thus left to mourn their fate. We find 

this scene in the third canto of the Inferno [Quote]: 

Here sighs and lamentations and loud cries 

were echoing across the starless air, 

so that, as soon as I [Dante] set out, I wept. 



Strange utterances, horrible pronouncements, 

accents of anger, words of suffering, 

and voice shrill and faints, and beating hands  

All went to make a tumult that will whirl 

forever through that turbid, timeless air, 

like sand that eddies when a whirlwind swirls. 

And I - my head oppressed by horror - said: 

"Master [Virgil], what is it that I hear? Who are 

those people so defeated by their pain?" 

And he to me: "This miserable way 

is taken by the sorry souls of those 

who lived without disgrace and without praise. 

They now commingle with the coward angels, 

the company of those who were not rebels 

nor faithful to their God, but stood apart. 

The heavens, that their beauty not be lessened, 

have cast them out, nor will deep Hell receive them - 

even the wicked cannot glory in them." 

And I: "What is it, master, that oppresses 

these souls, compelling them to wail so loud?" 

He answered: "I shall tell you in few words. 

Those who are here can place no hope in death, 

and their blind life is so abject that they 

are envious of every other fate. 

The world will let no fame of theirs endure; 

both justice and compassion must disdain them; 

let us not talk of them, but look and pass." 

 

Well, I’m almost done. 

 

Thank you dear colleagues - I owe you infinitely for the dedication and 

the soul you give to this Faculty.   
 

I am indebted. 
 

Thank you for the unswerving allegiance; to each other, the Faculty and 

the ‘cause’.  

 



Our focus remains the common good and we are keen to fight it out and 

quoting from one of my favourite TV shows as I was growing up, Mind 

your Language; Ranjeet Singh would say to his teacher, Jeremy Brown; 

‘Oh blimey’ – and yes, dear colleagues, ‘oh blimey we want to make sure 

we leave a legacy of golly, gosh, and gee!’ 
 

Let us today feast on debate and later on wine, music and food... 

Have a nice day. 
 


