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Brain drain

There is growing concern about Australia’s brain drain. The Gazette will be running
a series of personal essays by mathematicians who went overseas. John Stillwell from
the University of San Francisco voiced his opinion in The Age last year. He will be the
first author in this series.

One story from the mathematical brain drain

John Stillwell

The origins of the ‘brain drain’ in Aus-
tralian mathematics are a long way back,
perhaps in 1989, when the mergers of
universities with institutes of technology
and teacher’s colleges started to erode
the traditional disciplines, from classics
to pure mathematics. This is what hap-
pened when Monash University merged
with the Caulfield Institute of Technol-
ogy and the Frankston Teachers’ College.
In the late 80s, it was possible to do a
full 3rd year of Science at Monash in pure
mathematics, and we had three different
topology courses, at 2nd, 3rd and 4th year
levels. During the 90s we were cut back
to one topology course (in honours) and
many other topics disappeared entirely,
among them history of mathematics, ge-
ometry, logic, set theory, ring theory and
computability. All this happened grad-
ually, however, and people experienced
low morale but not outright panic. Un-
til 1997, that is. In April 1997 the Dean
sacked 10 members of the mathematics
department, and it suddenly became pru-
dent to look for a new job. I was lucky
because I happened to have a colleague at
the University of San Francisco who was
interested in adding to the small depart-
ment there.

By 1999 he had risen to the position of
Associate Dean and was able to offer me
a job, thanks to a sympathetic Dean who
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was also a mathematician. I had a trial
run at USF in 2000, liked it, and signed
on as a tenured professor starting in 2002.

On my return to Monash in 2001, it be-
came clear that I had made the right deci-
sion. We had a new Dean of Science, and
his first visit to the department set a new
benchmark for insensitivity and/or clue-
lessness. He told us how lucky we were
to have astrophysics and meteorology to
display in our shop window rather than
(his exact words) “that boring old calcu-
lus and pure mathematics”.

You can imagine with what relish I re-
turned to USF, where I can teach history
of mathematics, foundations of geometry,
and several other areas of pure mathe-
matics no longer offered at Monash. USF
is a small university with small classes (no
more than 30 students, often less than
20), a friendly atmosphere and very little
administration by Australian standards.
It is true that my position would not suit
everybody. USF does not have a gradu-
ate school in mathematics and the teach-
ing load is eight hours per week. How-
ever, with the small classes and light ad-
ministration it feels less than six hours at
Monash. And the opportunity to attend
seminars at Berkeley and Stanford more
than compensates for the lower priority
of research at USF.

Outside purely mathematical concerns,
USF is more academic-friendly than any
Australian university I know of. They
seem to think it’s their job to keep aca-
demics happy—what a concept! Rather
than nagging about occupational health
and safety, for example, they give all staff
(and their families) free use of the sports
centre. Family members can also do USF
courses for free. Each month, USF gives
me a $20 ‘commuter check’ for not using a
university parking space. This goes a long
way towards paying for public transport,
which costs $35 a month for unlimited
travel in San Francisco. Finally, I guess I
need hardly mention that San Francisco

is one of the most beautiful and courteous
cities in the world.

What else do I notice that is different
about America, mathematically speak-
ing? What amazes me most is the sup-
port that mathematics gets from business
tycoons. The Clay Mathematics Insti-
tute, with its seven million dollar prize
problems, gets its money from Boston
businessman Landon T. Clay. The Cal-
ifornian founder of the Fry Electronics
chain, John Fry, funds the American In-
stitute of Mathematics, which is currently
building a kind of palace for mathemati-
cians, modelled on the Alhambra. A
slightly different example is the Dibner
Institute at MIT, endowed from the es-
tate of engineer Bern Dibner. This insti-
tute supports about 20 historians of sci-
ence per year, usually including a couple
of mathematicians (and, for some reason,
one or two of the historians are usually
from Australia). Another millionaire I’ve
heard about is funding a kind of mathe-
matical genius-spotting project. He pays
a professorial-level salary to a mathemati-
cian who travels around the country vis-
iting child mathematical prodigies. Even
the much-maligned Bill Gates has given
hundreds of millions of dollars to univer-
sities.

My position at USF is one semester
per year—my choice, because I want to
spend alternate semesters back in Mel-
bourne and get some writing done. It also
enables me to keep in touch with the sit-
uation here. I have just spent the last
semester at Monash and taught the hon-
ours topology course. The class was un-
usually large and the students were very
good, but in other ways Monash has be-
come even less attractive. In another act
of insensitivity and/or cluelessness, the
administration has started charging de-
partments rent for the office space they
occupy. I was reminded several times that
my office costs the department $1500 per
year, and I was offered considerably less
than the going rate for honours teaching.



20 John Stillwell

Now I feel that I’ve already paid next
year’s rent.

As for the bigger picture, Australia
doesn’t seem any more friendly to science
and mathematics than before. I recently
visited the State Library of Victoria to see
the refurbished reading room. This was
one of my favourite haunts when I was at
school, my window on the vast world of
knowledge. It used to be full of books on

every conceivable subject.
Today, the reading room no longer looks
out on the world, but on a small back-
yard. All the books are Australian. There
are 11 shelves of books on sport, about
half a shelf on the physical sciences, and
none on mathematics.

Are they trying to tell us that mathe-
matics is unAustralian?
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