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BACKGROUND TO THIS SUBMISSION

My bias is towards the value of the Arts (Humanities and Social Sciences):

History, Languages, Literatures, Political Science, Sociology, Philosophy, Anthropology, Fine Arts, and in particular the value of interdisciplinary areas in the Arts, like my own, Women’s Studies (or, as it is known in some universities, Gender Studies), Australian Studies, Asian Studies, Cultural Studies.  (This list is not exhaustive).

Why do I think the Arts are valuable?  

The Arts teach verbal and written communication skills – in ways that other areas of study, especially the science and technology areas, and to a lesser extent the vocational areas, do not.  

The Arts teach students to think critically about society and culture, and to identify and find creative ways of dealing with social and cultural problems.  The Arts teach students research skills – that is they teach the skills involved in seeking information, assessing the value and quality of information and reading information in its social and cultural contexts.  

The Arts equip students with a broad general knowledge of their own, and other societies and cultures – historically, politically, socially, culturally. 

The interdisciplinary areas of study teach students to think about issues and problems from more than one angle, and to draw on a variety of mutually-informing approaches.

I write in the context of a political climate in Australia where it seems to me that the major political parties, and other authoritative sources, have forgotten the value of studying the Arts.  

There is a strong trend in political thinking at the moment that understands higher education only in terms of training in science and technology, and in business and economics.  For example, while many in the higher education sector welcomed the Prime Minister’s recent 'Backing Australia's Ability' statement for its commitment to increased spending in the area, his stress was on what he referred to as the ‘key disciplines such as science, mathematics and technology’ (29 January 2001 Australian Technology Park Centre, Sydney).  I found this emphasis disturbing.  In his statement the Prime Minister claimed that ‘Australians are well-educated … [and] through being culturally diverse … used to dealing with the world’.  What is glossed over in this statement, in my view, is that having the skills and knowledges of cultural diversity and ‘being used to dealing with the world’ are all qualities that have to be taught and developed.  Having an understanding of the cultural diversity of our own country, and of the world at large, and what this means for Australia’s interaction with the world (economic, political social, cultural and linguistic) comes from the kind of study that the BA offers.  Please note I use the Prime Minister’s policy only as a example of a wider trend, for his focus on science and technology is shared by many.
There is an equally disturbing trend to think about education only in terms of how it leads directly to particular jobs. I think this kind of vocational focus is unnecessarily narrow and under-estimates the contribution of tertiary education to the unpaid work that our community depends on: participation in political parties, local government, community advocacy and activism; volunteer work in the community sector; the work of parenting! It is equally mistaken to assume, as is often done, that the skills and knowledge gained from an Arts degree have no bearing on a person’s capacity to contribute meaningfully to the workforce (and to the community generally).  

My own background in thinking about the relative place of women and men in society leads me to note that this denigration of the Arts, and the kinds of skills that an Arts degree teach, is a denigration of an area, and of skills, traditionally associated with women.  At the University of Tasmania, 65% of all students in 1999 (latest year for which statistics are available) in the Faculty of Arts were women, and outside the vocational strongholds of Nursing and Education, women academics are most strongly represented in the Faculty of Arts.  In 1999 at the University of Tasmania 38% of academic staff in the Faculty of Arts were women, although women are concentrated at the lower levels of academic appointments.  Conversely the focus on science and technology is a focus on an area traditionally associated with men. At the University of Tasmania, 66% of all students in 1999 in the Faculty of Science and Engineering were men, and 82% of the academic staff in that Faculty were men.  Male students are even more heavily concentrated in the specialist computing and information systems areas: in 1999 men comprised 81% of students undertaking a Bachelor of Computing and 75% of students undertaking a Bachelor of Information Systems.  

Are those in power wilfully forgetting what the ‘feminised’ areas of Arts study contribute to national well-being?

As well as needing science and technology to take us into the 21st century, we need critical thinking about the social and cultural contexts in which the science and technology happens.

The following new issues require the kind of thinking for which a student with an Arts degree is prepared:

the ethics and regulation of new technologies; 

how to use the internet meaningfully; 

how to use IT for educational purposes;

inequalities between those who have access to the best technology and those who don’t.  

In an increasingly information driven world we need skills and thinking to understand the place of the media and IT technologies not just at work but at home too.

We need good thinking about the social and cultural impacts of rapid global change, which benefits some in our community whilst disadvantaging and alienating others.  

At a time when people are increasingly disaffected with mainstream politics we need creative thinking about:

new political forms; 

community building; 

addressing the conflicts between those divided along urban/rural, black/white, young/old, men/women, cosmopolitan/traditional lines.

We also need critical and creative thinking about the challenges and problems of old issues: 

An Arts degree prepares students to think creatively and holistically about:

the abuse of drugs; 

violence in the home and among communities;

poverty; 

sustainable development and environmental care;

unemployment;

racism;

illiteracy, 

immigration;

health policy;

the care of the aged … and so on.  

Nobody would deny that there are economic and science and technology dimensions to all these issues, but without an understanding of history, social and cultural contexts – the ‘people side’ of the issues – solutions will be shallow and short-lived.

Science and technology experts need the skills that come from a broad education in the Arts too.

Some innovative courses are being developed on this basis.  The Australian 1 December 1999 reported a new discipline at the University of Sydney, ‘at the nexus of the humanities, sciences and information systems’.  IT industry leader Mr John de Brincat of Compuware Asia-Pacific is quoted saying that employers seeking IT professionals are increasingly recognising that they need employees who were ‘people oriented, could communicate, and had a broad education’. The ‘computer nerd’ who has studied only comptuers and IT and who cannot communicate is no figment of the imagination!  Graduates of the new BA Informatics at the University of Sydney will have had the opportunity to study Asian languages, among other subjects. 

WITH RESPECT TO SPECIFIC TERMS OF REFERENCES

The adequacy of current funding arrangements with respect to

(iii)the quality and diversity of teaching and research

Without a stronger government commitment to funding public education, and to funding ‘broad education’ in areas like the Arts, Australian teaching and research in the Humanities and Social Sciences risk being left behind the rest of the world, underfunded, under staffed and under-recognised.  Current and future projected funding priorities focus on an increasingly narrow and short-sighted view of what is valuable university education.  They leave out commitment to critical and creative approaches, in favour of currently expedient and fashionable approaches.

The Australian government must recognise the short-term and long-term benefits of a diverse and broad general education and be prepared to put public funding into areas like the Arts and actively foster diversity and breadth in education as well as depth in currently targeted speciality areas.

(a) the effect of increasing reliance on private funding … on

(i) the quality and diversity of education

The increasing emphasis on private funding may suit those in universities whose teaching and research is directly related to the needs of big business – predominantly those in the science and technology areas and business and economics areas.  While I think that the corporate sector should contribute to the research and teaching which eventually brings them direct benefit, a funding program so oriented limits research and teaching to a very narrow, and possibly compromised, agenda.  

But what about research and teaching about Australian history? Or any kind of history? About violence in the community? About the changing contexts of motherhood and fatherhood? About the ethics and politics of new bio-technologies?  About citizenship? About social policy to address the needs of competing sectors in the community? About understanding, appreciating and developing Australian film and TV? Understanding CNN? These areas are less likely to attract private funding.  In today’s universities this means that academics concerned with these areas are less likely to be rewarded in other ways inside their university, and students being taught in these areas (primarily the Arts), less likely to receive resources.

If he Australian government values creative thinking in the areas of expertise offered by Arts Facutlies, and indeed independent thinking, it must make a greater commitment to public funding of universities, and public funding of areas least likely to attract private funding.

(e) the factors effecting the ability of Australian public universities to attract and retain staff

As the Arts are being downgraded in public rhetoric and funding, and so in resource allocation and reputation inside many individual universities, the Australian university sector is losing valuable human resources.  Some of our best scholars take positions overseas where their skills and knowledges are better valued.  Internationally recognised Cultural Studies scholar and teacher Professor Meaghan Morris, now of Lingnan University in Hong Kong, discusses this issue in her article ‘Losing our minds’ (Weekend Australian 22-23 July 2000, p. 19).  She names over a dozen top Australian scholars who have left Australia in recent years – from the fields of Philosophy, English, Film Studies, Multicultural Studies, Media Studies, and more.  Other Arts scholars of my acquaintance, many of them outstanding teachers and researchers in History, Political Science, Women’s Studies, English, Sociology, Bio-Ethics, (but lesser known names than those Meaghan Morris writes of), are leaving the low status, hard work, low pay, uncertainty and un- and under-employment of university Arts Faculties, to take jobs outside in publishing, the media, the public service and to run their own small businesses.  While this proves that highly trained academics are fit for life outside the university, (and I think interchange between academic and non-academic career paths is not a bad thing in itself) it constitutes a brain drain, not just to overseas universities, but to personal and working lives that are more viable than those currently on offer in Australian Arts Faculties.  The consequences of losing some of our best minds to overseas universities, and to better paid and better respected jobs locally, is bad for students and bad for the national future. 

Academics from the Arts (Humanities and Social Sciences) must be recognised and valued in public rhetoric from government, and suitably recognised and encouraged via government policy focus and funding.

