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This submission addressees 
(e) the factors affecting the ability of universities to retain staff in the context of competitive local and global markets and the intellectual culture of universities.

Summary

The intellectual culture of Humanities or Arts Faculties at Australian universities is often dominated by left wing ideological groups who oppose capitalism, and who seek to change society by way of attacking and changing the existing media. The majority of these groups operate with the full knowledge and support of university administrations. A case study is offered of the intellectual culture of the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences (H&SS) at the University of Technology, Sydney, where a radical ideological group claims to have captured mass communication courses and where staff with professional media experience were forced to resign. Such an intellectual culture reveals a tertiary education system which is sometimes seriously out of touch with community needs and expectations.

Background: Intellectual Culture

According to the former Acting Head of School of this Faculty, Dr Helen Wilson, mass communication courses at UTS were ‘captured’ by a left wing ideological group. This capture is set out in her 1989 book, Australian Communications and the Public Sphere, MacMillan Australia. The book describes how the capture of mass communication courses was accomplished, and it also describes the ideology which underpinned those who effected the capture:

‘The major intellectual development for some of us was the capture of the Mass Communication courses, formerly taught, it was decided, without sufficient theoretical rigor  or attention to social context. There was a certain arrogance in our collective attack, considering how little we knew about media institutions and how inexperienced we were in  'reading' their output. These were skills and knowledges to come.  At the time the theoretical  perspectives were what mattered, and it had to be Althusser's development of Marx on ideology, because this placed the media, as 'ideological state apparatuses' in a sophisticated social theory’ (p279-280).

At the time of authoring this history, Dr Wilson was Senior Lecturer in the Faculty of H&SS. As noted, Dr Wilson was also an Acting Head of School of this faculty and was later elevated to membership of the Dean's Advisory Committee.

Intellectual Culture: Althusser

Althusser was a twentieth century French Neo-Marxist philosopher who saw the media as part of the system of ‘repressive’ state control. His book, Lenin and Philosophy,  (NLB Press, London, 1971) argues that the media, along with the church, the family, legal and political systems, are Ideological State Apparatuses, which are part of the “Repressive State Apparatuses" (p136). The Repressive State Apparatus functions "by violence" (p138).  However, the Ideological State Apparatuses "also function secondarily by repression, even if, ultimately, but only ultimately, this is very attenuated and concealed, even symbolic" (p138). 

Althusser murdered his wife in 1980 and was confined to a psychiatric hospital.  "For the rest of his life (he died in 1990) he was in and out of institutions" (Rowley, Hazel, The Australian, April 9, 1994, Weekend Review 6).

Investigations into Humanities

The foundations for the present UTS Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences (HSS) were laid down in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Two investigations recorded official concerns about recruitment and staff practices in Humanities. The first investigation was the: 

1979 Swinbourne Committee Report

This report noted the following:

‘significant problems’ in the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences (HSS) in need of corrective action (p2)

Some staff ‘finding it increasingly difficult to carry on their teaching and scholarship in an effective way’ (p7)

‘unconventional treatment’  in selection of new staff (p12).

Malevolent effects involving ‘a concerted effort by some staff to so antagonise others as to make them wish to leave (p7).

1980 Sutton Committee Report

A 1980 letter to Academic Board by the then Dean and Head of School, Professor Hammer, which is attached to the Sutton Committee report, described the group that had formed a majority in the Faculty as "radicals" who were critical of the mass media and who sought to remove or impede other members of staff who did not subscribe to their own ideology.

Two Heads of School, including Professor Hammer, resigned during this turmoil because of their inability to effectively carry out the educational programs of the Faculty.

Case Study Involving Removal of Staff from Captured Programs 

My own history at UTS (formerly known as the NSW Institute of Technology) offers a case study into the forced removal of staff from the Faculty who were deemed to be unsympathetic to the ideologies of Althusser and the staff who subscribed to this intellectual culture.  

I was appointed to the fulltime staff of the Faculty in 1981. Prior to my appointment, I had been Anchorman of the National Nine Network’s A Current Affair in the 1970s, and prior to my professional work at Channel Nine, I had been one of the foundation staff on the ABC’s This Day Tonight.  My professional media background was at odds with the professed Althusserian culture of Humanities and the belief that the media was part of the repressive apparatus of the state. I was removed from all teaching in the Faculty degree program in 1984 and was required to teach ‘servicing’ subjects, such as report writing, to science and business students. I was not readmitted to teaching in the Media Arts and Production areas of the Communication degree. This was despite my 15 years of professional experience and my attainment of a PhD in mass communication issues from Macquarie University. 

Vice Chancellors’ Support for Humanities , and False Information Supplied to the Human Rights and Equal Opportunities Commission

In 1988, I requested an inquiry into my removal from teaching in the Communication degree. The then Vice Chancellor appointed a committee of inquiry to investigate my case, chaired by the Professor of Law, Prof. Flint (now the Chairman of the Australian Broadcasting Authority).  Following its investigation, the committee made a number of recommendations, none of which the Vice Chancellor chose to implement.

My subsequent claim of ideological discrimination to the Human Rights and Equal Opportunities Commission was dismissed following false information supplied to the Commission by the then Vice Chancellor. In his letter to the Commission of 3rd Oct., the Vice Chancellor incorrectly claimed that my complaint concerning ideological discrimination lacked substance because it involved 'persons who have long since ceased to be employees of UTS'.  This claim was in contradiction to the then presence on fulltime H&SS staff of Dr Helen Wilson who had confirmed the capture of the mass communication courses. The Vice Chancellor’s claim also followed his confirmation of the appointment of the present Dean, Professor Jacka, who had been a senior lecturer in Humanities during the capture process. Many other senior members of Humanities staff who were fulltime employees in the late 1970s and early 1980s are still employed fulltime and hold senior positions in the Faculty. It is not possible to sustain the claim that those who had assisted in the capture of mass communication courses had, or have ‘long since ceased to be employees of UTS’.

Factual error presented to a statutory body by the leader of UTS could be a matter of further concern, especially in terms of (f) (iii) and (g) (iii) of the Senate Select Committee’s terms of reference.  

My claim of ideological discrimination was dismissed and my written requests to the present Vice Chancellor for an explanation of this false and misleading information were ignored. I resigned from the Faculty and from UTS in 2000.

Conclusion

The intellectual culture of the Faculty of H&SS is at odds with a Faculty which claims to prepare students for professional careers. The support of successive administrations for the ideological group which captured Humanities, and the intellectual culture to which members subscribed, is also at odds with universities which proclaim the professional relevance of their programs. 

I believe that the above case study into the intellectual culture of Humanities also reveals a tertiary education system that is sometimes seriously out of touch with community needs and expectations. This may be especially so when such an intellectual culture operates with public funding.

Recommendation

My submission includes the recommendation that the intellectual culture of Humanities faculties become the subject of debate – by way of the publication of the above issues in the public arena. 

My submission is tabled in the hope that open debate concerning such an intellectual culture may contribute to a better balanced, more equitable and more relevant educational system.
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