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Open Letter to the Chancellor

Belinda Hutchinson AM
7 May 2020
Dear Chancellor,

We are writing as senior members of the University of Sydney with regard to the recently
advertised search for a new Vice Chancellor. We recognize that universities throughout Australia
have not been well supported by government over the past decade and that COVID-19 has
increased the challenges for any new incumbent in this position. Nevertheless, this is a critical
moment for the University and as leaders responsible for academic development across a broad
range of disciplines, we thought it important to bring a number of key concerns to your attention:

o We feel strongly that the new Vice Chancellor should be a peer of outstanding scholarship and
integrity. A major University cannot be run in the same way as a public company without
risking damage to its scholarly identity.

e Students and their teachers form the core of every university, and a Vice Chancellor, along
with senior management, needs to support their mission. This should involve collaboration
between a Vice Chancellor, professors and other academic staff at every level of governance.
Unrelenting emphasis on change management can often detract from the achievement of
excellence in teaching and research.

e As Stefan Collini notes in his book Speaking of Universities (2017): “The abolition of
departments, or their supersession by larger units or by interdisciplinary centres and
programmes, which is so fashionable in Britain and Australasia, essentially weakens academic
autonomy and empowers managers.” The University of Sydney has a long and distinguished
history of academic achievement in research and teaching that stretches back 170 years, and
any incoming Vice Chancellor should respect those traditions and seek to build on them.

e |n recent times, marketing has become such a dominant force that even the University’s
founding motto was removed from its crest and slogans appeared on buildings around
campus that, in the eyes of many students and alumni as well as staff, seemed to undermine
the University’s standing rather than enhance it. Though this strategy fits with a
“modernization” agenda, there is evidence that it may risk becoming counterproductive if
pursued further. Indeed, many students and potential sponsors (or donors) are drawn to the
University precisely because of its rich heritage.

e Given that the object of the University of Sydney as prescribed in the Act is the promotion of
scholarship, research, free inquiry, the interaction of research and teaching, and academic
excellence, we urge the appointment of a Vice Chancellor who would consider all these
objectives to be equally important.

Yours sincerely (pto)
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Comment on related news item in Campus Morning Mail

The Campus Morning Mail newsletter distributed Monday 18 May reported a letter sent to the
Chancellor by the University of Sydney Association of Professors (USAP) on behalf of the
Professoriate. We are concerned that the report reinterprets our suggestion that
interdisciplinary institutes can “weaken academic autonomy and empower managers” to “a
defence of discipline-based departments against supersession by interdisciplinary centres
and programs”. We agree that academic autonomy has been weakened and that managers
have been empowered, but do not blame this on the multidisciplinary initiatives (MDIs) per se.

We strongly support the initiative to establish MDIs as a way of promoting innovative and
dynamic research teams, and have all experienced the benefits of a number of MDlIs including
the Sydney Institute of Agriculture, the Sydney South East Asia Centre, the Marie Bashir
Institute, the Sydney Policy Lab and Sydney Vietnam Centre. What has not always been well
explained by our managers is the relationship between the structures and our disciplines and
departments, and how the synergy stands to benefit teaching and research in the university.
The University of Sydney has a long and distinguished history of academic achievement in
discipline-based research and teaching that stretches back 170 years, without which true
interdisciplinarity cannot effectively exist. These different structures should thus not be placed
in competition with each other or with the disciplines.

Our concern is rather the need to defend the rigour of our disciplinary base against populist
arguments for "job ready" graduates. As Professors we have experienced strong employment
demand for our graduates, but our primary role is to train minds, not on-the-job training.

David Guest
Bronwyn Winter
Rebecca Mason
Anne Boyd

Itai Einav
Richard Banati
Eugenio Benitez
Iver Cairns
Kerry Goulston
Ruth Zadoks
Suzanne Rutland, OAM
Frank Stilwell
Bronwyn Harch
Robert Boakes
Linda Connor
Jill Trewhella
Janice Russell



