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Nothiﬁé;; as Mr Dawkins is discovering, is harder to change than
hiéher?féaucationf_ Mostﬁatademics are justly proud of what they
achiege;Aespite éﬁé;parsiﬁbny of government, and praperly resant
interference ;b;fi_outsiders who display ro evidence of
understgndin9  ;tﬁe true business of education. But their

defenéiyé;irhetoric too easily rewrites history and distaorts the

sacial.eﬁ91ranment in which they work. As a consequence, their

.

defencé:is in danger of destroying the very values they prize.

fhéiéttempt'BySthe Aqgiraiian Vice-Chancellors to define the
naturé';;f a ﬁr;e university is an example of this defensive
procéss;: Their arithmetical measures of qualifications and
.publications assume that quantity guarantzes excellence. Their
emphagiggion he%erged joufnals and research grants restricts the
definig{éﬁ df a;aJ;ﬁic proguction to their own +fields, ignoring
alterngfive forms.af production in such fields as the fine arts,
\musig,;;and eveﬂ]engineering. In other words, new universities
must reééﬁbie the bld, "rather than following, for example, North
Americaﬁ{madels.

'Aﬁﬂfthe same,ﬁime, the Vice-Chancellaors ignore the actual

1

changes ;iin the nhature of their awn institutions. The ocldest

Austrafi&ni universities--Sydney, Melbourne, Adelaide--were all
founded 'as peoples’ universities intended to be democratic
inétitﬁtibns very different from the then woribund wmodels of

Oxfordf_ar Cambridge. This intent was quickly subverted by the

custom: of appointing overseas protftessors who were intent in



reshéping the colbnies in their own iwage. Only after the second
warld  war d1d  Au;tra1ian universities start to acguire a
signifiéant research cgﬁatity, and only much later did they start
genera?{y.to recognigé their Australian environment,

Sjgnifitan£ly, the Vice-Chancellaors’ document mwmakes no
reference: £o adédemic freedom or autonomy. This owmission
reflects the managerial revolution which is taking control of
univeréities 'fEAﬁ | the academics and putting it in the hands of

r . .
adminfgiﬁatdrs responding'to governnent directives and to vested
intereé{é'in bﬁgihess and the professions., This is the one part
of th% ﬁ§wkins pr;gram-which is working.

é;éilarly, '£he emphasis on professional rather than general
publicgfioh mérks a retreat to the academy, the wish for
comfortable conformity which was the hallmark of Australian
univeré;ﬁies ;nd:.their administrators for the greater part of
their-fé#istence;:' There is no room #or the free thinker and
activiéilfn the méhagerial uvniversity.

The official responses of the college directors similarly
faij.}téi;come to grips with the obligations of higher education
ins;i#uéﬁons. . In assertiﬁg the differences of colleges from
univeféities theyfadopt an attitude to industry which borders on
the seﬁyile.‘v In asserting their eqguality, they 1ignore the
condit;;gs of iﬁéir own excellence.

'Tgé;e faii;res are reflected in the confused public
discussian ~about the possibilities of amalgamating the Royal

Melbourne Institute of Technolosy, the Footscray Institute of

Technology and  the lestern Institute in a new university of



tzchnclogy with a particular commitment to the needs and

interests of Melbourne’s western suburbs.

Like fielbourne University, RMIT was  founded as an
instituticn for the people. As the Workingmen’s College it
provided a facility +for both men and women to overcome

the economic deprivation and social prejudice_'which prevented
them fraom using their talents to the benefit va society; Its
subsequent development maintained this commitment. .

The insistence by some 'Friends of RMIT’ that the word Raoyal
be retained in the title of any new institution is an example ot
the worst kind of Vi:torién cringe. It denies the Institu;s’s
nen  history, which 1in itself gives the lie to the claim that

here is any incompataebility between excellence and equity.

RMIT has a proud history and has undogbtedly achieved
ou.cellence in many spheres, That alone does not make it a
vniversity. Nor is it necessary, in asserting its awn
s c=llence, to deny that of others.

FIT also has a record of oveir 78 years’ sefvice both/ to
students from the western suburbs and to learning. During this
time it has, lilte RMIT, had to resist the attempts of state
zf{ficials ta deny warking class children a full education in the
+ields of their choice. It this effort has achieved its own

-

farms of excellence both in meeting the needs of students fraom

s wide range of social and =2thnic backgroﬁnds and in achieving
the highest academic and professional standards.
Similarly, the Western Institute, despite pocr facilities,

iz establishing courses which eriable students from otherwised

denrived backgrounds to develup their abilities to our couwmon
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benefit,m',lt is 2 part of the same tradition of equity and

~

excellence as RMIT énd FIT.

The plan to brin;&these threa institutions together in a new
form of;”univerSity“ is an opportunity for all three tao 30 a
furthe&ﬁ stage ‘in developing this tradition. All three are
handiéaﬁped by lack of money, but all three alsc need the
oppcrtgnity tq develop the free discourse between disciplines
which is the basis of a true university.

! Thé.obligation of such a university to recognize the special
intere;@s-'o+ the west is‘not a form of social engineering, nor

does,fif_ contradict 1its need to achieve academic excellernce.

Rathé%ig'bhay' acknowledges that excellence always has bath a
material and social context.

Ihg :kﬁowledge developed and taught in universities and
callegés_ is always shaped by the perceptions-offthe students and
teache;% Jit eﬁégges. In the past, these berceptions have
neglected the social and material enviroﬁment of people 1in the
western suburbg. As a consequegnce, their lives have been shsped,
not by:.sucial engineers; but by the material engineers and
business managers who have decided that these aress should be a
dumping?.grﬁund_for-the rest of Melbourne, and have st the same
time.@eﬁﬁed them thé financial resources and public facilities to
give iﬁéﬁ'control-of their own destiny. The excellence achieved
by a_ ¢ﬁiQersity;_which has a specisl responsibility for this
regioﬁ should offer some guarantee that future graduates wiil not

repeaﬁﬂﬂtﬁese mistakes of their predecessors {from the comfortable

suburbs. of the east.



But most importantly, a wuniversity  developed frowm the
traditiaons of these three institutions offers the possibility of
r=storing the traditional ideal of a university. Technical
institutions teach students how to qsehHQQEbngypgxtﬂ_ while
tzchnological education is about teaqh}ng pgqplgrwhatpdtgﬁﬁnology
is all about. . A university which treats £3§hnq}qu?w§s bath
product and determinant of our humaq;cglgure._Qan ?reeegﬁr the
values of commpn discourée which.tﬁe diecn_miﬁﬁgsrial %REVEﬁsity
too often Iccks away ?nta separate ;Dmpartmeqp?.u' G

These values.will.not come easily. Thex ggm§nqmaﬂggﬁtinuing
resistance to .the manage}ial and uti[igariaqmiq%maqqsi_ﬁmanatxng
from Canberra{ _But they will not be,achieygqjgy_all iﬁ;qeyrest
on the 111u51onary comforts ofﬂpast achxevements rather hthan
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refashion them to meet the demands ot Qhe futurﬁ;a‘<The}phpaa;al

[

M

for a new university offers uskh%fhance- to ;tgefashxon ¥y our
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strengths for this end. T T P
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