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INTRODUCTION



Seventy years ago Australia was plunged into a conflict that began in Europe and spread to the Pacific. Lasting six years, World War II taxed the nation’s capacity to the limit. Many Australians made their contribution in the armed forces, many served the war effort in factories and on farms, and all felt the effects of separation, loss, blackouts and rationing. The war effort disrupted the usual patterns of life, imposed an unprecedented measure of control over work and leisure, put men and women to new tasks. In rapidly expanding the administrative apparatus that planned and directed these activities, the national government turned to the universities for experts who might apply their knowledge to the emergency.


Academics were recruited, seconded or attached to government departments in Canberra, Melbourne and Sydney to administer programs, provide advice and draft the ambitious plans for Australia’s post-war reconstruction. These policy intellectuals brought specialised knowledge in a number of disciplines—economics, law, public administration, psychology, anthropology, history, philosophy and education—but they were working collectively on practical problems that crossed disciplinary boundaries. As a result of this experience some of them sought a more permanent arrangement. They joined to promote research in the social sciences.


The mystique of science seized their imagination. They saw how the contribution to the war effort of their colleagues in the natural sciences was far more visible, and aspired to similar recognition. They noted the prestige attached to science and embraced the idea of a science of society. Their research would be conducted with Australian evidence and enable them to advance their disciplines, so that they would no longer be consumers of learning imported from abroad but producers of original work that would bring them international standing.


The promoters of this project began with little more than a determination that the social sciences should be built up in the country’s universities and a conviction that they could provide a public resource. The founders were small in number—the first meetings involved less than a score of active participants—and their early inventories revealed a dearth of expertise. Even at the end of the war, as the six Australian universities prepared for an influx of new students, they employed no more 250 staff in the fields covered by the social sciences, of whom less than half engaged in any kind of original scholarship. Most of these fields made no provision for such activity: there was no system of research training, no professional society or disciplinary journal, not even a staff seminar. A national scheme to support academic research in the social sciences had only just been created, and it amounted in 1945 to an annual sum of less than £10 000.


These deficiencies were deeply embedded in the character of the Australian university. It was a colonial creation and forty-five years after Federation had still to acquire a national purpose. The original foundations in Sydney and Melbourne began by offering a liberal education, but the response was disappointing so they quickly provided alternative courses in law, medicine and engineering. Later universities—there was one in each capital city by 1914—followed suit, so that the faculties of arts and science were trenched by professional faculties preparing undergraduates for a wide range of careers, from agriculture and architecture to journalism and social work.


The state governments, which provided the universities with their operating grants, reinforced this training function. Hard pressed to fulfil their primary role as service providers in the stringent conditions that prevailed between the wars, the states starved education. Of necessity the universities charged high tuition fees, which restricted access, and economised on other academic activity. In 1945 there were fewer than 16 000 undergraduates. In faculties of arts an overworked professoriate straddled a daunting variety of subjects; in faculties of commerce, education and law there was a heavy reliance on part-time professional practitioners. Neither arrangement allowed for the research function associated with the advance of the social sciences. Quite apart from their zealous faith in a science of society, these promoters seem heroic in their assumption that it could be realised in Australia.


Consider now the present state of the social sciences. They are offered, either in disciplinary form or by application to a vast range of vocational courses, to roughly half of the million students enrolled in the country’s forty universities. The number of academic staff who teach these students has increased fiftyfold, and nearly all of them have research qualifications. They are expected as part of their duties to conduct research, and there are arrangements such as study leave to enable them to do so. They have access to research grants: each year the Australian Research Council provides more than $80 million for projects in the social sciences. There are centres and institutes that attract additional funds from government and industry to employ full-time researchers, while other academics undertake consultancy work. There are professional associations and networks, archives and digital resources, academic journals, monographs and other forms of dissemination, all of which join Australian practitioners to their international counterparts. In short, there is a vast apparatus of research in the social sciences.


It is less clear that such enlargement has served the original purpose. The founders were drawn to the idea of social science chiefly as a way of advancing their disciplinary interests. While they were interested in the larger project of a comprehensive science of society, they did not pursue it with any conviction and used the plural form, the social sciences, interchangeably with the singular one. The designation served two ambitions. These scholars wanted to distinguish their branches of knowledge from the physical sciences, and at the same time claim parity as experts—that is, they wanted to separate their knowledge from popular understandings used in everyday life. Like other scientists, they laid claim to an exclusive expertise that qualified them to undertake specialised and systematic inquiry. Such research could be applied to practical tasks of public policy and social practice, but the underlying objective was a deeper understanding of how societies work.


Those concerns have little place in the present. The name social sciences is now attached for administrative purposes to different combinations of departments and schools, or used generically to describe various kinds of teaching and research. There is no agreement on its definition or coverage. Some of the disciplines encompassed in the original project, such as philosophy and history, have drifted towards the humanities; some of those that deal with human behaviour, notably psychology, have drawn closer to the cognitive sciences. The ambit of the social sciences stretches across traditional disciplines, such as anthropology and sociology, which are closely bound by internal academic cultures, and others that are more responsive to external links, such as education and law. It includes multidisciplinary pursuits such as Indigenous and gender studies, and various forms of training such as business studies and tourism, social work and public health.


The social sciences are a product of modernity, their point of departure the emergence of society as a separate and autonomous realm of human activity, their highpoint the forms of inquiry institutionalised in the university in the first half of the twentieth century. The scientific endeavour to build a comprehensive understanding of society through the establishment of systematic and empirically verified principles collapsed before it was realised in Australia, so that we inherited a variety of specialised disciplines and quasi-disciplines that are more restricted in their reach.


The social sciences occupy the space between the natural sciences, which allow for the establishment of general laws applicable throughout nature, and the humanities, which deal with individual creativity and experience. They are linked loosely by a common purpose of investigating how societies work, but do so differently: some aspire to causal explanation and combine theoretical models and quantitative methods; others are more attentive to context and contingency, for their object is understanding. They overlap and borrow from each other, yet retain their own identities: the geneticist and the physicist readily accept the designation of scientist, but it is unlikely that a geographer or a psychologist would choose to be identified as a social scientist. The practitioners remain convinced of the practical value of their work and have not flagged in the desire to exercise influence—if anything, they have become too worldly—but are seldom confident that the public appreciates their significance.


Most of all, they are denied the academic standing enjoyed by scien tists. This imbalance is perhaps the most galling. Despite the claim to parity inherent in their adaptation of the title, social scientists do not share the prestige attached to those who feel no need for a prefix. Real research is understood to occur in laboratories, by experiment and discovery, rather than in the interpretation of social practice, and the alchemy of the market turns discoveries on the laboratory bench into intellectual property, the elixir of the knowledge economy. Its genetic code is set out in the branch of federal government that oversees research activity in Australia, the Department of Innovation, Industry, Science and Research. Policies designed to tighten these links and strengthen the chain that stretches ‘from bench to business’ are attached to all forms of intellectual endeavour. They determine the allocation of research funds, the priorities of the country’s research agencies and the arrangements whereby universities manage their research. In this system the social sciences are the poor relations.


The reasons for the lesser regard and support for the social sciences are a primary concern of this study. Its effects are marked in Australia, yet similar patterns can be found in many other countries, so an explanation has to go beyond the particular policy choices made here. Rather than bemoaning the neglect of social science as a peculiarly Australian oversight, it is more instructive to consider the widely shared understandings that govern contemporary higher education and research around the world. Numerous policy documents and an extensive international literature reveal three principal agents, each making increasing demands in a powerful convergence of expectations.


The first is business. With reduced barriers to international trade, improved communication and lower transaction costs, the globalised economy places a premium on knowledge-intensive products and services. Successful companies rely on constant innovation to retain their competitive advantage, and as they seek out emerging technologies they take a corresponding interest in scientific research.


The second is government. Having renounced so many of the tools they once used to manage their economies, build industries and protect living standards, governments seek economic growth through the pursuit of innovation. The large public investment in research and development is intended to yield demonstrable benefits (successful commercialisation of new technologies serves as the gold standard), just as outlays on university teaching are expected to increase the skills of the workforce (the Australian invention of a deferred loan scheme for tuition fees was premised on the increased incomes of graduates).


These expectations press in on the university, which is the third point in the triangle. Ever since the Dawkins reforms of the late 1980s, the Australian government has extended its direction of higher education and research. Canberra deploys a battery of reporting requirements and funding formulae that preserve the formal autonomy of the university while aligning it with national priorities. Increasing competition and the insatiable need for greater resources make it difficult for universities to withstand such pressures.


The market, the state and the academy are thus brought together into a close relationship that privileges certain kinds of research over others. Social scientists are not excluded from the arrangements that serve the research mission; on the contrary, they are governed by them and complain that the mechanisms of funding, measurement and accountability to which they are subjected disadvantage their activities. Some social scientists seek to participate by adapting their investigations to the arrangements, and some attach themselves to the multidisciplinary projects that research managers encourage, though typically in a subordinate role. Their instinctive response to the marginal status accorded them in the current configuration of research is to protest ‘but we do that too’. And social scientists do indeed undertake research that is innovative and of national benefit. However, they find it much harder to demonstrate their contribution to the knowledge economy. If they create intellectual property, it is seldom commercialised in new products or services. Social scientists do themselves an injustice when they couch their claims in the terms of a research policy designed for science and technology; the insistence ‘we do that too’ not only sounds shrill, it is also too habitual to carry conviction.


Nor does it keep faith with the nature of research in the social sciences and the distinctive qualities of the knowledge it creates. In 1970 the American political scientist Karl Deutsch published a study of ‘major advances in social science’ over the first two-thirds of the twentieth century. These advances ranged from Pareto and Gini’s measurement of income inequality to the national income accounts constructed by Simon Kuznets and the Australian Colin Clark, and from Lenin’s theory of the one-party state to Gandhi’s enunciation of non-violent political action. The study disclosed a persistent interval of ten to fifteen years between invention and general implementation (comparable to the time taken for widespread adoption of major technological inventions) and a growing cluster of university-based discoveries after 1945, when the social sciences achieved academic maturity.


A distinctive feature of these advances, however, was that they were freely available to anyone who wished to use them. They did not take the form of intellectual property, for they were public goods. They entered into public policy and secured improvements in efficiency and welfare, brought emancipation and tyranny. Other advances listed by Deutsch, such as Jakobson’s structural interpretation of language, had no direct implications for social practice yet provided powerful tools of analysis.1


The purpose of this study is to provide an account of the social sciences in Australia, not so much by identifying the major advances made here—though some will be described—but through a broader examination of their fortunes. The starting-point is how the social sciences were constituted in Australia as a field of research. This involves attention to their intellectual practice: what they are, what they do and how they do it. It also requires attention to their organisation: how they were configured as disciplines within the Australian university, the arrangements made to support them and the expectations of those who provided the support. Finally, it invites evaluation of the outcomes: how well the social sciences were served by the arrangements.


The inquiry is historical in its approach. As has already been indicated, the social sciences began with great expectations that were long delayed and perhaps are still unfulfilled. There are plentiful indications of growth, in numbers, activity and reach; but they are punctuated by dissatisfaction with deprivation and lack of influence. The continuities are striking. The persistence of the foundational disciplines, organised in separate academic units and contained within a uniform system of public universities, suggests a remarkable instance of path dependency. Yet the changes working on Australian universities, expanding and multiplying them, introducing new sources of funding and new forms of accountability, have far-reaching consequences for their teaching, research and forms of public engagement. There is a sharp contrast between the small, straitened department of the 1940s, left to manage its affairs with minimal assistance or direction, and today’s large school. It is part of a large, complex enterprise that has adopted the tools of the trading corporation: branding and promotion, business planning and program budgeting, line management and performance appraisal, benchmarking and review, in a continual quest for improvement.


A characteristic of university strategic plans is a lack of historical depth. In constantly looking for future improvement, those who manage them seldom reflect on the past. Their temporal dimension is an abbreviated one of now and henceforth. Their plans are at once generic in their striving for excellence, the deployment of mission statements, strategies and KPIs, and impoverished by their inattention to context. The research policies set out by national governments and international agencies such as the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) suffer from a similar myopia. They have pronounced repeatedly that knowledge has acquired novel significance and insisted again and again that it demands a new relationship between the university, government and the economy. The prescription has been issued so often as to invite consideration of why consummation is never achieved.


The study is pursued through a close examination of Australia’s principal social science organisation. It began in 1943 as the Social Science Research Committee of the Australian National Research Council, incorporated itself as the Social Science Research Council in 1952, and in 1971 became the Academy of the Social Sciences in Australia. Throughout these changes it has remained an exclusive body, despite early consideration of open membership, but with national standing. It is funded by the Australian government, along with three other learned academies of science, technology and the humanities, and represents the social sciences nationally and internationally. Ever since its formation it has been the principal vehicle for pursuing the mission of the social sciences.


The limitations of this concentration are obvious. From its earliest days and through its progression to a formal academy, membership has always been restricted to a small minority of practitioners—at one point the Social Science Research Council took 6.5 per cent of all academics as a quota—yet the changing composition of a select body of leading social scientists provides a unique index of esteem. As a voluntary association it has depended on the activity of members whose principal energies went into their disciplines and whose chief obligations were owed to their universities, so that a consideration of its activities must trace those connections into an intellectual and institutional history of Australian academic life. But the very limitations of a restricted membership drawn from a wide range of disciplines who come together to pursue common interests makes the academy particularly revealing. The forms of interaction it allowed were intimate and expressive. A rich archival record makes it possible to reconstruct the aspirations, values and preoccupations of the profession in vivid and instructive detail.


Over its life the Academy has undertaken various activities designed to promote, support and assist research in the social sciences, but has remained constant in its role of advocacy; it thus offers insight into how social scientists have articulated their needs, and provides a vantage point onto the arrangements made in Australia to support research. Along with other research disciplines, the social sciences have had to accommodate themselves to increasing direction of their activity. The history follows their changing fortunes, from benign neglect to close supervision, and it also seeks to explain the changes and evaluate their effects.


To this end the study begins with a historical sketch of the forces operating on higher education and research since World War II, the purposes the research university was expected to serve and the means whereby it was encouraged to do so. This preliminary survey will prepare the ground for a detailed narrative in the body of the work of the fortunes of the social sciences in Australia. The level of detail is substantial, for the history deals with a large number of practitioners, disciplines and universities. Some of these elements have attracted attention but the Australian literature is highly fragmented—we have many university histories but only the most rudimentary sketch of the Australian university, various academic biographies and disciplinary surveys but hardly any appraisal of Australian academic life—so it is necessary to draw specialist studies into a larger whole and fill the gaps in their coverage.2


The book also relates the changing policies and institutional arrangements within which the social sciences operated. My purpose here is to explore the aims, methods and assumptions of those who shaped higher education and research. We shall see that social science was often incidental to their considerations, and try to explain why that was so. This is more than a story of negligence and oversight. Rather, it reveals a pattern of interaction between researchers and research policy, the one responding to the other in ways that were meant to achieve a resolution but only compounded their mutual frustration. This part of the history is still incomplete. My aim in writing it is to argue how and why current policy is mistaken.


The history begins with two decisive developments in the middle of the last century: the recognition that the university had a vital role in the creation of knowledge for practical purposes, and the emergence of the social sciences as fields of university research. Taken together, these developments were powerfully formative for the social sciences in Australia, but in order to appreciate the transformation they effected it is necessary to turn back and consider first how this branch of knowledge came into being.





1


PRELUDE


Thou shalt not sit With statisticians nor commit A social science.
WH Auden, 19461


Social science emerged in eighteenth-century Europe from the intellectual movement known as the Enlightenment that replaced religion with reason as the basis of understanding both the natural world and human affairs. Science came to stand for the systematic application of reason to all forms of knowledge, and social science denoted those that illuminated the secular, impersonal forces determining social development. This project was systematised by Auguste Comte in the mid-nineteenth century as sociology, the last and highest of the sciences, which would include all other sciences and integrate their findings into a cohesive whole. Every field of knowledge, Comte insisted, had an intrinsic structure and it was the task of science to discover it; every field also passed through three ascending stages: the theological, the metaphysical and finally the positive or scientific stage—positive because it avoided all preconceived ideas and relied solely on observation and reason. Hence human society, the most complex structure of all, would finally yield its secrets to his positive method of sociology.2


Here already social science was marked off from natural science and yet joined to and dependent on it. John Stuart Mill, Comte’s contemporary and admirer, who brought a formidable rigour to clarifying the laws of political economy, logic and moral philosophy, wanted to remedy the backward state of the social sciences, which he described as ‘a blot on the face of science’, by applying the methods of the physical sciences—that is, he wished them to attain the same commitment to discovering the truth through a continuous process of inquiry and the same standards of verification.3 Social scientists might not be able to confirm their hypotheses through controlled experiment but they could reason from experience to formulate and test their explanations. The desire to emulate the natural sciences increased as they were taken into the university during the nineteenth century; scientists turned the university into a place of discovery as well as learning, with a corresponding expansion of activity, influence and authority that practitioners of the social sciences aspired to share.


The research university would embrace and nurture the social sciences, provide them with a uniquely propitious environment in which they could take root and flourish, and in doing so it would also reconstitute them. For the research university created an interpretive community, a body of practitioners joined in a common way of thinking and exercising judgement, agreed procedures for conducting and evaluating research, a distinctive concern for the methods of their branch of knowledge and above all a determination to advance it. The research university also created a professional community in which the careers and the authority of academic members were based on the knowledge they produced as well as the knowledge professions that practised it and the institutions that served them.


These academic communities and their intellectual systems spanned national borders, but the research university formed a close relationship with the nation-state. Its distinctive devices, the laboratory and the graduate seminar, were novelties resisted by older religious foundations such as Oxford and Cambridge that clung to their pastoral role and liberal curriculum. In Germany, on the other hand, the university was a state institution; science was embraced for its contribution to the nation’s industries while social science made its contribution to the process of national unification and the tasks of government. The rapid growth of the German economy and the formidable capacity of the Kaiserreich stimulated other countries to emulate such arrangements, though it was also in Germany that the positivist understanding of a universal science came under challenge at the end of the nineteenth century. Thus Wilhelm Windelband argued for a distinction between the nomothetic character of natural science (formulating laws from observation) and the idiographic nature of humanistic disciplines (which sought to delineate the complexity of experience), and Dilthey, Weber and Sombart insisted on the contextual basis of social knowledge as well as its distinctive methods of understanding.


Their remonstrances came after the social sciences were carried across the Atlantic to the United States. They flourished in a particularly favourable environment: a large and variegated university system with a modern curriculum and a keen desire for useful knowledge. There, in contrast to Europe, the social sciences were established as separate disciplines in a departmental structure, and between 1884 and 1905 history, economics, psychology, anthropology, political science and finally sociology each formed their own national disciplinary association. From the beginning they were actively involved in solving social problems and improving social policy, a tendency encouraged by the philanthropic foundations that underwrote such work. The formation of the Social Science Research Council in 1923 was made possible by the Rockefeller Foundation, which injected several million dollars to assist the coordination of the disciplines, and in the course of the decade provided more than $20 million for projects that employed rigorous and systematic investigation of practical problems.4


Out of this came a distinctive method of empirical research that eschewed speculative generalisation for collecting, testing and evaluating data. Its practitioners stressed the scientific character of their findings. Like their counterparts in the physical sciences, they saw themselves as engaged in a methodical accumulation of knowledge based on subjecting hypotheses to empirical tests of validation. The evidence and the knowledge were distinctive in character, concerned with human behaviour, social systems and the institutions that governed social activity, and the researchers specialised in particular disciplines, but all joined in pursuing a science of society.


~


These developments had limited application to Australia, where higher education was marginal to the concerns of a small and remote settler society. Based on commodity exports and import substitution, the colonial economy derived much of its knowledge and technology from more advanced economies. The restricted need for professional expertise was reflected in the straitened circumstances of the original universities and the priority they accorded to medicine and law. Less prestigious fields such as mining, agriculture and education were left largely to other providers, while finance, management and public administration relied well into the twentieth century on in-service training. The tiny academic profession afforded only the barest career path: a local aspirant would improve his chances if he followed his first degree with further study in England, but except in science this usually meant repeating a course of undergraduate study and gave no experience of research.


It was not that colonial Australia failed to innovate—on the contrary, there was an eager acceptance of new technologies and an impressive rate of local invention—but such activity was largely extraneous to the university.5 The desire for scientific understanding and the impulse to apply scientific principles to every branch of knowledge was served instead during the nineteenth century by a range of voluntary bodies. Australia followed other countries in its creation of an umbrella organisation, the Australasian Association for the Advancement of Science in 1888 (it became the Australian and New Zealand Association in 1930, hence the acronym ANZAAS). While the association drew its leaders from professors of science, membership was open to all practitioners and from the beginning encompassed the social sciences. The first of its congresses included sections for geography, economic and social science, and anthropology; and by 1930 there were separate sections for history, anthropology, economics, statistics and social science, education, psychology and philosophy, and geography and oceanography.6


Laymen outnumbered professors at these biennial congresses. The promotion of science, encouragement of research and dissemination of knowledge had a broad and general orientation, aiming to share discoveries and extend understanding across the whole spectrum of intellectual inquiry regardless of national boundaries. Such cooperation was affirmed at the end of World War I by the establishment of the International Research Council as a non-governmental federation of national organisations. To enable Australia to join, a peak body was formed in 1923, the Australian National Research Council (ANRC). At first it operated in conjunction with the Association for the Advancement of Science, with the same coverage of disciplines but a more exclusive membership drawn largely from the universities, as befitted a body that sought to represent the Australian research community in dealings with its overseas counterparts and with government.7


The latter ambition was never realised. While the Commonwealth government consulted the ANRC and provided some limited financial assistance, it followed Britain in developing its own research agency with the formation in 1920 of the Institute of Science and Industry, reorganised in 1926 as an independent statutory authority, the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR). The initiative recognised the growing importance of science as a servant of national interests and the need for research in particular fields of national significance; hence the Australian decision ‘to apply to the pastoral, agricultural, mining and manufacturing industries the resources of science’. These resources were scarcely munificent—the annual allocation reached £200 000 by the end of the 1930s—but far exceeded those at the disposal of the universities or the ANRC, so that externally determined, mission-oriented scientific research overshadowed the self-directed and curiosity-led work done by academics.8


The arrangement left little room for the social sciences. Earlier, as the fledgling Commonwealth gave substance to the new nation, there had been a keen interest in them. Overseas observers were drawn in the early years of the twentieth century to study the advanced democracies of Australia and New Zealand, the rapid rise of their labour movements, the enfranchisement of women, novel systems of industrial arbitration and other state experiments that won these settler societies the reputation of a social laboratory. Australian statisticians developed new methods to measure the country’s precocious achievement; sympathetic participants recorded the institutional innovation and reflected on its underlying principles; social reformers and a thin layer of intellectuals warned of the need to control the restless impulses.9


During the 1911 congress of the Association for the Advancement of Science Francis Anderson, the professor of philosophy at Sydney, called on Australian universities to respond to the ‘special circumstances of a new community in the course of construction’; he urged that sociology, ‘the latest and least developed of the sciences’, be established as the core discipline of a ‘science of society’. His colleague RF Irvine, who held the chair of economics, repeated the argument after a tour of North American universities in 1912. Their calls went unanswered. While Anderson’s student Clarence Northcott undertook a study of Australian Social Development (1918) at Columbia University, he remained in the United States. As the foundation professor of philosophy at the University of Queensland, Elton Mayo argued in Democracy and Freedom (1919) for the cultivation of social purpose as an antidote to industrial conflict, but left in 1922 to pursue his distinguished career in the same country. The Englishman Meredith Atkinson wrote The New Social Order (1919) and edited Australia: Economic and Political Studies (1920) while teaching sociology at the University of Melbourne, but resigned in 1922. They were just some of the pioneer social scientists who left Australia in the inter-war years to make their careers elsewhere.10


Others were driven out, among them Vere Gordon Childe, the Marxist prehistorian; Griffith Taylor, the geographer who defied the boosters of Australia Unlimited; and Herbert Heaton, the progressive economist who incurred the wrath of the business community. Criticism was unwelcome as the country dealt with the domestic divisions opened by the war, tried to insulate itself from the revolutionary and reactionary forces emanating from Europe, and then was disabled by a global depression. Practical knowledge was preferred to the generalities of a holistic social science. The demise of sociology at Melbourne was instructive: Atkinson’s successor was an Englishman, JA Gunn, who assembled elements of philosophy, psychology, economics and eugenics into a general scheme of moral uplift, and proposed it be recognised by the creation of a chair of sociology. He was defeated by Douglas Copland, the professor of economics, who regarded Gunn’s compound as the ‘flotsam and jetsam of everything’ and deplored the ‘tendency to treat the social aspect of a problem before its economic basis has been thoroughly examined’.11


Copland was the great entrepreneur of the social sciences as they were understood in Australia during this formative period. He was appointed to his chair in 1924 when the Melbourne business establishment prevailed upon the university to establish a faculty of commerce. In the following year the Rockefeller Foundation appointed him its represen tative for Australia and New Zealand. In 1926 he undertook a study tour of the United States and Europe in order to determine how the social sciences should be developed in Australia, and how they might contribute to public policy. The experience confirmed his view that they should be practised as discrete, empirical disciplines with a strong emphasis on their practical application.


Copland ensured that his own discipline developed along these lines. He was the first president of the Economic Society of Australia and New Zealand, established in 1925 with a membership that spanned academic and practising economists; and the founding editor of its journal, the Economic Record, which encouraged discussion of economic stabilisation, public finance and similar topics of immediate relevance.12 With other economists he wrote a cautionary report in 1929 on The Australian Tariff, in 1931 he chaired the committee that guided the government’s response to the Depression, and in 1933 he publicised its novel features when he delivered the Marshall Lectures in Cambridge. An unprecedented crisis of such magnitude brought recognition to the economics profession, and its academic representatives became influential advisers to federal and state governments.13


Anthropology was another beneficiary of support from the Rockefeller Foundation. Various Australian academics, mostly biological scientists, had conducted ethnographic studies of Aboriginal communities, and presented papers to the anthropology section of the Australasian Association for the Advancement of Science. A special meeting in Australia of the British Association in 1914 made a strong recommendation that anthropological teaching be introduced here (and also brought out Bronislaw Malinowski, who then undertook fieldwork in the Australian colony of Papua, with decisive consequences for social anthropology). Hubert Murray, the administrator of the colony, was chairman of the anthropology section of the Australasian Association at the 1921 congress, which called on the Commonwealth government to create a chair in the discipline. The ANRC took up the proposal, the government wavered, and was finally persuaded to provide the necessary funds (with assistance from the states) by an offer from the Rockefeller Foundation that it would match them with research support.


The Cambridge anthropologist AR Radcliffe-Brown took up the chair at Sydney in 1926 but was soon succeeded by the New Zealander Raymond Firth, and he by a local man who had trained in London, AP Elkin. Through a committee of the ANRC, the professor allocated the research funds that the Rockefeller Foundation provided for fieldwork as well as for the journal Oceania, and by 1940 more than £50 000 had supported thirty researchers in forty-two field investigations. As with economics, there was an appreciation of the practical value of anthropology: one purpose of the Sydney department was to train the patrol officers who administered the Australian territories of Papua and New Guinea, and the detailed studies of the native peoples of Australia and the Pacific that the grant made possible were meant to inform government policy.14


Another American foundation initiated research in a third branch of social science. Following the directions set by the immensely successful lad o’ pairts Andrew Carnegie, the philanthropic trust he endowed showered largesse on libraries, education and the performing arts, then turned to the encouragement of greater professional expertise in these fields. To this end a former dean of the teachers’ college at Columbia University conducted a study of Australian educational training in 1928 and recommended an enhancement of its research base. The Carnegie Corporation provided £75 000 over ten years for the creation in 1930 of the Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER). Based in Melbourne, the ACER initially funded research in other states but developed its own programs and augmented the annual grant with commissioned work. Kenneth Cunningham, its foundation director, had obtained a doctorate in educational psychology at Columbia before establishing a psychological laboratory at the Melbourne Teachers’ College, and his ACER put particular emphasis on mental testing and vocational guidance.15


As with anthropology, this endowment arose from a conjunction of local need and outside assistance. The states spent large sums on school systems that dealt with wide variations of ability and aspiration, and could see the benefit of developing measures of aptitude; hence they grasped the opportunity provided by American proselytisers. Cunningham also served as Australian adviser to the Carnegie Corporation, in a manner similar to Copland’s role with the Rockefeller Foundation, advising on applications from Australians for fellowships grants across the social science disciplines the corporation supported.


Thus by the end of the 1930s there was support for three of the social science disciplines and a significant increase of activity in others. Yet the limitations remained acute. The Australian university still offered only a first degree to a tiny segment of the population and was crippled by the parsimony of its provision for research. It was not until 1936 that Richard Casey, newly installed as Commonwealth Treasurer and novel also in his possession of a degree in engineering, persuaded the Cabinet to assist university research. The government introduced an annual grant of just £30 000 for distribution to the universities by the CSIR; the same amount was provided to the National Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC) for clinical research in the following year.


No such provision was made for the social sciences, where the facilities remained exiguous. Each professor was still responsible for every aspect of academic administration in his field. In discharging teaching duties he—for all of them were men—was fortunate if he had more than one or two assistants to help deliver the lectures, set, read and return student essays, and conduct examinations in all undergraduate subjects. Opportunities for study leave were rare, funds to conduct research exceptional, the very idea that it was an essential component of the university’s mission still formative.


~


Then came a second world war that imposed new expectations on Australia’s universities. After the conflict spread to the Pacific, it required the full mobilisation of industry to equip and maintain armed forces fighting in the tropics, make good the shortages of advanced manufactures that could no longer be imported, and expand primary production to sustain the Allies. By 1942 the Commonwealth was drawn into the administration of universities when it reserved students in medicine, dentistry, science and engineering, then funded additional places in these courses. Many academics were pressed into war service, some undertaking scientific work but others involved in organising the war effort and planning post-war reconstruction.16


It was already clear that these plans would require a substantial expansion of Australia’s research capacity. If, as the Duke of Wellington claimed, the Battle of Waterloo was won on the playing fields of Eton, then those who directed the Allied effort in World War II believed their victory was achieved in the laboratories of their research establishments. The advances made by large teams working on aeronautics, electronics, synthetic materials, pharmaceuticals and above all nuclear fission secured the triumph of big science. The American effort was directed by Vannevar Bush, an engineer from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology who persuaded President Roosevelt to create a national body to coordinate the country’s wartime research. As head of the federal Office for Scientific Research he insisted that the work should not be confined to government and military research agencies but should go to the best scientists, wherever they were located. Those in universities should be able to work in their own laboratories, hire their own staff and determine their own strategies free of bureaucratic control.17


As the war drew to a close, Bush sought to consolidate these arrangements in a peacetime National Research Foundation. His 1945 report to the president, Science: The Endless Frontier, argued for publicly funded science as the ‘pacemaker of technological progress’ and national prosperity. ‘New products and processes are founded on new principles and new conceptions which, in turn, are developed by research in the purest realms of science.’The rationale of his proposed foundation was that science was too important for anyone but scientists to control: no one could predict the outcome of research, and some of the most important innovations came as by-products of work on the frontier of knowledge that only scientists could evaluate.


Bush’s proposals were delayed and weakened in their implementation by the assertion of greater government control, while the onset of the Cold War meant that when the National Science Foundation (NSF) was finally established in 1950, it worked alongside other military research agencies. His underlying principle nevertheless exerted a powerful influence on post-war research policy in the United States and was embraced elsewhere as the very basis of the research endeavour: ‘scientific progress on a broad front results from the free play of free intellects, working on subjects of their own choice in the manner dictated by their curiosity’.18


Vannevar Bush’s emphasis on pure research had a further consequence: it excluded the social sciences. He thought they lacked rigour, and in any case the somewhat fastidious leaders of the American Social Science Research Council were reluctant at first to be drawn into a compact with government for fear that it might compromise their inde pendence. More worldly ambitions soon overcame these scruples and the social scientists sought inclusion, using arguments that stressed the objectivity and utility of their work and its convergence with the methods of scientists; but by this time they were operating from a position of weakness. Whereas natural science had gained prestige from its wartime achievement, social research was tainted with associations of social reform and even socialism. As a Congressman put it, ‘the average American just does not want some expert running round prying into his life and deciding for him how long he should live … there would be a lot of short-haired women and long-haired men messing into everybody’s personal affairs and lives’.19


Although the charter of the NSF permitted support for the social sciences, it did not provide explicitly for their inclusion until 1968. Consequently the NSF restricted its support to a narrow range of projects, at first linked to science and subsequently expanding to disciplines such as economics, psychology and experimental sociology. More contentious investigations remained dependent upon support from the philanthropic foundations, which grew rapidly—social science grants from Carnegie, Rockefeller and the Ford Foundation rose from $4.5 million in 1946–49 to $43.6 million in 1955–58—but lagged far behind the NSF.20


The program director of the NSF responsible for the behavioural sciences—and the general adoption of that term acknowledged the pressure—observed that ‘the scientific orientation of the NSF encouraged from the beginning of its social science venture a positivistic type of research that was quantitative, empirically oriented, experimental’.21 The social science share of NSF grants remained tiny, the success rate of applicants low. A series of national reports in the 1960s and 1970s sought to ward off criticism of even this level of support, and invariably emphasised the utility, objectivity and reliability of the behavioural sciences.22


The growing scale, complexity, cost and importance of big science contrasted with the artisanal nature of much research in the humanities and social sciences. The same characteristics cast a shadow over Bush’s ideal of autonomous and pure research. Big science employed teams of researchers organised around a common purpose, and their pursuit of the desired outcome was designated a project. The term was first used to describe such gargantuan endeavours as the Manhattan Project to develop the atomic bomb, though that spread far beyond New York to research sites across the country and eventually employed 130 000 people. After the war, as scientists sought funding for their ambitious schemes, they used the same term and it soon became synonymous with all forms of research.


An earlier, more open ideal persisted. It was affirmed by the American sociologist Robert Merton in his codification of the scientific ethos as communal, universal, disinterested and based on organised scepticism.23 But science had become too important to national security for governments to allow such independence, while the contribution of research undertaken in universities to economic growth, public health and social welfare was exerting an increasing influence on its organisation and practice.


~


Australia followed the United States, Britain and other industrial nations in the post-war expansion of education and research, for it too saw the universities as engines of growth and agents of equality. This country had its own version of the GI Bill, the Commonwealth Reconstruction Training Scheme, which enabled 25 000 ex-servicemen and women to enrol in undergraduate courses, and the Commonwealth subsequently provided direct grants to the state universities. Following national inquiries in 1957 and 1964, these grants expanded into a formal machinery of support for an increased range of courses taught by a larger number of universities. The universities remained self-governing institutions under their state statutes but were increasingly reliant on federal assistance; and as was the case in the United Kingdom, this was determined by a separate government agency using standard measures and taking a national perspective. There were six universities and 16 000 students in 1945, nine universities and 31 000 students in 1955, fourteen universities and 81 000 students by 1965.24


Australia differed in its research arrangements. The United Kingdom directed an increasing proportion of its public research to universities; Australia provided them with just a fraction of the sum it spent on the principal government agency.25 This was the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO), a reconstruction of the CSIR with a greater role in basic research as well as projects to assist the new secondary industries. Most of the academic allocation, moreover, went to a new research university in the national capital.


The Australian National University (ANU), established in 1946, had a separate appropriation. The ANU was an unusual and sometimes uneasy arrangement, a blend of a national research agency working in designated fields and a university with freedom to develop its own priorities. At least initially, the initiative was successful and we shall see how it augmented the country’s capacity in the social sciences. But the decision to concentrate research in a small inland city was profoundly mistaken: the established universities in the major cities inevitably refused to accept a subordinate role, and they persisted in their endeavours despite a stultifying lack of support until 1965 when a national agency was created to fund academic research. Such ill-advised concentration of effort meant that Australia lagged well behind equivalent countries in its postwar provision for intellectual discovery.


Throughout the post-war years of sustained growth in population, industry and living standards, the Social Science Research Council pressed the case for greater provision. It argued that social scientists could serve the nation-building project: they could bring their expertise to bear on a wide range of subjects that would improve public policy and enhance the national interest. While there was growing acceptance of the benefits of public investment in education, especially by the 1960s when the OECD took up the concept of human capital, attempts to establish the same case for research were less persuasive.26


In preparing Science: The Endless Frontier Vannevar Bush had drawn on the economist Paul Samuelson for his argument that the market could not be relied on to create new knowledge. Kenneth Arrow subsequently explained that this was because such knowledge was neither appropriable nor divisible (others could not be prevented from using it and it had to be completed, often at considerable expense and uncertainty, before it could be used).27 Hence the need for public funding. But such economic analysis was conducted at a high level of abstraction, taking scientific discovery and technological innovation as its model and paying little attention to social research.


Australian decision-makers at first took little notice of this arcane literature. They could see the value of science, especially when it contributed to key sectors of the economy or carried implications for national security. The public service had begun to recruit social sciences graduates as departments responsible for trade, industrial relations, education, community services, welfare, town planning and other branches of government expanded their activity. So too the private sector employed graduates in the social sciences as it adapted to the greater size and complexity of the business enterprise and its customer base. For some time, however, this expertise was employed in a technical and subordinate role, helping to implement and monitor decisions that were taken by other means.


The idea that social scientists could help set the directions of public policy received a celebrated rebuff in 1965 when two members of the Social Science Research Council serving on a national committee of inquiry into the Australian economy proposed that a standing body of economists set growth targets. The prime minister dismissed their proposal as ‘the pretensions of technical experts’.28 Robert Menzies made possible the growth of the Australian universities, and insisted on their autonomy, but he was a traditionalist with little time for the social sciences. Only after he retired in 1966, and his successors wrestled with growing unrest, did government seek expert advice on a range of social issues, from immigration reform and Aboriginal advancement to urban planning and the eradication of poverty. We shall see how this belated involvement of academics in public policy allowed the Social Science Research Council to undertake some major projects, and how it also created expectations that social scientists were poorly equipped to meet.


Throughout the post-war decades there was a persistent misapprehension. Social scientists repeatedly claimed that they could improve policy if only they were given the chance to apply their insights. For its part, government repeatedly found such advice to be ill informed and impractical. It also noted that most of the funds it directed to social science research went into activity that was academic in its character and orientation. Every branch of social science seemed to want its own professional association and journal, its own disciplinary infrastructure. The claim that these academic entrepreneurs could serve practical purposes seemed a thin disguise for empire building.


This mutual misunderstanding was not peculiar to Australia and it cost no more than neglect and vexation during the confident era of growth that lasted a full quarter-century after the end of World War II. But the cost of the Vietnam War imposed such a burden on the United States that in 1971 it had to suspend the convertibility of its currency to gold, thereby cancelling the arrangements made at Bretton Woods in 1944 that sustained the post-war monetary system. Then the oil embargo imposed by Organisation of Petroleum Exporting Countries in 1973 brought a sudden increase in the price of energy and the world economy faltered. Keynesian techniques of economic management failed to overcome the novel combination of inflation and recession. Out of the protracted malaise of ‘stagflation’ came a reduction of the role of government and a retreat from public provision.


The university, a site of student protest from the 1960s, soon felt the effects. The Labor government led by Gough Whitlam had lifted public expenditure on all forms of education to over 6 per cent of gross domestic product by the mid-1970s, a level it has yet to regain. This allowed the abolition of university fees and with other measures to expand access, student numbers rose to 148 000 in 1975; thereafter Malcolm Fraser’s Coalition government curtailed growth so that there were 175 000 enrolments by 1983.29 Funding remained constant over these eight years, with damaging consequences for staffing levels and working conditions.


It thus fell to the Hawke Labor government to revisit the university as part of a broader program of economic reconstruction. As was the case with the United States and the United Kingdom, there was anxiety about falling behind competitors such as Japan in technological innovation, and the OECD was renewing its emphasis on human capital as the engine of growth.30 In 1987 the government brought the components together in a new Department of Education, Employment and Training under John Dawkins, an aggressive moderniser who quickly drove through the changes that created a new Unified National System of higher education.


The technical and teachers’ colleges were folded into the universities, which in turn were expected to develop close links with industry, equip graduates with the advanced skills that industry needed, strengthen their management, improve their efficiency and increase their accountability. This forced merger produced 420 000 university enrolments, lifted to 630 000 by 1996 when the Labor government lost office. At the same time the universities were required to become more self-sufficient. Australia pioneered a scheme for charging undergraduates through deferred, income-contingent repayments. It also tapped into the rising demand for higher education in the rapidly industrialising Asian countries. This Unified National System continued for the next twenty years, with consequences for the social sciences that will be examined.


The changes to university research followed a similar logic. The government increased provision while imposing greater control over its uses. A new funding agency was created, the Australian Research Council, to promote greater competition and allow more strategic allocation. National priorities were declared and research centres established to concentrate effort in promising areas of science and technology. Links with industry were strengthened to improve productivity and promote innovation. The university developed procedures for managing its research, investing in areas where the rewards were greatest, maximising its research income but also subsidising the costs. Teaching and research were increasingly separated, and an academic’s opportunity to pursue research became more and more dependent upon being part of a group that won grants or secured support from end-users. We shall see how such arrangements had significant implications for the social sciences and the humanities, with their patterns of less systematic, smaller scale and more reflective investigations than the sciences.


Social scientists complained that the changed arrangements disadvantaged their disciplines, but that argument had little effect for disciplinary knowledge was no longer the object of national research policy. Rather, the aim was to channel activity into producing a different kind of knowledge that would serve a more practical purpose; to manage it, make it more accountable and more responsive; to take it out of the hands of academics and into arrangements whereby business and government could shape it and use it.31 Some of the arrangements seemed to have been designed to circumvent the reciprocal resentment that had bedevilled the relationship between government and university in post-war Australia. If academics had used government funding to serve their academic purposes and disciplinary interests, then the redirection of those funds into collaborative, mission-oriented, cross-disciplinary research would change their behaviour.


With Australia’s remarkably uniform system of higher education and high level of dependence on public research, such considerations might well have worked on the minds of those who made these changes. But the essential design was undoubtedly shaped by international developments. One of these was a decline in academic authority as universities were caught up in the turmoil that racked campuses in the late 1960s, when so much of the advice they offered seemed discredited by the breakdown of authority, the industrial conflict, urban riots, rise in crime and apparent failure of social welfare. Even in the United States, with its remarkable faith in education and richness of provision, there was a faltering of support: enrolments flattened in the 1970s and resources diminished.32


Another was the redirection of research policy. With the partial détente in the Cold War at the end of the Vietnam War, there was a reduc tion in Washington’s support of military science, while the NSF also suffered cuts in its budget. The guiding principles it had taken from Vannevar Bush—that scientists were the best judges of what work to do and how to evaluate it—came under challenge. Faced with the rising tide of manufactured imports from Japan, policy-makers sought application of research to industry that would lift productivity. Seeking greater commercialisation, they allowed researchers to patent their discoveries. The universities embraced the transformation of a public good into intellectual property, and invested large sums to tap this new source of income. From just 250 patents in 1980, when the change was made, they filed in 2000 for more than 8000 patents.33 They sought out industry partners, started up companies, raised technology parks and science centres. Silicon Valley became the model of the knowledge economy.


The belief that all this activity followed from the 1980 Bayh–Dole Act, which allowed universities to patent and license discoveries, rests on flimsy foundations. One reason for limited commercialisation in the postwar period was that much of the research was done for the military, NASA and other government agencies. The shift towards biomedical research had begun before 1980, and the remarkable developments in information and communication technology had their own momentum.34


These were the growth sectors that allowed the prophets of the knowledge economy to claim that the future lay not with the assembly lines of the large manufacturing corporations but with the creativity of smaller, more mobile enterprises. The shift from the production of goods to the exploitation of knowledge required constant innovation, a theme now taken up by the OECD. From the 1960s it had urged member countries to increase investment in science and technology, and created standard measures of expenditure on research and development. By the 1970s it was questioning the linear model in which the scientific research led to the experimental development and industrial implementation. In that model innovation was what companies did with new technology and left to the operation of the market; by the 1980s its meaning and significance expanded dramatically.


Innovation was now understood as a more fundamental process whereby knowledge was created and used to improve products, services, processes and organisations. To its original 1963 Frascati manual on the measurement of research and development expenditure, the OECD added a new Oslo manual in 1995 to measure innovation. And whereas research and development had been treated as an exogenous factor incorporated into the labour and capital inputs of the firm, economists now saw innovation as an endogenous component with large spillover effects (their term for the general benefits of the spread of knowledge). Hence the OECD’s 1991 report on Technology and Productivity talked of innovation systems, and in the following years most countries devised their own innovation policies, whereby innovation guided the whole of government and embraced the entirety of the nation’s business, educational and research arrangements.35 Some of the effects of innovation policy for the research activity of Australian universities have already been suggested, and their implications for the social sciences will be pursued in this study.


~


The new understanding was formulated most arrestingly in 1994 by a team of social scientists. Past practice, they claimed, pursued disciplinary knowledge in an academic setting, guided by curiosity and judged by academic standards. The new production of knowledge occurred in the context of its application, framed by the problem rather than its disciplinary components, and negotiated between the academics, users and stakeholders according to its commercial viability and social acceptability.36


The contrast between what the authors called Mode 1 and Mode 2 knowledge was stark. Although their later work fleshed out a sociological context, they juxtaposed the two modes at a high level of abstraction.37 There was very little reference to actual research practice, or acknowledgement of the important differences in national research systems. Indeed, they provided no compelling evidence that one mode was replacing the other.38 Even so, their account of The New Production of Knowledge achieved wide currency and quickly found its way into Australian policy documents. The book provided both explanation and justification for those who had come to believe that disciplinary knowledge was narrow and impractical, and that effective innovation required new ways of conducting research. The belief has won general acceptance and hardened into a dogma that finds regular expression in statements of innovation policy, yet is seldom subjected to critical scrutiny. The historical perspective developed in this study suggests that disciplines are not obstacles to discovery; rather, they are powerfully coherent, durable and adaptive ways of advancing knowledge.


The authors of The New Production of Knowledge presented Mode 2 knowledge as emergent yet imperative, impelled by the needs of both science and society. They saw such arrangements as having reconfigured work in physics, chemistry and biology, and insisted they would spread throughout the academy, if only because the university would be forced to adopt them in order to meet the challenge from alternative producers of knowledge. Yet it is readily apparent that the two modes are not necessarily sequential, nor are they mutually exclusive. Many of the characteristics of Mode 2 practice can be observed in the advancement of knowledge before the nineteenth century, when the research university established the norms of Mode 1 practice, and both kinds of knowledge production are pursued within the contemporary university. Yet Mode 2 reifies the conventions that are enshrined in Australia’s current research policy, and a further object of this study is to question their validity.


Perhaps the most disturbing feature of ‘the myth of the modes’ is that it allows no role for the university other than to hold itself apart or to conform to the needs of government and industry.39 This ignores much that is precious to the university: its role as a custodian of learning and inquiry, and the freedoms that safeguard its teaching and research; its maintenance of an intellectual community that serves society by challenging conventional wisdom as well as contributing to its highly specialised requirements. In reconciling such values with the exigencies that press in on the university, the social sciences occupy an unusual position. They are at once directly concerned with government and industry, yet habitually overlooked in its considerations. They have long sought recognition and influence, sometimes by serving and sometimes by challenging, and have often been disappointed. In relating their endeavours, I hope both to explain their fortunes and affirm their importance.
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ORIGINS


The war seemed to exist to give jobs to economists and political scientists with one of those dubious doctorates from the London School of Economics.
Manning Clark, 19591


On Sunday 25 October 1942 four busy men met to resolve their differences. All four were professors at the University of Sydney juggling academic duties with additional wartime responsi bilities, so they set aside part of the weekend for the meeting. Two of them—Julius Stone, the professor of jurisprudence, and Alan Stout, a professor of philosophy—were at loggerheads with a third—AP Elkin, the professor of anthropology—so they met at the home of their colleague Eric Ashby, who was professor of botany and chairman of the professorial board.


They were joined in a common endeavour to promote research in the social sciences, separated by a difference of opinion how that could best be done. By the social sciences they meant a range of disciplines that applied scientific methods of observation, analysis and reasoning to social phenomena. The disciplines they had in mind were anthropology, economics, education, history, law, philosophy, politics and psychology, which by this time were all taught in the Australian universities.


The difficulty was that the teaching was not accompanied by research. An arts degree was valued as a liberal education and mark of accom plishment that might lead to a career in teaching, journalism, the clergy or some other profession, but even those who undertook the special ised honours courses could not expect to pursue careers in their disciplinary field. The lack of provision for advanced study was even more pronounced in professional faculties such as law. The purpose of a legal education was to train lawyers. The very appointment of Julius Stone to the Sydney chair of jurisprudence in 1941 had been fiercely resisted—the chancellor and three other legal figures on the university’s governing body resigned when it was confirmed—on the grounds that he was a researcher rather than a legal practitioner.2 Beyond a basic level of informed understanding, research in these disciplines was considered an esoteric irrelevance.


The idea of the social sciences as sharing a common purpose and method, marking out a distinctive domain of knowledge that could be extended cumulatively and systematically, required substantial support, met important needs and augmented national capacity, came late to Australia. Elkin pressed such claims in an address he delivered in June 1942. He contrasted the long record of efforts to understand the ‘nonhuman environment’ with the more limited and disjointed attention to the ‘human and social environment’. Allowing that Australian universities made provision for ‘the study of the legal, political, psychological and economic aspects of social life’ to ‘varying degrees’, he insisted they still gave no recognition to ‘the study of society as a whole’. Elkin called this study sociology, employing that term in its original sense to mean a comprehensive science of society.


Elkin also claimed that work of this kind was being done in his own department of anthropology, where the study of simple societies yielded an objective understanding that could then be applied to the analysis of more complex, advanced societies. The pressing need was to extend such research into all aspects of contemporary social life and coordinate the various investigations into a coherent whole. The need was pressing because of the strains that Elkin attributed to the current war. He called it a ‘totalitarian war’ because it demanded a complete and universal commitment, yet Australians had revealed an alarming lack of common purpose. Elkin’s sociology would assist government to control such selfish impulses; it would inform investigations into every corner of civilian life, provide the knowledge to guide planning and administration, improve efficiency and above all maintain authority.3


Elkin was not alone in seeing that Australia’s wartime emergency created a new role for the social sciences. By 1942 every economist of note had been seconded to work in the various departments and agencies that directed the war effort. The most important of them met regularly in a Financial and Economic Advisory Committee chaired by LF Giblin, who had left his research chair at the University of Melbourne for Canberra. The other original members were Roland Wilson, who had completed doctoral studies in economics at both Oxford and Chicago, and was economic adviser to the Treasury until he became head of the new Department of Labour and National Service in 1940; and Leslie Melville, who had been professor of economics at Adelaide before establishing the economic section of the Commonwealth Bank. They were joined by Douglas Copland, another Melbourne professor and now economic adviser to the prime minister, and James Brigden, formerly professor of economics at the University of Tasmania and Secretary of the Department of Munitions until the end of 1942; later partici pants included HC (‘Nugget’) Coombs, who worked for Melville and then Wilson until he became Director of Rationing in 1942; Ronald Walker, who had followed Mauldon in the Hobart chair and was now deputy director-general of the Department of War Organisation of Industry, and RC Mills, the professor of Economics at the University of Sydney.4


Giblin was the senior figure. A man of remarkably diverse experience—a Rugby international, a gold prospector in the Yukon, a Labor parliamentarian, a highly decorated officer in the First AIF—he was also, like the British economist Maynard Keynes, a patron of the arts. Above all, Giblin was mentor to Australia’s nascent economics profession. Convinced that trained economists could improve public policy and administration, he had broken down the bar on graduate recruitment to the Commonwealth public service in the early 1930s and encouraged the appointment of younger colleagues to leading posts.


Roland Wilson was another influential supporter. On his initiative the Commonwealth increased its annual grant of £30 000 to the universities to support their scientific research, and earmarked £9000 per annum for research in the social sciences.5 Administered by the Division of Post-War Reconstruction in his department, which became a department in its own right at the end of 1942 with Coombs as its director-general, this fund provided salaries and expenses for a wide range of projects. Meanwhile the Commonwealth established an Office of Education under the direction of RC Mills to supervise the new university arrangements.6


A less conventional initiative was the formation of a Committee on National Morale. It was conceived and directed by Alf Conlon, an arts graduate and lapsed legal student who returned to the University of Sydney on the eve of the war to study medicine. Conlon was an operator of legendary proportions, a man of grandiose schemes with a wide range of contacts and a pipe that he used to considerable effect. He operated outside formal structures, relying on his powers of persuasion to open doors and a knowing manner to press his ideas on figures of authority. The legend records Conlon’s ubiquitous presence during the wartime emergency, but provides no reliable measure of his influence. Some see his hand in almost every aspect of planning for the post-war order, from foreign relations and colonial administration to industrial growth and the creation of a national university. Others deny he had any significant role. But then Conlon worked most effectively behind the scenes, hatching plans in late-night drinking sessions and pursuing them by informal approaches that left little trace in the official record.7


It is at least clear that early in 1942 the prime minister asked Conlon to advise him on how wartime morale might be maintained. John Curtin had taken office late in the previous year and was forced to respond almost immediately to the Japanese declaration of war. Curtin might well have exaggerated the threat of invasion but there is no doubt that the fall of Singapore and rapid advance of Japanese forces towards Australia caused an alarm verging on panic. Both the United Kingdom and United States had already established committees to advise on public morale, and in May—the same month that Japanese midget submarines attacked shipping in Sydney Harbour—Conlon duly recommended the formation of an Australian one to study popular attitudes to the war and recommend actions to sustain or improve them. It was constituted as the Prime Minister’s Committee on National Morale with Conlon as its chairman reporting directly to Curtin.8


Conlon had already roped in senior academics from Sydney, among them Julius Stone, Alan Stout and Elkin’s anthropological colleague Ian Hogbin, and he now added two more professors in Melbourne, where the committee was based. This was not his only official post. As Major (later Colonel) Conlon, he also headed a research unit at the army headquarters in Melbourne, again reporting directly to the commander-in-chief. It prepared studies on a wide range of topics requested by the military commander or deemed by Conlon to be of importance. Many of the members of the Committee on National Morale were attached to the army unit along with additional academics, some more enthusiastically than others—‘How we love to create illusions for the self-satisfaction of our egos’, confided Keith Isles, formerly professor of economics at Adelaide, to a colleague, advising him to ‘stick to your theoretical interests’.9 The staff all carried military rank and included two more colleagues of Elkin, Camilla Wedgwood and WEH Stanner.


Everyone of note seemed to have a place in the wartime research establishment—except Elkin. He had thrown himself into public activity at the outbreak of war with a series of statements on the need for a whole-hearted national effort; he had decried apathy and selfishness, and he had conducted a survey of popular attitudes to inform the strengthening of patriotic purpose. But all of his advice to the Department of Information went unheeded, while his personal letters to the prime minister remained unanswered. Accustomed to exercising control and censorious of Conlon’s irregularities, he was indignant that subordinates in his department should be elevated to such influence at his expense. His response was the creation of an alternative organisation, the Australian Institute of Sociology, which he launched in June 1942 with an inaugural presidential address on the mission of the social sciences; its insistent argument for sociology as the systematic and scientific study of society as a whole, summarised above, signalled his ambition.10


Elkin gathered support for his institute from students, graduates, practitioners (especially social workers) and some academic colleagues. His membership of the Australian National Research Council (ANRC) strengthened his authority, as did links with the American foundations (he had recently obtained a large grant from the Carnegie Corporation). But his institute ran up against another scheme hatched by the fertile mind of Major Alf Conlon. For Conlon was also seized with the idea of a science of society that would gather up and justify his ambitious schemes. A fellow-student, Donald Horne, recalls the mirages of wisdom that rose from his pipe during drinking sessions at Sydney University: ‘what this country needs is a good sociology’. Conlon would linger over sociology, lengthening each syllable of the exotic incantation.11


~


We have no precise record of when Conlon conceived the Social Science Research Council. Three members of his Committee for National Morale recalled that it had been several months earlier at a preliminary meeting held in Sydney, but only one of them (Julius Stone) was present on that occasion in March 1942 and he would soon join Elkin’s institute.12 Another (Alan Stout) attended a June meeting of the committee in Melbourne where Conlon’s scheme took clearer shape.13 Stone would withdraw from the institute to work with Stout in gathering academic support for an alternative body, the Social Science Research Council (SSRC), and Conlon would use his contacts to secure government recognition and assistance.


The two Sydney professors made an effective team. Stone was the more assertive, a diminutive, driven and prickly overachiever whose parents were Jewish refugees from Tsarist Russia. The son made his way from a terrace house in Leeds to Oxford and Harvard, but his need for acclaim remained insatiable. Stout was a Scot, more assured (his father was an eminent philosopher who accompanied him to Sydney in 1939) and a public-spirited man of progressive convictions who championed Stone’s appointment. As chair of the board of social work at Sydney, Stout was already at odds with Elkin’s recruitment of that profession into his Institute of Sociology. He in turn enlisted John Passmore, a young lecturer in philosophy and fellow-member of the Committee on National Morale. Passmore had become interested in the methodology of the social sciences through participation in the weekly seminars of RC Mills, the professor of economics, and would undertake much of the legwork as the SSRC took shape.14


Mills himself was brought onside and his support was important: not only was he dean of the faculty of economics at Sydney University and chairman of the professorial board until Eric Ashby succeeded him, but also as head of the Commonwealth Office of Education (and by the end of the year chairman of the new Universities Commission as well as the Commonwealth Grants Commission) he could facilitate official recognition of the new body. Eric Ashby was another powerful ally. He had recently conducted an inquiry for the prime minister into university scientists’ contribution to the war, and was head of the new Scientific Liaison Bureau.


The three-man working group looked at similar organisations in other countries, among them the Social Science Research Council established in the United States in 1923 and the more recent Canadian one formed with Carnegie Corporation support in 1940. They made an early decision to draw in Kenneth Cunningham, the director of the Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER), who had close relations with the corporation. They began to identify other key figures outside Sydney who might be invited to participate, among them Max Crawford, the professor of history at the University of Melbourne and a fellow member of Conlon’s Committee on National Morale. Since Crawford had already been asked to join Elkin’s Institute, Stout explained that the SSRC was conceived as ‘a plain alternative to that Institute’.15 And they also sounded out some of the principal public servants, including Roland Wilson, who encouraged them to believe that ‘such a body would fill a definite need’.16


Finally, they made a late decision to advance their scheme through the ANRC. Even though Elkin had a foothold in this organisation by virtue of the committee he chaired that administered the fieldwork funds, anthropology was only one of the social sciences it encompassed (the others were economics and statistics, geography, mental science and education). Their actual involvement was very limited as the ANRC was dominated by university scientists, who used it to contest the supremacy of the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR)—a difficult task given the research mission of the Commonwealth agency and one made more difficult after the honorary treasurer of the ANRC embezzled its funds in the 1930s. The ANRC received only meagre public funding but, at least formally, it advised the government on scientific affairs. Besides, the current chairman was Eric Ashby.17


By early October, as Australian troops began to turn back the Japanese forces on the Kokoda Trail, the sponsors were ready to proceed. A meeting of the ANRC executive committee received a request from ‘certain members of the Prime Minister’s Committee on National Morale’ that it appoint a committee to investigate their proposal to form a Social Science Research Council. As a first step there was to be an informal meeting of interested parties in the staffroom of the University of Sydney on Friday 23 October at which the sponsors would outline their proposal. And presumably because Elkin was present as a member of the executive committee, Stone and Stout agreed to meet him on the following Sunday with Ashby.18


The larger meeting at the university of Stone, Stout and Passmore with various members of the ANRC endorsed the proposal. The smaller one two days later was less conclusive. Elkin said he would transfer his ‘main interest’ to the proposed SSRC but maintain the Institute of Sociology, which he thought could provide useful assistance as an affiliated organisation. Stout argued that the Institute would compete with the SSRC for the energies of ‘men of calibre’ and possibly for support from the American foundations. He was able to add that Mills judged Elkin’s institute was ‘rather too young’ to be recognised as an affiliate of the SSRC. All agreed that the SSRC itself should proceed and then turned to a draft statement of its purpose.19


‘It requires no demonstration that organised research in the social sciences is a necessary preliminary to facing war-time and post-war problems.’ The opening sentence of the document prepared by Stone and Stout gave clear expression to the rationale of their proposal. An expert body was needed to identify problems that needed investigation, advise government departments on how they might be pursued and allocate them to suitable investigators. This body should operate along the same lines as the Social Science Research Councils in Canada and the United States. It should incorporate existing associations (the ACER, the Australasian Association of Psychology and Philosophy, the Economic Society of Australia and New Zealand, the Australian Institute of International Affairs, the Australian Institute of Political Science and the Australian Institute of Public Administration), and it should also offer individual membership—but only to those ‘actively engaged in research’. The proposal, in short, was for an organisation that would harness expertise in the social sciences for urgent national work, a task that the authors explained had become apparent in their work for the Committee on National Morale.20


Stone and Stout did not rest there. They brought to the meeting a list of possible members that identified twenty economists, nine historians, seven philosophers, five lawyers and two anthropologists working at universities and judged worthy of inclusion ‘on grounds of performance and interest’; a few more academics thought ‘necessary on grounds of status only’; a long list of psychologists and educationalists deemed ‘doubtful’ since the authors were unable to assess their standing, and finally five senior public servants (who were suggested by two young Sydney economists on secondment to government duties, Sydney Butlin and John La Nauze).


The next meeting of the ANRC executive on 3 November received a report of both these discussions and resolved to establish a committee to suggest how the SSRC might be formed. Mills would chair the committee, which included three members drawn from the ANRC executive, Ashby, Elkin and HR Carne (the council’s secretary) along with Conlon, Cunningham, Stone, Stout and Passmore. Gordon Wood, the acting dean of commerce at Melbourne in the absence of Copland, who served as secretary of the Economic Society and was also a member of the Grants Commission, was added at the suggestion of Mills to ensure a link to that university.21


Two meetings of the committee were arranged, a preliminary weekday one for the Sydney members to begin their work and a fuller weekend one to allow Wood, Conlon and Cunningham to come up from Melbourne. Stone sent Mills a copy of his draft statement along with a list of the prospective members; both would be substantially amended, and among the casualties were men of standing (such as Morris Miller, the professor of philosophy and psychology, and vice-chancellor the University of Tasmania) or future eminence (such as the economist Bruce Williams, subsequently vice-chancellor of Sydney) as well as the only woman (Camilla Wedgwood).22


The committee held a final meeting in the University Chambers in Elizabeth Street, Sydney, on Saturday 21 November to complete its report. Mills was a skilful draftsman and his hand can be seen in the expanded rationale: ‘In the opinion of the Committee organised research in the social sciences is necessary, not only for the advancement of knowledge, but also for the investigation of war-time and post-war problems and for the framing of policies.’ The report noted that much work was being done in universities with the grants provided by the Department of Post-War Reconstruction, and much by government departments and agencies, but there was duplication and omission. An SSRC would therefore ‘bring together, in a way not hitherto attempted, the workers in the different fields of social science in Australia’. More precisely, the functions of the SSRC would be ‘to survey and define the problems for investigation’, determine the availability of investigators and allocate projects to them, ascertain and assist in coordinating current investigations, consider the training of research workers, publish the results of research, and finally ‘initiate research in the social sciences and more especially into those problems of long-term import which tend to be neglected in present circumstances’.


What were the social sciences? The committee suggested that the scope of work undertaken by the SSRC ‘should include the sociological aspects of such fields of study as Anthropology, Economics, Education, History, Jurisprudence, Medicine, Philosophy, Psychology, Public Administration, Statistics’. Note here the way that sociology served as the core component. Stout and Stone might have rejected Elkin’s Institute of Sociology but they shared his understanding of sociology as the unifying element, drawing on and integrating the various specialist disciplines to elucidate social structure, behaviour and attitudes.


The committee recommended that the SSRC should be formed as a body ‘co-ordinate with the Australian National Research Council’ and with reciprocal representation. There would be an annual subscription of a guinea, and it was acknowledged that the SSRC would therefore depend upon support from government, universities, the ACER and private foundations.23 The members of the SSRC were to elect its officers but Mills had identified a prospective secretary. This was Ronald Walker, a former colleague at Sydney before he moved to the chair of economics at Tasmania in 1939 and subsequently to Melbourne where the Department of War Organisation of Industry was based. A colleague there had anticipated the initiative in an address given in the previous year that called for an Australian Council for Social Research along similar lines to the CSIR. This was Geoffrey Remington, a solicitor and founder of the New South Wales branch of the Institute of Public Administration, who was assistant director in charge of labour resources and convinced that social research was needed to maximise their contribution.24


Remington might have discussed his proposal with Walker, but the economist was in any case predisposed to lend support to the new venture. An early convert to the new Keynesian techniques of management, Walker was already arguing that the translation of economic theory into effective policy required attention to institutional design as well as a better understanding of patterns of behaviour. He was not alone in this conviction. As the leading Australian economists gave up the belief of the economy as a self-correcting system and embraced the need for planning, they became more conscious of the vagaries of human nature, more aware of the need to understand patterns of behaviour.25
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