
Universities, perhaps, did not achieve distinction qua universities, but
strove to nurture and attract distinguished scholars and enable them
to flourish. It was their task to create a stable framework and a con-
genial atmosphere within which individuals, groups or teams could
make discoveries, communicate them, and pass on their wisdom to
students, who would in due course begin to question it.

By the early 1970s most academics had abandoned their dreams of
abolishing hierarchy in the academic world and creating a common-
wealth of equals. More modestly, they wanted adequate salaries, secu-
rity of employment, and freedom to conduct research and teaching as
they chose without attracting officious inquiries as to how they did
these things. Women academics wanted consideration, equitable treat-
ment, and some acknowledgement of the difficulties of pursuing a
career while bearing and bringing up children. Most university teach-
ers wanted to be assured of a fair system of promotion which would not
depend on the whims of professors alone and would value all-round
talents, without throwing all the emphasis on research and publication.
Aware of creeping staleness, born of following the same routines in the
same institution with the relentless rhythm of a medieval agricultural
year, most Manchester academics longed for a regular system of leave
of absence. In the opinion of many only an open and accountable sys-
tem of government would guarantee these benefits. It must not suc-
cumb too easily to the iron law of oligarchy, and the price of liberty
must always be eternal vigilance.

Ten years of wrangling had produced the amended University 
Charter which came into force in 1973. Like most compromises it
commanded few people’s unreserved admiration. Some disappointed
critics alleged that it offered neither true democracy nor enlightened
absolutism. Others, who claimed to be from the more collegiate parts
of the University, said that it merely confirmed existing practices. Some
held that academics, who were by nature individualists, would flourish
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only in a system in which their voices were heard and they could share
responsibility for administering their own affairs. Opponents of this
liberal view maintained that precisely because of their individualism
(their ‘analytic’ rather than ‘synthetic’ tendencies, as Mussolini might
have put it), academics, once allowed to discuss questions of policy,
would waste precious hours far better devoted to pursuing their own
subjects. At best their debates would produce a series of muddled com-
promises, the result of talking till everyone agreed, which allowed no
clear and forthright line to be pursued. Better, by far, to have a profes-
sor empowered to bang contending heads together, overrule the
bloody-minded, shoulder responsibility for boring questions of man-
agement, and free colleagues to apply themselves to important acade-
mic pursuits. An authoritarian professor who allowed colleagues
freedom to follow their own interests might well prove less tyrannical
than a democracy which tried to impose an orthodoxy by majority
vote. As the women of Canterbury say in Murder in the Cathedral:

‘We have suffered various oppression,
But mostly we are left to our own devices,
And we are content if we are left alone.’

Whatever the merits of democracy, it was generally agreed to be labour-
intensive, and the art of running committees and keeping accurate
records of their decisions had now to be learnt by painful experience.

The Charter of 1973 provided for a Senate with a majority (three-
quarters) of professors and a minority (one quarter) of elected mem-
bers; a consultative Assembly consisting of all academics plus an
increasing number of para-academics; and a consultative board in
every department, although the departmental professor or professors
remained responsible to the Senate for departmental affairs. Most
budding academic politicians sensed that power was not located in the
official organs where the constitution had supposedly lodged it,
though they seldom succeeded in identifying where it really lay. A few
hardy souls dwelt on the illogicalities of the Charter and called for fur-
ther revisions. Why, for example, were the powers of boards of exam-
iners and boards of studies so much greater than those of departmental
boards, which consisted of much the same people? But such had been
the tedium of the constitutional debate that major questions about its
product were unlikely to be reopened for several years to come.
Reform proposals were more remarkable for their analyses of the
existing situation than for any likelihood that the University would act
upon them.
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Brian Manning, called by an opponent a well-known Leveller (with
reference to his interests in the English Civil War), applied himself to
the problems of the Senate and called for a smaller and more coher-
ent body enlivened by a much larger proportion of elected members.
In 1974–75 Senate had 276 members: 209 professors, who held seats
by virtue of their office, and 67 elected members, who, feeling some
responsibility to their constituents, were more assiduous attenders. At
a recent meeting 64 of the 209 professors had been present, and 53
out of the 67 elected members. But Senate itself was a flaccid body, lit-
tle given to debating or voting (one historian, not quoted by Manning,
was heard to say that it would make a Nuremberg Rally look subver-
sive). Senate was dominated by the Standing (in other words, steering)
Committee which predigested most of its important business. Not
unnaturally, too, Senate was inclined to rubber-stamp the recommen-
dations of most of the other bodies whose voluminous papers were
served up to members of Senate in buff envelopes; only the most ded-
icated would skim, let alone read them all. But certain matters, such
as Bernard Holloway’s foreword to the annual report of the Appoint-
ments Board, were guaranteed to awaken Senate from its customary
torpor, and the publication of Manning’s article in Staff Comment
was preceded and followed by unusually lively debates, one about the
inflammatory question of University investment in South Africa and
the other concerning membership of the Assembly. However, Staff
Comment’s reporter conceded that ‘the usual role of those attending
is to listen, to read and to accept’, and agreed that membership of the
Senate was useful chiefly for the access to information which it gave.
Senate remained a clearing-house for most significant academic busi-
ness, even if most decisions had effectively been made elsewhere. Bob
Burchell of American Studies, who served twice as an elected member
of Senate, recalls that ‘I was interested, I suppose, in power . . . not in
wielding it, but in finding out about it.’

Debates on the subject of the Assembly aroused some passion,
though not because the Assembly enjoyed any power or created much
sense of community – indeed, it was rarely quorate, and its opinions
could safely be ignored. Membership of the Assembly implied that a
person was the equivalent at least of a university lecturer, and it could
therefore be held to confer tenure: to bestow protection against dis-
missal for reasons other than misconduct, incapacity or neglect of
duty. Statute XV attached to the new Charter conferred membership
of the Assembly not only on lecturers and their seniors but also on
‘persons holding research, administrative or library appointments of
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comparable status’ to that of a lecturer. Was this wording to be liber-
ally interpreted, or not? In May 1975 a majority of the Standing Com-
mittee of Senate held that membership of the Assembly ought not to
be widened, because such a move would ‘extend the job security of
those included and so give the University grave difficulty in dealing
with those on short-term contracts’. But a minority ‘saw a significant
gain’ in broadening the Assembly out. The statute contained the
germs of an endless, inconclusive debate.

In the absence of diplomacy tension would arise between professors
and their departmental boards, and boards themselves be paralysed by
conflict between rival factions. Much depended on the willingness of
individuals to compromise rather than flounce out of meetings and
cut in the corridors colleagues who would not see the light as they
did; legal prescription was no guarantee of the good relations on
which the effective running of departments depended.

In the new Department of Nursing, as Jean McFarlane remembers,
the Charter merely formalised the practices of the unofficial staff
meetings, which almost always functioned by consensus, for there was
no room for dictatorial management. Much argument went on ‘con-
cerning what nursing was about. We used to fight and hammer away
at that. That was part of the exhilaration of developing a subject, I
think. We were all the best of friends really.’ Katherine Perera, joining
in 1977 from Padgate, a small teacher training college, found in the
small Department of Linguistics – the creation of the Czech refugee
William Haas – ‘a very egalitarian, democratic ethos’ (there were only
seven or eight members of staff). The departmental board made the
decisions in practice, and her ideas were listened to attentively almost
from the day of her arrival.

A newly appointed lecturer in Russian History encountered by
virtue of his office the contrasting atmospheres of the Russian Depart-
ment, where the professor took the chair at meetings and the senior
lecturer kept the minutes, and of the Department of History, where
proceedings were less decorous, debates were conducted with passion,
and votes were often taken. The Department seemed, as a former pro-
fessor had observed from his position in the chair, to resolve itself into
those who turned red when they lost their tempers and those who went
white when they lost their tempers. The inconsequential tone of some
debates found a satirist in the departmental student newspaper, The
Clarion, whose motto was ‘Backwards and Forwards with the People’.
The writer conjured up all too vividly an imaginary debate on the com-
pulsory consumption of rhubarb by students, chaired by the jovial 
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‘Dr Rotherham’, and conducted by the thinly disguised figures of ‘The
Emperor’, ‘The Chancellor’, ‘The Boxer’, ‘Napoleon’, and ‘Brigadier
Colditz’. One compromising professor in the mid-1970s became
known as the Harold Wilson of the department; no compliment was
intended, but perhaps a sly allusion to Wilson’s famous remark that
‘I’m at my best in a messy, middle-of-the-road muddle’. Reassuringly,
however, another historian, Peter Lowe, told the journalist Ngaio 
Crequer in 1978 that ‘In practice, professors have largely accepted
what the board says. So we have moved from what is laid down in the
constitution. And most professors have seen this as a development
worth having.’

In some departments professors became, at least to begin with, chair-
men of the board, as in Government, over which Samuel Finer presided
before his departure to Oxford. So long as the professorial chairman
was a conscientious interpreter of the people’s will, conflict between
departmental democracy and executive authority could be forestalled.
In other parts of the University honour called for a dual monarchy, or
at least for a crown prince surrounded by a rival court. Hence the board
chairmanship should go to a reader, senior lecturer or lecturer, not a
professor. In the early years elections were sometimes vigorously con-
tested and won by close votes. When initial enthusiasm had begun to
flag, however, it was sometimes the professors who had to persuade
equable members of the department to chair the board or keep its 
minutes, appealing to their public spirit and perhaps promising to extol
their loyal services at the next promotions exercise.

Four years after the introduction of the revised Charter, a meeting
of the Staff Forum held an inconclusive discussion on the strengths
and weaknesses of the system. Some speakers felt that since most
professors were reasonable enough it was not important to raise the
legal status of boards. Most professors attended their meetings, if
only to listen in silence. Only a few insisted on receiving their boards’
recommendations in writing and on sending a formal reply, an ‘irk-
some and cumbersome procedure’ calculated to remind junior col-
leagues of a constitutional position on which more liberal professors
did not insist and guaranteed to waste valuable time. Boards, how-
ever, could only act through ‘professorial tolerance rather than legal
power’ and some speakers wanted their authority extended in order
to curb the few autocrats who refused to observe the spirit of the
Charter.

It was to be argued elsewhere that the absence of professorial vetoes
of the proposals of a departmental board provided poor evidence that
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democracy was flourishing – on the contrary, it might well imply that
the board had been censoring itself, in order to avoid provoking a
constitutional crisis. As a philosopher, Harry Lesser, wrote, ‘The
timidity even of tenured faculty members is surprising; and the drop-
ping of hints that “the Professor(s)” or “the authorities” are against a
proposal can have a remarkable effect . . . ’

‘Some people felt’, wrote the conscientious reporter of the Staff
Forum, ‘that there must be some individual persons who were in the
last resort responsible for what occurred in their departments, and so
supported the idea of ultimate professorial responsibility.’ In some
quarters liberal professors who forgot themselves so far as to cite the
opinions of their junior colleagues were reminded by deans that they
could not ‘hide behind the board’s skirts’ – the implication being that
boards were shrews and scolds who needed to be tamed by a vigorous
masculine hand.

Some veterans of the University remember the new regime without
affection. David Pailin, recently retired from the chair of the Philoso-
phy of Religion, remarks that the 1973 Charter ‘made a right pig’s ear
of things’. ‘I think it’s resulted in an awful lot of committees and a lot
of talk. Academics are superb at meeting and talking. They’re not very
efficient at getting things done . . . ’. The late Dennis Welland, the
University’s first and indeed only Professor of American Literature,
recalled that ‘The departmental board meant an increased involve-
ment by all members of the departmental staff in administrative prob-
lems which were only imperfectly understood and, combined with the
hostility to any form of professor, dean, vice-chancellor, anything of
that sort, meant an enormous waste of time in utterly unprofitable dis-
cussion by people who felt that they had now been given a free rein
and were insufficiently aware of the kind of factors involved.’ A satir-
ical feature in Staff Comment, ‘Mother Alma’s Advice Column for
Lonely Academic Hearts’, conjured up the bemused (and fictitious)
Professor of Etruscan Studies, who was having trouble with the young
man who helped him with the inscriptions: ‘every time we have tea
together, he says it is a Departmental Board meeting and contrives to
upset me. Do you think I should make him a Departmental Board in
his own right? At least I could then have my tea in peace.’

Departmental democracy was most inclined to discredit itself when
intellectual disagreements developed into personal antagonisms or
exacerbated the mutual irritations of colleagues. Forced (as in Brown-
ing’s ‘Soliloquy of the Spanish Cloister’) to spend too long listening
to each other, they became more openly resentful. Most departments
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contained at least one cantankerous figure, conscious of not being val-
ued by others as he esteemed himself, quick to give and to sense insult,
addicted to sneering at the mediocrity of his colleagues, cherishing
grudges and grievances. But such bright apples seldom grew into poi-
soned trees; academic communities were traditionally tolerant of
eccentricity, even prepared to embrace the fallacy that curmudgeonly
behaviour was a mark of intellectual distinction, and few departments
were deeply divided.

In the larger departments foul humours dispersed more easily. In
smaller units, where differences were paraded at board meetings in
the presence of students and the professor was drawn into one of the
warring factions, the department’s reputation was tarnished. The Phi-
losophy Department was torn by disputes as to what was, and what
was not, legitimate philosophy, fit to be taught under its aegis. For
some it consisted essentially of logic and linguistic analysis, for others
of the study of values, social ethics and political thought. Mutual tol-
erance seemed unattainable. A lecturer complained in Mancunion, the
principal student newspaper, of ‘strange and wondrous occurrences’
and ‘grotesque goings-on’ which had allegedly cost the Department
(and the taxpayer) at least a thousand man-hours. It was as if the
Department had become a kind of latter-day Borley Rectory, calling
for the services of an exorcist to disperse its resident poltergeists.
Bizarre incidents included the disappearance of the board’s minute
book, thought to have been stolen because, unwisely attempting to
record debates as well as their conclusions, it had preserved personal
denunciations for posterity, and the thief wanted to consign these bit-
ter remarks to oblivion. Despite the chairman’s appeal to members to
search their homes, their offices and their consciences, the missing
records failed to turn up. A member of the Registrar’s Department,
Mike Buckley, was enlisted to keep the minutes in a more discreet and
impartial style. Nobody could know whether the discontent had been
brought to the boil by the new constitutional arrangements, which
allowed more scope for expressing grievances, or whether the old
regime, had it been allowed to continue, could have contained the
trouble more effectively.

Manchester’s nearest equivalents to F.M. Cornford’s masterly Guide
for the Young Academic Politician were the last ‘Letters of Lemuel’,
which continued to enliven Staff Comment in its declining years, and
an article by Harry Lesser on how to conduct committees. Lemuel
offered an account of academic politics in terms of the Coldfeet faction,
the Hothead party, and the Middlemen, providing rich material on
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each, but particularly on the apoplectic Coldfeet, chronically infuriated
by the latest progressive developments. Lesser identified, in the manner
of Cornford, several devious tactics for securing victory by unfair
means, including the gambit known as ‘The Manciple says’. This, he
explained, ‘is a way of justifying a mode of procedure which is to one’s
own advantage but obviously somewhat bizarre, by claiming that some
university official or body – the Professor, the Dean, the Senate – has
ruled that it must be adopted. The subtlety consists in twisting the
actual words of the official – only the crudest operators actually invent
speeches – so that they are given a meaning that they do not have and
were never intended to have, but which it is just possible that you could
have supposed that they did have . . . ’ More advice followed on meth-
ods of provoking colleagues into unreasonable outbursts and thereby
discrediting their point of view, or engineering the withdrawal of a pro-
posal by making it impossible for it to be discussed calmly and sensibly.

Some well-intentioned professors found themselves in quandaries.
Their initiatives were treated with suspicion as extensions of profes-
sorial power, which must at all costs be stopped in its tracks, but 
failure to innovate resulted in charges of lack of leadership and com-
parisons with extinct volcanoes. There could be considerable tempta-
tion to turn cynic, or take the train for London at every opportunity,
or retreat into the congenial pursuit of one’s own subject and let
departmental administration go hang. But some professors did pos-
sess the political skills, patience, and personal qualities which enabled
them to maintain a sense of direction.

Official appreciations of departing professors must clearly be
treated with scepticism. ‘Everything he touches crumbles to dust’, said
a senior lecturer, ensconced in the Common Room, of one dignitary
who had just been fulsomely praised to Senate. But, significantly,
farewell eulogies composed in the 1970s tended to build up an image
of the ideal professor as a diplomat, a benign adviser who encouraged
younger colleagues and gave them their head, and yet, behind the
mellow façade, proved to be a man of steel. When the paediatrician
John Davis left for Cambridge, his encomiast detected ‘more than a
hint of lupoid firmness beneath the lambswool exterior; a necessary
prerequisite, many would feel, to keep an academic department in
some sort of order’. He had been ‘able to terminate many a convo-
luted discussion with an erudite quotation and a puckish turn of
phrase which completely pre-empted further comment’. Professor
John Cohen, ‘an experimental psychologist who writes like a classical
scholar’, earned praise for his generosity and tolerance of human
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weakness. His subject, which perhaps contributed to these qualities,
was the study of behaviour in uncertainty, including ‘questions relat-
ing to psychological probability, risk-taking, choice, driver behaviour,
gambling, subjective time, information and communication’.

Critics of authority, impervious to the charm of professors and sus-
picious of their intentions, reflected that two weapons remained in
their hands and might still enable affronted elders to revenge them-
selves on uppity juniors. These were blockage of promotion and denial
of leave. It seemed important that procedures for granting or with-
holding these benefits should be more carefully regulated, particularly
because teaching responsibilities were growing: the University ought to
recognise prowess in teaching and grant respites from it at regular
intervals. Academics often derided the five-yearly visits of the UGC to
universities as empty rituals, but it was possible for the locals to exploit
them. Non-professors could use audiences with the visitors to ventilate
grievances, and if the UGC sympathised the University was unlikely 
to resist. In 1974 underlings complained that university promotion
exercises attached too much weight to research publications, and they
also put the case for entitlement, as of right, to sabbatical leave.

By 1977 the Senate had overhauled the criteria for assessing claims
to promotion from the rank of lecturer to that of senior lecturer or
reader. It had done so by removing the special emphasis on ‘a person’s
academic distinction in his own subject’, which had to be established
by means of letters obtained from external referees. In theory at least
the three crucial items, research or scholarship, teaching, and adminis-
tration, were now of equal rank. The Standing Committee of Senate,
which sat for two or three days every January assessing promotion
cases, would award up to three marks for each of these activities, but
keep in reserve a couple of bonus points to award at its discretion.

Professors in certain large departments complained of having to
invent ‘Mickey Mouse jobs’, such as minding the departmental coffee
machine, in order to enable favoured candidates to secure the neces-
sary credit for administration. Other bodies developed an obsessive
concern with awarding a suitable number of points for each of a mul-
titude of departmental chores, in the hope of proving that some pro-
motion candidates had been diligent beyond the call of duty, as their
high scores proclaimed. Where the system was also designed to dis-
tribute burdens equally, and where it ceased to be a distinction even to
be elected chairman of a departmental board, professors could find it
hard to demonstrate that aspirants to senior lectureships had done
more than an average amount.
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The selection of referees was a sensitive issue, since they had not
only to be fair and honest but also aware of the constructions which
might be put upon all their remarks, including asides: a critical note
or unfortunate phrase was liable to be seized upon by some member
of the Standing Committee, bored with reading interminable hymns
of praise, eager to spot any weakness in a case, and delighted to come
across a nuancé letter. Candidates were now permitted to suggest the
names of referees, rather than be forced to rely wholly on the profes-
sor’s choice. The Standing Committee normally required reports
from two such authorities, but, as the new regulations stipulated, ‘If
neither of the referees selected by the Professor[s] has been suggested
by the Lecturer a third referee named by the Lecturer shall at his
request be consulted by the Professor[s]’.

There was a dearth of practical suggestions as to how teaching
should be assessed, and hard evidence of the quality, as distinct from
the quantity, of teaching done was generally lacking. Enthusiastic
accounts by one professor of the ‘electrical effect’ of one lecturer on
his students, who came out ‘bubbling with excitement’ at what they
had just heard, were dismissed by a colleague as vacuous ‘blethering’.
Student questionnaires and peer reviews (solemn visits of colleagues
to lectures or tutorials) were still for the most part things of the future.
Some academics would resist their introduction, saying that students
were not to be made judges of their elders and betters, and that the
presence of intrusive colleagues was bound to put a lecturer, let alone
a tutor, off his stroke.

As did most attempts to ensure equitable treatment, the new proce-
dures consumed much time. An adherent of Lemuel’s Coldfeet faction
exhorted: ‘Consider the regulations now in force for the advancement
of the lesser dons and the augmentation of their annual stipend – for
that, believe me, sir, is what most nearly concerns and moves these fel-
lows, however much they mumble of equity and the common good.
Where once advancement lay wholly in our hands – we who are mas-
ters here, rightly masters by every law of reason and good sense, and I
could keep a laggard scribbler that would not yield his tome each year
a-dangling till he did or, if he crossed me in word or deed, could let
him drop into silence for all time – now all is changed. Now, forsooth,
I must be forever preferring, praising, writing to this commission or
that on behalf of some underling who, the ink scarcely dry on his
degree, would yet be rising, rising to thrust me from my chair . . . ’

Chairs in Manchester were of three kinds: established chairs, which
existed independently of their holders and survived their departure;
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personal chairs, given in recognition of the great distinction of a mem-
ber of the academic staff; and promotional chairs. Advancement to 
personal chairs remained as unattainable as ever. So high were the 
standards demanded, so large the number of referees that had to be 
consulted, so great the risk that at least one of them would appear to 
be expressing reservations, that even election to the Royal Society or 
the British Academy would not automatically secure such positions.
They were generally confined to highly productive scholars on the verge
of retirement. Stefan Strelcyn, Reader in Semitic Languages and an
authority on Ethiopia, became a Fellow of the British Academy in 1976.
By 1981 the Standing Committee of Senate had decided to recommend
him for a personal chair, but news of Dr Strelcyn’s sudden death tragi-
cally prevented Senate from confirming the recommendation.

However, under Arthur Armitage, the University made more use of
a different species of chair, known as the promotional chair and guar-
anteed to mystify outsiders, who commonly confused it with a per-
sonal chair. Should there be some discipline deserving of recognition,
and should there be no funds available to create an established chair in
the field, it might be possible to seize upon some enterprising person
in the department and raise him or her to the purple. For promoting
their subjects entrepreneurs could win promotion for themselves. Dick
Smith, the Professor of Ancient History, succeeded in getting Barri
Jones, a younger colleague of immense energy, active particularly in
the field of rescue archaeology, promoted to a chair in Archaeology. It
was a skilful move which enhanced Manchester’s standing as a centre
for research on the later Roman Empire. As did a personal chair, a pro-
motional chair vanished with the resignation, retirement or death of its
holder; one could only hope that the time would then be ripe and the
money forthcoming to set up an established chair.

On their visit in 1974 the UGC expressed polite surprise on being
told that Manchester had no system for regularly granting study leave.
True, the concept of such leave existed, and the Council minutes
recorded grants of leave made every year for specified purposes. But
the rules, if any, which governed such concessions were obscure and
practices varied from one department to another. If the University was
to maintain its reputation in research it needed to approach the mat-
ter in a less haphazard manner. Unfavourable comparisons were
drawn with neighbours in Liverpool, believed to enjoy a genuine sab-
batical system of entitlement to one term’s leave for every six terms
served. The University would suffer no financial loss if colleagues
undertook to cover for one another and keep the less specialised first-
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and second-year courses going in their absence (to replace the final-
year options, which depended on the personal research of those who
offered them, would generally prove an impossible task). Study leave,
argued a textile technologist from UMIST, was the university teacher’s
equivalent of continuing education. Advocates of regular leave did not
tie it solely to the need to pursue scholarly research: let it be granted
also for ‘research into teaching methods’ or ‘refreshment of the indi-
vidual lecturer’.

Anticipating a recommendation from the UGC, the Senate set up a
committee on ‘Arrangements in Connection with Leave of Absence’,
under the chairmanship of Harry Street, the distinguished civil rights
lawyer. Reporting in May 1975, the committee acknowledged the
existing confusion, which ‘gave neither incentive nor encouragement
to members of staff to apply for paid leave’. Street and his colleagues
did not, as the local AUT would have wished, agree that regular study
leave should become a contractual right, but did accept the AUT’s
proposed compromise – a ‘discretionary system of entitlement’ which
also ‘incorporated a recognised timetable for the granting of leave,
some system of appeal for cases where leave was not granted, and a
set of ground rules for deciding such appeals’. The Senate committee
declared that ‘it benefits the University, as well as members of staff
themselves, if its teaching staff are able to develop new lines of
thought, reconsider teaching methods, visit new places and examine
activities elsewhere, concentrate on important research and generally
refresh their minds’. For the first time they specified that ‘it is hoped
that non-clinical staff will normally be able to take one term of study
leave after nine terms of service, if circumstances permit’. This did not
reproduce the arrangements in the book of Genesis and was not there-
fore literally a sabbatical system, but it did represent a considerable
improvement on past practice.

The new system ran experimentally for one year, and was then in
essence confirmed in 1977. Some cautious souls feared that to grant
leave of absence was to imply that the absentees could be spared:
would not critics conclude that the University was over-staffed? A
voice in Senate suggested overcoming the problem by requiring those
who had taken leave to submit reports on their activities, in order to
prove that they had not treated the time as extra holidays, tacked on
to their already generous vacations. In later years reports would
indeed be required. But in the 1970s they were not generally called
for, and seemingly unproductive scholars enjoyed leave together with
the most prolific of their colleagues.
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Despite these improvements in the conditions of service and despite
the advance of a patchy and in some places half-hearted form of 
academic democracy, academics laboured for much of the 1970s
under a sense of grievance concerning their salaries. AUT members
became more inclined to behave like a trade union and to threaten
‘industrial action’ (usually inaction), even at the expense of students.
They complained that on account of an arbitrary decision by the Sec-
retary of State for Education their pay was no longer comparable with
that of other teachers in higher and further education, who had ben-
efited by the Houghton Report of 1974 (Houghton’s brief did not
extend to universities, but did include public sector higher education,
for example in polytechnics). An ‘arbitral board’ recommended pay
increases for university teachers, but Government rules prevented
these from coming into immediate effect, and in the summer of 1975
the Government’s new anti-inflationary pay policy got in the way.
Lecturers’ salaries fell short of reasonable expectations by at least
£500 a year, those of senior lecturers by not less than £650 a year, and
the so-called ‘pay anomaly’ gnawed at their sense of well being for
several subsequent years.

Efforts by the AUT to win public sympathy by demonstrating were
not very successful; the sight of a figure in cap and gown, bearing a
placard pleading ‘Rectify the Anomaly’, melted few hearts. Both in
1975 and 1978 the AUT, reflecting that industrial action was never
effective unless it threatened to hurt some innocent party whose cries
would be heeded, proposed to withhold examination results until a
satisfactory settlement was reached. Some members hated the thought
of harming students or adding to their anxiety; one high-principled
gentleman would rather, he confessed, have joined a conspiracy to
assassinate Shirley Williams, the Secretary of State for Education. AUT
tactics, had they been carried into effect, would have antagonised the
Students’ Union, which had become broadly sympathetic to the lec-
turers’ case and approved of their challenge to unpopular Government
policies. Fortunately the Government did not call the bluff and agreed,
in 1978, to rectify the pay anomaly by stages. For its part the AUT
thought it unrealistic to claim full compensation for past inequities by
backdating its pay claims to October 1974. The Association’s forbear-
ance appeared to have cost most of its members about £2000 per head.

Changes in the position of women academics in the 1970s are diffi-
cult to plot, but some improvements were probably made. At the upper
end of the hierarchy, the number of women professors increased,
though it did so from an almost non-existent base. Violet Cane’s
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appointment as Professor of Mathematical Statistics in 1972 had been
headline news, and had come just in time to save Manchester from
being blacklisted by the AUT as one of those reactionary institutions
that employed no women professors at all. By October 1975 the num-
ber had grown to four, through the appointments of Joan Walsh in
Numerical Analysis, Jean McFarlane in Nursing, and Gillian White 
in International Law; Professor White was believed to be the first 
Englishwoman to be appointed to a chair in Law in the country. By
November 1979 Enid Mumford had become Professor of Organisa-
tional Behaviour in the Manchester Business School, and Elizabeth
Cutter Professor of Botany, thus raising the complement to six.

Some women academics felt uneasy in a man’s world, and were
conscious of lacking certain dubious qualities which made for success
in a gentleman’s club – the necessary brashness in company, the nec-
essary loudness and self-confidence in the lecture room, the necessary
resistance to taking on unglamorous jobs which carried little credit.
They were slower than men to claim that their academic work was so
important that it ought to exempt them from mundane tasks; any
woman who did so was soon accused of queenly behaviour. In some
departments it was second nature for men to steer students with per-
sonal problems towards their more sensitive female colleagues. To
judge by Harry Lesser’s satirical essay on ‘How to Handle a Commit-
tee’, techniques for upsetting a woman were not unknown in the Uni-
versity: ‘one merely needs to be patronising and offensive, and then,
when she becomes annoyed, to accuse her of becoming hysterical and
irrational, at which with any luck she will obligingly fall into the trap
and begin to behave hysterically’. It was no longer to be assumed,
however, that women academics would resign their posts when they
started families: Diana Kloss in Law and Diana Leitch on the Library
staff proved the contrary. The Keeper of Geology in the Manchester
Museum led the campaign for Diana Leitch’s retention and senior
members of the University signed a petition declaring: ‘We do not
wish to lose what Diana has been doing for us’. When Brenda
Hoggett, a Lecturer in Law, became pregnant, Professor Wortley
lamented: ‘What a pity! She’s such a clever girl and she’ll never make
anything now.’ His fears were misplaced, for his junior colleague went
on to become a Law Commissioner and to join the high court bench
(Family Division) as Mrs Justice Hale.

During the 1970s little appeared to have come of the 1960s dream of
transforming the University into a workplace democracy, rather than a
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specialised institution dedicated to extending and communicating
knowledge and know-how. However, the institution was well-
equipped (some said, sorely encumbered) with committees and consul-
tative bodies, with departmental boards to advise professors and
staff-student consultative committees to advise departmental boards on
the curriculum and the pastoral care of students. Some saw them as
talking-shops, harmful in that they created confusion, wasted time, and
worsened resentments by airing them publicly. Others saw in them a
device for smoothing the way towards better relations between profes-
sors and their colleagues and ensuring that considered decisions were
taken. It was almost impossible to avoid making formal arrangements
when the staff had grown so numerous that general consultation over
coffee or lunch had become impracticable. Staff–student ratios were
becoming less favourable, but only in a few areas did they markedly
deteriorate. While pay remained a constant grievance throughout the
1970s and AUT officers became increasingly vociferous, some of the
conditions of service modestly improved. The University took some
steps to standardise the practices of faculties and departments, and 
to make academics aware, not precisely of their rights (the administra-
tion was nervous of the word), but of the privileges which could be
available to all.
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