
In October 1989 Senate and Council heard that Sir Mark Richmond
had resigned his office with effect from 30 September 1990. He was
destined, it later transpired, for a spell of five years as Chairman of 
the Science and Engineering Research Council, in which capacity he
was soon to face the familiar task of announcing a shortfall in the bud-
get and warning of ‘a sharp cutback on our activities next year’. He
had presided with stoicism and courage over the most critical years 
in the University’s history, when the position of Vice-Chancellor
brought the least pleasure and the most pain. Like many Vice-
Chancellors in the same unhappy situation, he had been suspected of
deferring unduly to the Government or approving of the cuts it
imposed; opponents and critics had seized on any hint, however
slight, that he regarded the enforced economies as less than cata-
strophic. As a judicious appreciation explained to Senate shortly after
his departure, Sir Mark ‘has a strong element of pragmatism in his
outlook. He believes that when a government has a large and power-
ful majority and is determined to carry through its programme there
is little point in marching down Whitehall with banners. Better to
demonstrate that universities are indeed well managed and that the
public are receiving excellent value for money. To behave defensively
would, he strongly believed, increase the severity of the attack and
ultimately undermine the principles he held dear.’ His criticisms of
Government, particularly of its failure to adjust the student grant and
its carelessness of academic freedom, had been outspoken and acute.
It was inevitable that critics should at times have wished for a little 
less unglamorous realism and for even louder rage against the dying
of the light:

When statesmen gravely say – ‘We must be
realistic –’

The chances are they’re weak and therefore
pacifistic:
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But when they talk of Principles – look out –
perhaps

Their generals are already poring over maps.

In retrospect Sir Mark was widely praised for urging the reform of
the life sciences and bringing them closer to the Faculty of Medicine.
His own vision, and that of the younger professors in the field, had
happily coincided. He had seemed stern and abrasive, but a few years
later administrators and managers were to criticise his regime for not
being ruthless enough. Manchester, they said, should either have cut
its staff more drastically or agreed, more promptly and readily than it
did, to take on more students and expand its way out of trouble.
Other universities, including Leeds, explains Eddie Newcomb, who
became head of the University administration in 1995, rapidly
expanded from the late 1980s onwards by about 50 per cent and
(through not increasing their expenditure at an equal rate) ‘got a bit
of a cushion’. In Sir Mark’s view (as he put it nine years after leaving
Manchester), with 11,000 students at Owens the University was
already too large, and further growth would make it not merely diffi-
cult but impossible to control. In his thirteen years at Bristol, from
1968 to 1981, the student population had grown only from about
5,600 to some 6,300, and had remained very manageable as a result.

Conscious of encountering a highly politicised University, Rich-
mond had met with the kind of resistance that Sir Edward Parkes
might have called ‘mulish’, though the description would not have
been entirely just. Many hoped to defend values which were by no
means obsolete and inappropriate to universities. There was a justi-
fied fear of upsetting the balanced relationship between teaching,
research and administration on which the character of the University
depended, and of inflicting grave intellectual damage in the process.
Misgivings were to grow in the 1990s. In the 1950s, although most
students remained deferential, they had complained of the Univer-
sity’s indifference to their welfare, of the pontifical style of teaching
which prevailed in many courses, of the substitution of frequent
examinations for genuine pastoral care. In the two decades which
followed, during and after the great expansion of the university sys-
tem, many of the younger academics had struggled to win proper
respect for teaching and recognition of the virtues of dialogue
between tutors and students. In the late 1980s and the 1990s, how-
ever, the advent of Research Selectivity Exercises threatened, once
more, to reduce the University’s esteem for teaching, since the esti-
mated quality of its research was beginning to influence its finances
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far more strongly than did the excellence or otherwise of its lectures
and classes.

In some parts of the University tutors began to meet their students
fortnightly rather than weekly in order to devote more time to
research and improve their department’s rating. From mathematics 
to social sciences some excellent teachers were urged to switch their
energies from things they did superbly to things they did only moder-
ately well, as the pressure to publish grew more intense. The demand
for publications and the increase in student numbers threatened to
combine and destroy the personal relationships between tutor and stu-
dent that had once been the pride of certain departments; a few, such
as Social Administration and Social Policy, succeeded against the odds
in maintaining them throughout the 1990s, metaphorically using
string and sellotape to keep the show on the road. There was some
danger that the most successful researchers, the self-perpetuating stars
of the University, would become detached from their departments like
absentee bishops and cardinals in the medieval Church: their teaching
would be done by substitutes, by tutors paid by the hour or by young
temporary lecturers engaged, sometimes for spells of nine months or
even less, to take on their undergraduate courses. Temporary lecturers
and tutors were often competent, enthusiastic and approachable, but
the old relationship between the undergraduate and the distinguished
scholar, now so often absent on research leave, threatened to melt
away. Only postgraduates and doctoral students would now be likely
to know the more senior academics well, as the staff–student ratio fell
from the time-honoured 1:8 of the 1960s to something closer to 1:20
or even, in some parts of the University, 1:30.

There was a further danger that students, streetwise and increasingly
inclined to regard education as an asset which they had borrowed
heavily to obtain, would become obsessed with the all-important
Upper Second Class degree. For those bent on entering the professions
this tended to mark the boundary between possible success and certain
failure; an indifferent degree would mean the end of an ambition. It
was unlikely that reputable accountants and solicitors would accept as
trainees anyone who had fallen below the line which divided the Sec-
ond Class. Concern with qualifications did not always, however, make
for independent learning. When students worked to earn money dur-
ing term and suffered from a chronic shortage of books and of the
means to buy them, they were tempted to rely on forms of predigested
knowledge which they were content to regurgitate – not only lectures,
but also hand-outs and printed aids to study. Was this an effective way
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of preparing students for professions which called for independent
research? In the words of an experienced Law lecturer, Maureen 
Mulholland, ‘A senior partner is not going to say, “I want to know
about this problem, so could you please go and read about it, these are
the pages you need to look at.” He’ll say “Find out about it”, and I
think we should be teaching them research skills.’ In some areas, how-
ever, a new approach to teaching did begin to promote a new kind of
self-reliance. Under Leslie Turnberg’s Deanship of the Faculty of Med-
icine, from 1986 to 1989, medical education had changed its spots.
Confronted with an avalanche of specialised and rapidly changing
information, it had abandoned the practice of saturating students (who
had resembled New York street kids trying to drink from a fire hydrant
in summer), and invited them to teach themselves and to learn what
they thought appropriate.

Relentless pressure to publish, partly at least for financial rather
than intellectual reasons, created its own pitfalls. Reluctance to pub-
lish inferior work had sometimes been the lazy academic’s excuse for
doing nothing, idlers posing as perfectionists with impossibly high
standards, and it was perhaps right that some should be exposed. But
rushing into print did not always produce happy results. Older schol-
ars complained of superfluous journals crammed with ‘Lilliputian
pfaff ’, of the recycling and repetition of indifferent material, of the
impossibility of contemplating a magnum opus which would burst on
the world with the force of Darwin’s Origin of Species or Namier’s
Structure of Politics, even of a growing reluctance to produce either
substantial books or elegant ephemera. It sometimes seemed that the
place where one published – the prestige of the journal in which an
article appeared – had begun to matter more than the content of the
article itself; it was as if a kind of gamesmanship was intruding on
every aspect of academic life. Research management, the demand for
a steady flow of published work, might be replacing individual self-
government; it would certainly produce a larger volume of papers, but
would it give rise to a larger quantity of inspired and original work?

Demands for accountability, for efficient record-keeping, and for the
effective management of shrinking resources threatened to feed bureau-
cracy and divert energy into paperwork. Not unnaturally, the shrinking
of resources created a reasonable suspicion that the University would do
a less good job, and therefore it must be more closely watched lest its
standards deteriorate. As Mike Buckley has described the philosophy
behind the increasing obsession with quality controls: ‘All right, we’ve
taken a large slice of your money away, but now we want to make sure
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you’re still doing as good a job as you were when you had lots of money,
and what’s more you can’t have any money unless you convince us that
you’re good at what you’re doing.’ Inspections, visitations and reviews
called for the compilation of increasingly elaborate documents,
designed, not to present unsalted truth, but to enter into the psychology
of the inspectors and create the best possible impression. Faced with
complaints about the burden of administration, however, higher
authority had its own answer, in the establishment of schools rather
than departments, and in the savings of administrative time which such
measures would supposedly create. First, however, it would be neces-
sary to persuade conservative academics of the value of economies of
scale and of the merits of casting down the departmental walls behind
which they had long ago taken shelter.

During the 1980s and again in the 1990s University teachers suf-
fered from a loss of public esteem and sometimes of self-confidence as
well. This decline in morale, especially on the part of the older gener-
ation, sprang from at least two roots – from the failure of academic
salaries to keep pace with those in other comparable professions, and
from a sense that academics had lost their independence: that they
were no longer to be trusted to drive themselves forward and to pro-
duce work of distinction in their own time. Perhaps they had been
spoilt and had become arrogant and self-satisfied; perhaps the attack
on universities was part of a more general assault on complacent, self-
regulating professions, an attempt to instil into them the healthy sense
of insecurity that ruled the business world. Academics had escaped
inspection by anyone more formidable than the external examiners
who oversaw the conduct of degree examinations and incidentally
commented, when strongly moved, on the quality of the teaching that
had prepared the students for those ordeals. The loss of this immunity,
long taken for granted, made the verdicts of outsiders seem all the
more intrusive. It removed one of the consolations for living on a
modest income and having little power; academics would be less
inclined to say:

Let other folk make money faster
In the air of dark-roomed towns;
I don’t dread a peevish master
Though no man may heed my frowns . . .

Academic bosses were still inclined to mildness rather than fits of
peevishness, and despite the loss of cast-iron tenure dismissals were
almost unknown, even if short-term contracts had become all too
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familiar, and heavy hints at the desirability of early retirement could
easily be dropped upon the burned-out scholar. But academics had
more reason to look over their shoulders, to ask themselves constantly
if they were doing things correctly in the ways demanded by some
higher agency or responding adequately to the pressure exerted by
their peers. In one or two areas, such as law and engineering, they felt
themselves a little despised by ambitious, materialistic students who
would soon be earning higher salaries than theirs.

This pessimistic view of the University was not, however, universal,
and it was not generally shared by the younger generation of acade-
mics appointed during the 1990s. They were more content to ride the
surf, to play the system as they found it, with enthusiasm rather than
resignation. They were less inclined to sit down and weep by the
waters of Babylon when they remembered Zion. They developed
methods and skills which enabled them to teach classes of thirty, and
minded less when they could not remember names or tempt students
into anything more than the occasional intervention. They wrote
impressive research proposals and were successful in obtaining grants.
If anything, they were inclined to despise their elders for complaining
so loudly and refusing, like species destined for extinction, to adapt to
a changing world.

The University’s history in the second half of the century might per-
haps be seen as a three-act play, best described, in neutral language, as
a drama rather than a tragedy or comedy. In the 1950s and for some
of the 1960s the old professorial hierarchy had ruled. At its best it had
combined paternalistic authority with a laissez-faire philosophy, a
belief in encouraging scholars to develop at their own pace and pur-
sue their own lines of inquiry, publishing when they were ready. In the
second act of the play, during and after the long debate on the revised
charter and statutes, departmental democracy had risen to challenge
the old authority. Some said it strengthened the sense of academic
community and protected academic freedom. Others thought it self-
defeating, believing that it would foster a cult of mediocrity, that it
would give the power of veto to obstructionists and wreckers, that it
would indulge the negative, critical streak in so many academics – that
stubborn, conservative tendency which made them, in Dennis Austin’s
words, ‘marvellously arranged to oppose but ill-equipped to govern’.

From 1985 onwards, as resources shrank and choices had to be
made, the University began to enter a third, less democratic phase. On
the surface it was less formal and secretive, marked by an instant
recourse to first names, an almost North American cordiality, and a
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lapse in standards of dress; long gone were the days when a young
demonstrator in Pharmacy had been rebuked for turning up (on a
sports day) in a sports coat and flannels rather than a suit. But it was
also a third age in which academics had grown weary of long meet-
ings and lost faith in their power to influence events; effective finan-
cial management reigned supreme, together with the power to bring
in research money and other forms of funding that would enable the
University to survive. No longer automatically sharing in the headship
of departments or schools, professors qua professors were losing their
authority to the programme directors and heads of resource centres
who formed, for their years in office, a new elite; the system was
democratic, or at least republican, in the sense that its key figures were
not permanently entrenched, but would return to the sergeants’ mess
when their spell as officers was over. Few administrators, in this world
of proliferating deans and directors, of ‘senior management teams’,
‘profiles’ and ‘leadership’, were likely to ask themselves the traditional
Manchester question, once recommended by Vincent Knowles (who
had probably got it from John Stopford): ‘I know I’m an evil, but am
I a necessary evil?’

In 1989 the Senate and Council established, as tradition demanded,
a joint committee to seek a successor to Sir Mark Richmond. Their
quest proved to be long and arduous. Sam Moore, a popular and
approachable Deputy Vice-Chancellor with a talent for diplomacy and
an understanding of figures, had the task of holding the University
together throughout a two-year interregnum. A sense that Manches-
ter’s constitutional and administrative structures were antiquated, a
fear that they would never ‘deliver’, probably made the job of Vice-
Chancellor an uninviting prospect in the eyes of all but the toughest
and most determined of the persons approached. One year after Rich-
mond’s departure, Martin Harris, then Vice-Chancellor of the Univer-
sity of Essex, agreed to succeed him in another year’s time, eventually
arriving in August 1992. Professor Harris’s intellectual interests were
in linguistics, and he was the author of a book on The Evolution of
French Syntax and co-author of another on The Romance Languages.
An old Manchester hand and, as were Armitage and Haszeldine before
him, a member of Queens’ College Cambridge, he had been a Pro-Vice-
Chancellor of Salford University and a resident of Didsbury before
departing for Essex in 1987. He had been a member of the UGC at the
time when it instituted the Research Selectivity exercises. The Registrar
at Essex, Eddie Newcomb, was to follow him to Manchester in 1995
after a spell at Leeds. Together, they were to put into effect one of the
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remaining recommendations of the Jarratt Committee – the establish-
ment of a unitary administration under one head, with the title of 
Registrar and Secretary.

Martin Harris had the formidable task of adjusting to the system of
devolved management in the University of Manchester, whose staff
was six or seven times larger than that of the University of Essex,
where personal government had been much more practicable. It
would be his task to solve – or at least to contain – the University’s
financial problems, and perhaps enable it to do something better than
break even, by expanding its way out of trouble; to maintain morale
across the generations and persuade the more conservative sectors of
the University of the advantages of change; to keep the centre of the
University in harmony with its periphery; and to cultivate good 
relations with the City. Professor Harris set out – as he would say later
– to persuade the University to acknowledge the need for ‘academic
goals, purposes and priorities and sufficient management to manage,
but not so much as to destroy the individuality of individuals’. An 
optimist in the Armitage tradition, with great faith in the University’s
capacity for self-improvement, he aspired above all to raise it to its
rightful place in the league table. Oxford, Cambridge, University 
College London, Imperial College and perhaps Edinburgh would be
hard to overtake, but Manchester should at least be Number Six in the
national race for acknowledged excellence in teaching and research.
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