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LETTERS

Re “Leading question: scholar or executive?”, 
News, 16 January). There is a myth that top 
executives from one field do well in another. 
For example, it was thought that stuffy engin-
eers were ill-suited to the brave world of main-
taining UK railways – much better a bunch of 
management high-fliers; a few broken rails and 
fatalities later, we learned differently. 

The most successful UK companies often 
appoint people who know the industry (it’s 
very rare for someone who is not steeped in 
retail to get a big job in the retail sector).

The best leaders I have worked for and 
encountered are those who have the strongest 
academic records.

The problems in academia, I believe, lie  
in the career path to the top and the attitude 
of the governing councils.

A big administrative job is often damaging 
to an academic career if it comes early; for lab-
based scientists, it is in almost every case a 
one-way ticket: do it and there’s no way back 
to the old job. Often the people with the right 
skill set and academic credibility wait too long 
to climb on the rungs. Sometimes the people 
who get on early enough to reach the top are 
the classic non-achiever. They fail upwards 
at one post after another (more accurately they 
never hold any job long enough for a proper 
judgement of their acumen; their next job 
comes simply because they held the previous 
one).

This relates to governing councils. Most 
often they have no real knowledge of univer-
sities, and they suspect the motives of academ-
ics. They can be easily swayed by “experience” 
and a good manner coupled to some apparently 
plausible vision that chimes with a position 
paper or article that they have recently read.

No doubt every Russell Group university 
(except Oxbridge) intends to be a top five 
institution. By definition three-quarters will 
fail, but is anyone sacked for not hitting the 
mark? And yet, at appointment the ability of 
the vice-chancellor-designate to outline this 
top five vision would have been high in the 
governing council’s list of criteria.
Jim_sta via timeshighereducation.co.uk

This absurd debate stems from the fact that 
democratic accountability has been removed 
from most UK universities.

If academics elected their deans and heads 
of university, as is the case in most continental 
European universities, this “discussion” would 
not even take place because it would be rightly 
seen as ludicrous.

UK academics do not seem to mind that 
they are no longer able to elect officers of their 
universities and do nothing to counter their 
disenfranchisement.

Paradoxically, academics in the countries of 
Central and Eastern Europe, the former “total-
itarian” Communist Bloc, enjoy a statutory 
right to elect the officers of their universities
Jan Culik via timeshighereducation.co.uk
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Moocs: giving or gobbling?
Surprise, surprise: the turkeys vote against 
Christmas (“Hits and myths: Moocs may be 
wonderful idea, but they’re not viable”,  
Opinion, 16 January). What David Maguire 
and Diana Laurillard do not tell us is that in 
the mass production factories that UK univer-
sities are today (perhaps with the exception  
of Oxbridge), students get very little in the 
way of valuable academic support and proper 
formative feedback.

The truth is that a motivated student  
can get better academic content and more 
organised scientific information from a well-
made massive open online course than from 
an average UK degree course – and save tens 
of thousands of pounds in the process.
Giorgio Panzone via timeshighereducation.co.uk

Anyone handing over £27,000 up front for 
an unproven product with no guarantees 
would be considered a fool in any sphere  
other than UK universities. Moocs are not 
competing against UK universities as the busi-
ness models bear no similarities. The trad-
itional university model is so inflexible that  
the student has to fit into its system where 
there is no compromise, whereas Moocs  

can be adapted to fit the student. I work  
in a UK institution but take Mooc courses 
exclusively.
mark cole via timeshighereducation.co.uk

Moocs might not be perfect yet, but neither  
is face-to-face education. Open up to the new 
qualities of Moocs and you will love your  
job even more in the future. Would you prefer 
to develop high-quality Moocs and/or coach 
students in the process of growing towards 
a degree, or to continue to show mediocre 
PowerPoint presentations multiple times and 
lose a lot of time on administration and 
reviewing?
Corina Kroon via timeshighereducation.co.uk

High and arbitrary fees
Charging high fees for the right to reproduce 
photographs of out-of-copyright artworks in 
academic publications is, as Robin Simon has 
written in the British Art Journal, a “loath-
some practice” that obstructs “not only schol-
arship but also wider familiarity with 
[museum] collections”. Both the British Art 
Journal and Jane Masséglia’s opinion article  
in Times Higher Education (“Snap decisions”, 

Leaders need a solid 
inside knowledge

PILED HIGHER AND DEEPER by JoRGE CHAM 23 May 2013) cite the British Museum as 
leading the way in abolishing this practice, 
saying that it is among those that now offer 
free use of images.

This seems to be a misrepresentation of 
British Museum policy. According to its 
website, the British Museum offers free image 
use for “reproduction within…an academic 
and scholarly (peer reviewed) book, journal 
article or booklet”. This is providing, however, 
that “the publication is published by an organ-
isation set as a charity, society, institution or 
trust existing exclusively for public benefit”. 
As no publisher, academic or otherwise, oper-
ates as a charity exclusively for public benefit, 
this means that in practice the British Museum 
offers free image use for work published by 
some academic publishers but not by others, 
on an apparently arbitrary basis. In my own 
experience, it waives fees for Oxford Univer-
sity Press and Yale University Press, but not 
for Ashgate.

At £49.30 plus VAT for the smallest black-
and-white single reproduction of a print held 
by the museum, such fees determine the mater-
ials that researchers can afford to work on, 
narrows the field of enquiry and prevents new 
scholars from gaining a foothold in university 
faculties where a long list of publications is 
a prerequisite to employment.

The British Museum has some way to go 
before it can be held up as a model of good 
practice.
Patricia Smyth
Nottingham

Hitlerian evolution
Your reviewer of my book Was Hitler a 
Darwinian? Disputed Questions in the History 
of Evolutionary Theory (Books, 16 January), 
might well secure an appointment with her 
optometrist.

She claims that Richards “defends Darwin 
and most (or indeed, all) serious branches of 
Darwinism, including social Darwinism, from 
any involvement with Nazi ideology”. In my 
book, I cite several Darwinians who were 
either official members of the Nazi Party (eg, 
Konrad Lorenz) or wished to be (eg, Ernst 
Lehmann). My concern was to show that there 
was no evidence that Hitler himself suffered 
any identifiable influence from Darwin’s theory 
of evolution. My analysis was in response to 
the general assumption, including that of the 
reviewer, that Darwinian theory had a meas-
ured impact on Hitler’s racial ideas – indeed, 
some arguing that such connection somehow 
invalidated Darwinian theory. The clearest 
evidence against the assumption of a Darwin-
ian connection is Hitler’s belief that all animal 
species remained fixed; they did not alter over 
time. Moreover, he explicitly rejected the idea 
that human beings descended from ape-like 
ancestors. Surely a minimal criterion for 
regarding someone a Darwinian would be 
acceptance of transmutation of species.

Yet your reviewer thinks my standards are 
too high for regarding a hack like Hitler as 
a Darwinian. I do try to show some of the 

non-Darwinian sources whence Hitler derived 
his ideas about racial struggle – individuals 
whom he actually mentioned, cited, and whose 
ideas were similar. The reviewer pleads that 
certainly Hitler was “indebted to strands of 
social Darwinism”. I specifically indicate that 
under the usual acceptance of the term, Hitler 
was indeed a social Darwinian.
Robert J. Richards
Professor of history and philosophy
University of Chicago

Yvonne Sherratt in her review of Was Hitler 
a Darwinian? argues that the Nazis did 
“appropriate Darwinian-style ideas, such as 
the survival of the fittest and selective breed-
ing”. In support of this, it should be noted that 
some British eugenicists looked favourably on 
the early stages of Hitler’s “experiment” in 
social Darwinism. For example, Karl Pearson 
(1857-1936) in a speech made on 23 April 
1934 envisaged that the possible culmination 
of eugenics lay “with Reichskanzler Hitler and 
his proposals to regenerate the German 
people” by means of a “vast experiment”.
R. E. Rawles
Honorary research fellow in psychology
University College London

Digital humanities 2.0
I could not agree more with Geoffrey Crossick 
that the arts and humanities are “way behind” 
the sciences in the open access debate (“Digital 
age of opportunity for the monograph”, News 
16 January).

Nevertheless, a lot has changed in the 
humanities. In fact, e-scholarship emerged 
from the vision of intellectuals such as Michael 
Hart, founder of Project Gutenberg (1971), 
the first producer of free e-books, which paved 
the way for e-readers and e-books, and Robert 
Darnton, the historian who since 1999 has 
been advocating the production of scholarly 
books on the internet. Darnton envisaged an 
electronic book project that would subject 
manuscripts to the same scholarly critique as 
work submitted to traditional publishers. 
Crucially, these works could also be designed 
to take advantage of the flexibility of the elec-
tronic medium. Darnton’s proposal has been 
realised in the form of Gutenberg-e, a collab-
orative project of Columbia University Press 
and the American Historical Association.

One could also argue that the emerging field 
of digital humanities is an expansion of the 
traditional scope of the humanities. There is 
no doubt that the future of research in the arts 
and humanities – as a monograph or as disser-
tation/thesis – is digital, and that this is benefi-
cial on several accounts: helping to reach and 
engage a wider public and to exploit the afore-
mentioned flexibility by combining text with 
images, video, animation, 3D modelling and 
such. The main US database of dissertations 
takes and distributes theses in PDF format, 
and is converting existing paper documents 
to PDF. Abstracts can be searched, and whole 
documents can be downloaded from its inter-
net site.

The pressure is on for the UK (and for  
the rest of Europe) to catch up. This semester 
at the University of Dundee I am pioneering  
an e-dissertation for art and media under-
graduates. Where better to start than with the 
humanities scholars of tomorrow?
Anna Notaro
Duncan of Jordanstone College of Art & Design
University of Dundee

Burdensome language 
What does it say about the status of teaching 
(and, by extension, students) in some univer-
sities when a news report refers to academics 
being “freed” from “the burden of teaching” 
and “protected” from teaching as if it were 
potentially contagious or addictive (“Fast-
track Liverpool fellows set aside essays and 
in-trays”, 16 January)? Do universities use 
similar language in their marketing material 
for prospective students?

It reminds me of the story about the 
academic who was offered a reduced  
research load so that he could concentrate  
on his teaching (I made that up).
Paul Probyn
Cockfosters

Title holder supreme
Further to Richard M. S. Wilson’s letter 
(9 January) on the confusing plethora of titles 
adopted by UK universities to identify 
academic staff, it is worth remembering that 
the former colleges of advanced technology, 
which became universities in the mid-1960s, 
all conformed with the established ranks/titles 
of the pre-existing universities.

When he was in charge at Nottingham 
Trent University, Ray Cowell styled himself 
not only professor, but also principal, vice-
chancellor and chief executive – all at the  
same time. I wonder if this remains a UK  
and all-comers record?
Charles Oppenheim
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