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Introduction

Research suggests independence of mind, but commodification compromises that

independence. Within a marketised context, I argue that research is now valued less

for its contribution to scholarship than for its income-generating capacity and value to

end users. I argue that a receptiveness to functional new knowledge is being created

not only through official research policies but also more insidiously through the

everyday practices of the neoliberal university. In overviewing current research

policies, I will briefly consider the impact on academic freedom of government

intervention, research consultancies and terror censorship. I will then turn to the way

repression is normalised through a market-oriented system.

Research Entrepreneurialism

As with the introduction and increase in student fees, research entrepreneurialism is a

corollary of the withdrawal of state support for universities in countries all over the

world, including Australia. Instead of being funded out of the public purse, the

neoliberal emphasis is on shifting the cost of research to end users, resulting in the

privatisation and commodification of research outcomes. This has profound

implications for the nature of knowledge because it does not appear that the tension

between the market values of profit making and privatisation can be reconciled with

free enquiry and the free transmission of knowledge.

If private corporations fund research, the expectation is that they will take out
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patents and commercialise them. Technological and biomedical science is favoured as

the most lucrative manifestation of academic capitalism.1 At the nation state level, it

is hoped that the overall effect of harnessing the research effort will augment the GNP

and enhance Australia’s status as a New Knowledge economy on the world stage

because, according to Lyotard, knowledge has replaced land as the main source of

struggle between nation states.2

Thus, government is the driver of the new research regime. As a result,

substantial funds have been injected into earmarked research as a stimulant to

following a predetermined trajectory. The pursuit of knowledge for its own sake, ! la

Newman,3 has been relegated to an activity that has been described as one of

‘transcendent uselessness’ – ‘an unaffordable luxury, self-indulgent, and a waste of

taxpayer money’.4 Thus, while those private corporations funding research are

inevitably going to be concerned about profit making which is, after all, their raison

d’etre, more insidious is the effect on the public university and the idea of knowledge

as a common good.

The university, however, is not only a facilitator of the privatisation of

knowledge, for it has itself become a market player. Thus, like any other for-profit

corporation, it wants to benefit financially from patents and technology transfer

together with the incentive schemes associated with them. As a result, the university

has become less assiduous in protecting the traditional academic norms of scepticism,

disinterestedness and critique.

                                                                           

1 Slaughter and Larry L Leslie, Academic Capitalism: Politics, Policies, and the Entrepreneurial
University, Johns Hopkins, Baltimore, 1997.
2 Jean L Lyotard, The Post Modern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, Manchester University Press,
Manchester, 1984
3 John Henry Newman, The Idea of a University, ed with introd and notes by I T Ker, Clarendon,
Oxford, 1976 (1st edn 1852).
4 James Stuart, ‘Comment: The Academic-Industrial Complex: A Warning to Universities’ (2004) 75
University of Colorado Law Review  1011, 1024.
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Contemporary government policy in Australia has determined that

consultancies be treated in the same way as basic research for the purposes of

competitive university research income. There has been a marked change in policy

that elides the differences between independent or pure research with no strings

attached and a paid consultancy. The superficial veneer of equal treatment disguises

the way the production of applied and policy-oriented research may contribute to the

erasure of critical and theoretical perspectives.5 Private funders may impose

contractual conditions, including claims to the IP in any research produced, thereby

preventing the researchers from publishing their findings. Hence, the research, despite

being conducted by publicly funded academics in a supposedly public university, may

never see the light of day. Consultancies are a powerful manifestation of the way the

idea of the ‘public’ in the public university is being eviscerated. Furthermore, instead

of the knowledge produced being part of the academic research gift economy,6 or

common good, where it is freely shared, it is hoarded by principals, a practice

underpinned by intellectual property law with its individualistic ownership claims.

Neoliberalism regards the privatisation of research to be economically

rational. Sinclair Davidson argues against the public funding of research altogether, at

least as far as science is concerned.7 He rejects the idea of research and development

(R & D) activity as a pure public good because the producers of science need to earn a

financial return for their efforts. Hence, they will do less science than is socially

optimal if they have to rely on the public purse.

The entrepreneurial research culture, with the aid of competitive funding
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schemes, is changing the orientation of research. Only that research deemed to have

use value in the market is favoured. This is applied research with outcomes that are

financially beneficial to funders and to the state. Thus, feminist and Indigenous

scholarship, for example, as well as theoretical, social justice and critical scholarship

of all kinds that challenge orthodoxy is contracting everywhere, unless it can be

shown to be functional for the end user of the knowledge. National and multinational

corporations have little interest in basic research or knowledge designed to interrogate

orthodoxy. It is the instrumental value of the knowledge that is significant, that is,

how is the knowledge going to advance corporate interests, particularly in commercial

terms? Critical enquiry, after all, could lead to exposing a multinational’s

questionable practices in the developing world, for example. Accordingly, ‘research’

is assuming a distinctly conservative hue, characterised by a functional antipathy

towards critique.

This functionality echoes the views of the German philosophy, Karl Jaspers,

who, in the 1920s, exhorted readers to safeguard the idea of the university to avoid it

ending up ‘in the functionalism of giant institutions for the training and development

of specialized scientific and technical expertise’.8 Recent developments within the

university suggest that Jaspers’ words have not been heeded. Henry Giroux goes so

far as to suggest that recent attacks on the university in the US represent not just an

attempt to counter dissent but an attempt to destroy the university.9 In Australia, some

would argue that the university as traditionally understood is also being destroyed.10 It

                                                                           

8 The quote comes from the 1961 edition of Jasper’s book quoted by Habermas. See Jürgen Habermas,
‘The Idea of the University: Learning Processes’ in Shierry Weber Nicholsen (ed & trans). The New
Conservatism: Cultural Criticism and the Historians’ Debate, 1989. See also Karl Jaspers, Die Idee
der Universität, 1923 (reprinted 1945 and revised 1961; English translation: Karl Jaspers, The Idea of
the University (ed Karl Deutsch, trans H A T Reiche & H F Vanderschmidt), 1960).
9 Henry A Giroux, ‘Academic Freedom under Fire: The Case of Critical Pedagogy’ (2006) 33(4)
College Literature 1, 2.
10 Eg, Tony Coady (ed), Why Universities Matter: A Conversation about Values, Means and
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is undoubtedly being transformed in order better to serve the neoliberal state.

Research is a key prong of that transformation.

The new Research Quality Framework (RQF) would appear to emphasise the

functionality of research in the way that it seeks to make calculable both quality and

impact. The RQF is an example of an auditing mechanism that renders accountable

and transparent the expenditure of public money.11 First, it requires the excellence of

the research to be demonstrated through peer review, the ranking of journals and other

mechanisms. Secondly, the impact of the work must be demonstrated by the

adduction of evidence, including a paper trail. This new criterion relates it would

seem to the use value of the research, such as might be demonstrated by a cure for

cancer or a unique bridge design. The effect could be potentially disastrous for

philosophical and critical scholarship in the humanities and social sciences and could

realise Jaspers’ fears for the modern university.

I note, however, that dissentient voices are now being heard, even in

government circles. Most notably, the Australian Productivity Commission in a recent

paper sounded a caution against universities pursuing commercialisation for financial

gain if it were to the detriment of the productive use of the research.12 The

Productivity Commission argued strongly for the continuation of public funding for

R&D. The two main rationales put forward were that research and innovation: (1)

enabled governments to discharge their functions better in respect of the environment,

education, defence, social welfare and health; and (2) there were ‘spillovers’ from

innovation that could not be captured by the innovator, such as the development of

knowledge capabilities that emerge from basic research.
                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

Directions, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 2000.
11 Auditing mechanisms are now applied to all kinds of public sector activities. See particularly
Michael Power, The Audit Society: Rituals of Verification, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1997.
12 Productivity Commission, Australian Government, Public Support for Science and Innovation,
Productivity Commission, Canberra, 2007.
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Academic Freedom

 Academic freedom is the cornerstone of the university. It enables academics to

pursue their research and writing without fear or favour. Despite its centrality,

however, academic freedom is rarely articulated with any precision, being raised

mainly in the breach.13 The New Zealand Education Act, one of the few enabling Acts

to attempt a definition of academic freedom, defines it as the right of staff and

students ‘to question and test received wisdom, to put forward new ideas and to state

controversial and unpopular opinions’.14 The Australian Acts do not go as far,

although the promotion of ‘critical enquiry within the university and the general

community’ was added to all Victorian university Acts of Incorporation in 2003.15

It is argued that since it is a responsibility of the public university to transmit

knowledge freely for the common good, freedom and independence are the

fundamental premises of research. Such values ensure an environment that

encourages experimentation and creativity; rather than a preoccupation with the

commercial significance of the research for the end user.

Polanyi argues that freedom is central to the pursuit of knowledge and only

subordinated knowledge can emerge from a research environment that is unfree.16

Thus, if research is tethered by a consultancy, certain presuppositions prevail that

cannot be contested. The hope that future consultancies may emerge from a particular

arrangement also encourages an uncritical stance on the part of both researcher and

                                                                           

13 But see Macquarie University, Senate Statement on Academic Freedom, Macquarie University
http://www.mq.edu.au/senate/rules/academic_freedom.doc (accessed 22 November 2006).
14 Section 161(2)(a).
15 University Acts (Amendment) Act 2003 (Vic), s 3(b) et seq. It is not clear from the Parliamentary
record why the provision was included at a time that corporatisation of universities was in the
ascendancy.
16 Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation: The Political and Economic Origins of our Time, Beacon
Press, Boston, 1944.
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institution. This corrupting effect of the market may therefore encourage institutions

to go along with suppression or even deception. Instances have been recounted of

principals declining to pay researchers because they did not care for the findings. The

pressure not to antagonise those holding the purse strings effectively neutralises any

criticism.17 The financial rewards also have a propensity to displace or cloak ethical

concerns. Stuart cites many examples of the suppression of information about the side

effect of pharmaceutical drugs, including the manipulation of journal manuscripts.18

The lure of a multi-billion dollar industry within the global economy is difficult to

resist, encouraging institutions to close their eyes to questionable ethics. The

depoliticising effects of the shift to consultancies and applied research without

adequate oversight are profound.

However, a reversion to government funding is no guarantee of academic

freedom in the present political climate. One of the most blatant manifestations of

government policing to inhibit the freedom of university researchers in recent times

involved direct interference in decisions of the Australian Research Council (ARC),

not an arm of government but a quasi-independent body set up under statutory

authority.19 In the 2005 round, the then Minister for Education, Science and

Technology, Brendan Nelson, declined to ratify three Humanities projects, despite a

rigorous process of peer-review. It was subsequently reported that three high profile

lay people had been appointed to an ARC standards committee to scrutinise the titles

and the 100-word summaries of grant projects recommended for funding to determine

                                                                           

17 Cf Ian Lowe, ‘The Research Community’ in Clive Hamilton & Sarah Maddison (eds), Silencing
Dissent: How the Australian Government is controlling Public Opinion and Stifling Debate, Allen &
Unwin, Sydney, 2007, p 70.
18 Stuart, ‘Comment’, op cit 1043-47.
19 For a fuller treatment, see Stuart Macintyre, ‘Universities’ in Hamilton & Maddison, Silencing
Dissent, op cit, pp 43-47.
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their ability to deliver ‘national benefit’.20 The Minister declined to ratify another

seven projects in the 2006 round.21 Albeit not identified, the projects were reputed to

have been in the areas of gender and sexuality,22 signalling the neoconservative

morality that goes hand-in-glove with neoliberal economic policies. Subsequently, the

ARC Board was abolished altogether, which means that political intervention can now

operate insidiously at an institutional ‘executive’ level and the academic community

will know nothing about it.23

Security issues are also directly impacting on academic freedom, allowing

governments to interfere in the substance of research under the rubric of the national

interest in a different way. The anti-terrorist legislation emanating from the attacks on

the World Trade Centre of September 11, 2001, has authorised an extraordinary

degree of surveillance of private citizens. The American USA Patriot Act 2001,

passed soon after 9/11 has been invoked extensively in ways that infringe upon the

work of academics, as Gerstmann and Streb show.24

Australia followed the United States with its own raft of anti-terrorism

legislation, including the far-reaching Anti-Terrorism Act 2005 (Cth), which is being

invoked, like the Patriot Act, to delimit the freedom of researchers. Emeritus

Professor Riaz Hassan, a sociologist at Flinders University, was compelled to scale

back his ARC-funded project on suicide bombers, when the federal Government
                                                                           

20 Dorothy Illing, ‘Outsiders get a say in award of grants’, Higher Education, The Australian, 7
September, 2005, p 21.
21 Dorothy Illing, ‘Minister Vetoes Research Projects’, Higher Education, The Australian, 16
November, 2005, p 35.
22 There was widespread condemnation of the intervention by the academic community, with the
occasional dismissive comment from conservative commentators, such as Davidson: ‘Sex- and gender-
obsessed researchers not being funded by the Federal government is hardly serious.’ See Davidson,
‘The Myths of Public Science’, op cit 40.
23 The interference by Minister Nelson is now the subject of a Freedom of Information Act 1982 (Cth)
(FOI) application. See Sharon Andrews and Australian Research Council – AAT Matter No V287 of
2006.
24 Evan Gerstmann and Matthew J Streb, (eds), Academic Freedom at the Dawn of a New Century:
How Terrorism, Governments, and Culture Wars impact Free Speech, Stanford University Press,
Stanford, 2006.
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informed him that he could be in breach of the Act.25 It is notable that Professor

Hassan’s research fitted squarely into the Commonwealth research priority area of

safeguarding Australia, but this was not enough to protect him.

In the US, the Patriot Act has been used in ways that directly threaten

research. For example, federal and State law-enforcement agencies have made

hundreds of requests to libraries annually for the borrowing records of patrons.26 In

Australia, the Anti-Terrorism Act has led to several books on jihad being officially

banned, and in a subsequent act of self-policing, at least one university has withdrawn

these books from its shelves voluntarily.27 The banning of books is completely

contrary to the spirit of academic freedom in which all knowledge is contestable. The

concept of academic freedom appears to have lost its appeal in an environment

dominated by conservatism and rampant commercialism.

A Culture of Competition

The extreme examples of government intervention, corporate censorship and terror

censorship deflect attention away from the way repression is being insidiously

normalised in the everyday life of the academy. The effects of the commodification of

research on teaching – the curriculum, pedagogy and assessment – as well as

collegiality also should not be discounted. The repressive tendencies may be subtle

and insidious because of their veneer of economic rationality. They are effected

                                                                           

25 Verity Edwards and Cameron Stewart, ‘Professor warned off terrorist trip’, The Australian, 13
September 2006.
26 Matthew J Streb, ‘The Reemergence of the Academic Freedom Debate’ in Gerstmann, Evan and
Streb, Matthew J (eds), Academic Freedom at the Dawn of a New Century: How Terrorism,
Governments, and Culture Wards impact Free Speech, Stanford University Press, Stanford, 2006, p 9.
It is notable that some libraries circumvented the directives by routinely shredding documents relating
to patrons’ reference questions and requests for books. See Ellen D Gilbert, ‘Confidentially Speaking:
American Libraries and the USA Patriot Act’ (2005) 8(1) Library Philosophy and Practice pNA.
27 Brendan O’Keefe, ‘Ruddock barriers impede research’, Higher Education, The Australian, 4 October
2006, p 22. Many other examples of the new McCarthyism in Australia are recounted in the elegant
essay by Frank Moorehouse, ‘The Writer in a Time of Terror’ (2006-07) 14 Griffith Review 11. See
also the essays in Hamilton & Maddison, Silencing Dissent, op cit.
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through practices that are shaped by prevailing government and university research

priorities within a climate of neoliberalism and neoconservatism. Despite the adverse

effect on academic freedom, academics themselves have become remarkably

quiescent, which is testament to the effectiveness of compliance strategies.

Research audits carry with them all the elements associated with markets and

competition. In gearing up for the next round in anticipation of the substantial

government funds attaching to a high ranking in a research assessment exercise, the

norms of academic life are subverted. The next round becomes the driver of teaching

policies, including course offerings and class sizes, as well as the institutional and

individual choices regarding topic, type of research and publication. The mounting

pressure to perform in the next auditing exercise becomes relentless and has been

identified by UK academics as a kind of market brutalism.

Here is our target and here’s what you must do and other things have to be
deprioritised or compromised to get to this point…There are incentives not to
write a book if you couldn’t write one quickly (Lecturer, male, Redbrick, UK).

Whether the focus is on quality or quantity, the auditing of research exercises

a destructive effect on collegiality according to the experience of academics in the

UK.28 In order to maximise the ranking of a school, a decision has to be made as to

which staff should be included. This usually entails a small panel of academics

(sometimes a single person) reading their colleagues’ work, ranking it and deciding

whether it comports with national standards of excellence. This may mean excluding

critical work deemed ‘too political’. UK academics are scathing and embittered about

such rankings having being made public, but have been compelled to accept the ‘New

model of the auditable, competitive performer’.29 There is little space for

                                                                           

28 Fiona Cownie, Legal Academics: Culture and Identities, Hart, Oxford, 2004, pp 138-41.
29 Cris Shore and Susan Wright, ‘Audit Culture and Anthropology: Neo-liberalism in British Higher
Education’ (1999) 5 J Royal Anthropological Institute 559, 569.
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collaboration within this social Darwinist ethos.

Institutional enhancement strategies include attempting to re-orient research

into areas likely to attract funding. All staff may have to belong to a designated

stream, interdisciplinary grouping or area of strength in order to marshal and

maximise the research effort. Competitive seeding money may be available to support

ventures with a reasonable chance of attracting outside funding, which are likely to be

in applied areas of research for the reasons already mentioned. This has already led to

the closure of areas of universities deemed to be unprofitable, particularly in the

humanities. Within disciplines such as law, the ‘transcendent uselessness’ of the idea

of law as a humanity has been overtaken by the applied manifestation of law as

business, or facilitator of business.

The competition that inheres within the market is mapped onto faculties in

respect of rewards systems, encouraging staff to equal or exceed the output of the

highest performer. For example, a list of publication points earned by each staff

member in the previous year may be published and circulated, which is then used as

the basis for the distribution of funds for travel and conference attendance. Such a

system places a heavy burden on parents, predominantly women, trying to balance

home and work, reifying the idea that the paradigmatic academic subject is

autonomous and male. Competition between academics also keeps at bay collegial

norms based on trust and a sense of common purpose. Divide and rule is an age-old

strategy that ensures alienation and promotion of the self, pre-eminent values of a

market regime.

Despite this focus on research assessment, traditional research skills are no

longer in vogue within undergraduate education. A commodified system, in which

students are customers who purchase a product, has encouraged an applied focus.
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Students want to obtain a high-paying job to repay their mounting education debts as

soon as possible, which invariably means corporate employment. They are more

interested in credentialism than the educational experience for its own sake. This may

not in itself be new, but their overall experience has undoubtedly changed. As the

evidence reveals that the average Australian undergraduate works 15 hours per

week,30 they claim they no longer have time to research and write essays. They have

absorbed the market message that critique has no use value in the labour market. The

massification of higher education, where the imperative is to produce more new

knowledge workers to serve the state, has meant a reversion to large lectures where

students sit passively imbibing information, which is subsequently regurgitated in

exams. Small group teaching that fosters discussion and debate has become a luxury

in many institutions, which further contracts the critical space.

Even if students had time to research and write essays, their lecturers do not

have time to assess them. Exams are easier and quicker to mark. Not only do lecturers

have to cope with impossible numbers, they are faced with having to reinvent

themselves as productive researchers or face redundancy. This encourages a choice

between teaching and research. If they choose a research focus, they are compelled to

skimp on teaching. The equilibrium between teaching and research, that was once the

norm, has been completed disrupted.

In light of the emphasis on research assessment, the possibility that research

and teaching might be de-linked threatens the status of university teaching. Needless

to say, the élite institutions would receive most of the research moneys. They will

attract high-calibre students whatever they do, which includes deploying senior

                                                                           

30 Craig McInness and Robin Hartley, Managing Study and Work: The Impact of Full-time Study and
Paid Work on the Undergraduate Experience in Australian Universities, DEST, Canberra, 2002
http://www.dest.gov.au.sectors/higher_education/publications_resources/profiles-
managing_study_work
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academics into research and hiring more casuals to do the bulk of the teaching. It is

therefore in their interests to support rankings and inequitable allocations. Regional

and new institutions feel that they have no option but to play the league table research

game. Homogeneity is the essence of competition policy. A market-based system

discourages diversity, as well as the public interest.31 Nevertheless, the discrepancy in

resources and positional goods between the traditional universities and the News may

well mean that the RQF formalises a reversion to the binary system of higher

education within Australia, a division that already informally exists.

In addition to the deleterious impact on teaching, a competitive audit culture

has deflected the attention of academics away from activist sites, in respect of which

they once devoted a great deal of attention. Working voluntarily for the

disadvantaged, law reform and social justice were viewed as valuable forms of

community interaction. No performative boxes are now available to be ticked for this

kind of work within any of the auditing regimes. When academics must spend all their

time satisfying the individualised performative goals of the audit culture in order to

survive, there is no space for altruism and collective good. Neoliberalism generally

encourages a preoccupation with promoting the self.

Conclusion

The basic premise of the new political economy of higher education is acceptance of

the commodification of knowledge. The greater the financial value commanded by the

knowledge, the better, regardless of its social or ethical value. The market in

knowledge is fostered by the state through regulation and accepted virtually without

question by public universities. As well as directly funding research, government is

also the driver of a privatised system of research fostered through public/private
                                                                           

31 Cf Simon Marginson, What’s Wrong with the Universities? Blue Book No 4, Australian Fabian
Society/Arena Publications, Melbourne, 2002, p 3.
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partnerships and linkage grants. Similarly, we see that it is the generation of grant

income rather than the research output that is deemed to be of most significance,

unless there is lucrative technology transfer involved. Whichever way we look at it,

we are reminded that the maximisation of profits is now the primary aim of university

research.

Massification, privatisation and bureaucratisation have brought about an end

to serious thinking in the university.32 Despite the effort devoted to inducing the

production of vast quantities of research, together with the process of harnessing,

commodifying and measuring it, there is no evidence that the multifarious initiatives

have improved its actual quality, regardless of the rhetoric of the RQF and similar

schemes elsewhere. On the contrary, contingent and de-politicised knowledge

suggests a decline in quality, a trend that has permeated the entire academic culture

through teaching and pedagogical practices. It is not confined to government,

enterprise or terror censorship.

  Freedom is essential to the critique of the way things are in order to envision

the way they might be. I return to Polanyi’s idea that only subordinated knowledge

can emerge from a research environment that is unfree. The insidious erosion of free

enquiry within the academy that I have outlined is already profoundly affecting it as a

key site of knowledge production. As the transformation has been effected with

remarkably rapidity and with the tacit support of the academic community I exhort

you to take a belated stand to foreclose the possibility of further harm.

                                                                           

32 Mary Evans, Killing Thinking: The Death of the Universities, Continuum, London, 2004.


