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Contemporary changes in funding, governance and ideology are likely to create pressures which have the potential to transform the ways in which we select, undertake and evaluate research in higher education institutions. Commentators such as Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff (1997) and Slaughter and Leslie(1997) suggest that the  profit potential of knowledge, which has resulted in the research function of universities being  repositioned to one of commodity production has led to the negotiation of a new research contract between universities, the state and society. Under the terms of this new contract,  the belief that the true value of an intellectual product derives from its position outside the realm of  political influence and the short term interests of capital has been challenged. Instead, universities have been exhorted to move from what Gibbons et al (1994)  have termed  ‘mode 1’ knowledge, which is essentially basic, disciplinary based and  context-free,  to ‘mode 2’ knowledge which is trans-disciplinary, applied and validated primarily through utilitarian criteria. At the same time, the institutional conditions which have historically set academics apart from other knowledge workers, such as occupational security, academic freedom and independence assured by tenure, have been steadily eroded. These developments, together with the decline in state funding have led to the focus on the ‘advancement’ of knowledge shifting  to an interest in the ‘capitalisation’ of knowledge (Collins and Tillman 1988 ; Slaughter and Leslie,1997). 

While commentators such as Mukerji (1989)  have indicated that there have always been close links between disciplinary areas such as science and corporate interests, the intensification of such relations in the present context has led writers such as Marginson and Considine (2000) and Aronovitz (2000) to argue that corporatism -  the gradual penetration of both the power and values of the corporate world into the university-  has become a fundamental feature of academic life. Knowledge production has therefore been characterised by greater prioritisation of research for commercial development, the more direct transfer of knowledge from the academic to the commercial sector and the intertwining of universities with large corporations (Naidoo, 2002). The commodification of research has been strengthened  by global regulations such as the Trade Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS)  developed by the WTO  (Knight,2002) which covers  aspects such as patents, trademarks and copyright, all of which  strengthen international property rights of foreign investors.  

Advocates of corporatism indicate that universities have a key role to play in national systems of innovation which help the country gain a competitive edge in the global knowledge driven economy. They argue that  the alliance between industry and science is important because of the growing complexity of scientific knowledge and the increased resources required. They also argue that such linkages  advance the quality of research and  rates of publication (Gulbrandsen and Smelby, 2005). Critics of corporatism fear that such developments will stunt the long term development of knowledge. They point out that a  commercial focus may divert attention away from basic developmental research in favour of applied work which yields quick results for corporate sponsors. They also argue that patenting regulations subvert the right of academics to disseminate their findings and prevent academics from drawing on the results of their peers to develop  research which could contribute to the development of  knowledge in the field  (McSherry, 2001). In addition, there is the danger that the intense profit potential of information pushes economic interest to simply override research undertaken for the ‘public good’.

Underlying these debates is the sense that different value sets relating to the very nature and function of higher education in society are being contested and negotiated. On the one hand it is believed that further corporatisation  will lead to a change in values, the detriment of research and a decline in the benefits that universities bring to society. On the other hand it is believed that a fundamental shake-up of  outmoded value systems operating in universities is necessary so that universities contribute more effectively to society. Still others believe that closer links between universities and industry will not dramatically challenge academic values and that such values can either co-exist or are or are recontextualised by academics within their own value systems. 

The presentation and discussion will be structured so as to interrogate these assertions.  The extent to which ‘core academic values’ have actually existed in practice, whose interests were served historically and whose interests are being served in contemporary times will be analysed. The presentation and discussion will also centre on the extent to which corporatism – the penetration of the power and values of the corporate world -has in actual fact penetrated academic life- and the extent to which such developments have challenged existing values and with what consequences. The likely variable impact of such pressures across different types of national systems, universities and disciplines will be drawn out.  Strategies of accommodation, subversion and resistance and the co-existence and tensions between different sets of values will be discussed.
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