
The intention of this gathering in November 2015 

was to share critical reflections on various aspects of 

today’s university system – focusing on the incursions 

of corporations into the tertiary sector, especially in the 

areas of teaching and research – but chiefly to consider 

alternatives to current institutional arrangements. 

Conference participants agreed that there was now an 

abundant body of critical literature on the ‘neoliberal’/‘cor

porate’/‘privatised’ university, but what was now required 

was a public conversation about alternatives to this 

system and what might constitute the ‘good university’.  

In her introduction to proceedings, Associate Professor 

Kristen Lyons from the School of Social Science at the 

University of Queensland spoke of the ‘critical spaces’ 

and ‘edge conversations’ that had contributed to a radical 

rethinking of higher education. Lyons called for an ‘action 

oriented agenda’ aimed at identifying the core elements of 

a progressive public university system.  

In her keynote address, NTEU National President, 

Jeannie Rea, argued that university education was ‘too 

important to be left to the market’ and that federal 

government funding, greater academic autonomy and 

more secure employment were vital elements of a 

truly public higher education system. Rea further noted 

how, over recent years, up-front fees from international 

students – who pay up to three times more than domestic 

students – had been used as a ‘cash cow’ to prop up ailing 

universities, and especially to cross-subsidise research. 

Rea also observed that tertiary education had become a 

largely ‘functional’ process aimed mainly at producing ‘job 

ready’ graduates to serve the requirements of industry. In 

many instances, Rea asserted, students had been misled by 

university marketing hype, often ending up in unrelated, 

dead-end jobs following graduation. Rae also spoke of the 

increased exposure of universities to corporate influences 

while at the same time distancing themselves from local 

communities, illustrating the extent to which today’s 

tertiary institutions had been ‘privatised’.  

Emeritus Professor Raewyn Connell from the 

University of Sydney took a similar line, adding that since 

the Dawkins reforms of the late 1980s universities had 

been subject to a ‘managerial takeover’ resulting in top-

down decision-making, less academic autonomy and more 

casualisation, and therefore more precarious employment.  

Additionally, competition in teaching and research had 

replaced cooperation and collegiality, and academics have 

been ‘de-professionalised’ and subjected to excessive 

managerial regulation. These days, said Professor Connell, 

universities operated more like private firms than public 

institutions. Yet Professor Connell also cautioned us not 

to look to the past for exemplars of a better university, 

and instead urged a ‘practical’ program of change based 

on three principles. First, the opening up of intellectual 

spaces to accommodate multiple sources of knowledge 

(‘epistemes’) in the pursuit of truth,/ Connell also 

encouraged  the inclusion of ‘multiple expertises’ in the 
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context of a ‘highly participatory’, ‘bottom-up’ approach 

to intellectual engagement and critical pedagogy.  

Second, the good university should be based on a 

system of ‘industrial democracy’ which guarantees 

secure employment, decent conditions, greater 

academic autonomy, and an environment that enables 

‘learning from below’ through a more civically engaged 

approach to higher education. Third, the articulation and 

critical dissection of various bodies of knowledge should 

be considered a ‘public asset’ and academic ‘service’ 

valued and not rendered subordinate to the market and 

corporate interests. 

PhD candidate and Union Environmental Officer at 

the University of Queensland, Amy McMahon, observed 

that a sizeable portion of the enrolment fees paid by 

students goes towards subsidising university advertising 

and campus beautification projects, in effect diverting 

funds from vital teaching and research activities. She also 

pointed out that the decline of student political activism 

could in part be attributed to hikes in university fees and 

attacks by governments on student unions, with many 

services culled following the abolition of compulsory 

union fees by the former Howard Government. However, 

McMahon noted that students’ voices and indeed student 

dissent had not been quashed and that the Abbott 

Government’s proposed deregulation of university fees 

had galvanised thousands into action, insisting that fee 

deregulation and other revenue-raising measures would 

further diminish the capacity of students to engage in the 

educational process. 

The opening three presentations set the tone for the 

conference which was made up of academics, students, 

activists, representatives of NGOs and others. Eminent 

scientists like Jack Heinemann, Professor of genetic and 

molecular biology at the University of Canterbury, New 

Zealand, spoke at plenary sessions about the growing 

influence of private corporations in various research 

activities. Of particular concern for Professor Heinemann 

and others was the privatisation of knowledge through 

copyrights, patents and an assortment of licensing 

arrangements.  As other speakers observed, such 

arrangements compromised the independence of 

universities and invariably placed commercial interests 

ahead of the public good. 

Over the course of two days, conference participants 

discussed additional matters relating to the ‘corporatisation 

of the modem university’. Plenary sessions dealt with 

issues such as ‘the effects of corporate investment on 

universities, including research’; ‘the role and significance 

of universities in commercialising emerging technologies’; 

‘censorship, self-censorship’; ‘intellectual integrity and the 

health of dissent in Australian universities’; and whether 

‘universities were still fulfilling an important public role.’ 

Discussion also focussed on ‘the effects of privatisation 

and corporate money on students and staff – collegiality, 

cooperation, transparency’; and ‘the integrity of science 

and scientists in the privatised university’. 

Each of these sessions raised overlapping concerns 

about the impact of corporate influence on research 

and teaching activities, especially the control and 

dissemination of knowledge and its pairing with 

‘commercial outcomes’ (as recently evidenced in the 

Prime Minister’s innovation statement). Perhaps most 

concerning was the flow of corporate funding into 

research activities that supported private profit-seeking 

interests at the expense of vitally important projects 

contributing to the common good.

In light of all this, conference participants considered 

ways of building an ‘academic activist culture’. Suggestions 

included finding ways of re-engaging with colleagues 

across disciplines, building collegial, democratic cultures 

within schools and departments, discussing corporate 

influence and what to do about it; encouraging colleagues 

to join the National Tertiary Education Union (NTEU) and 

the National Alliance for Public Universities (NAPU), and 

undertaking research for public rather than private gain. 

But the clearest articulation of what might constitute 

the foundations of the ‘good university’ was contained 

in a public statement now referred to as ‘The Brisbane 

Declaration’. The Declaration is intended as a watershed 

statement to guide future campaigns in the struggle to 

create a genuinely and fully funded public university 

system.  The Declaration begins: ‘Given the role of 

multinational corporations in contributing to the looming 

global environmental, social and financial crises; and 

their increasing influence on all forms of education, 

including university education, there has never been a 

more important time to rethink the meaning of a good 

university.’ The Declaration proceeds to itemise the 

essential features of the good university: 

‘We believe that good universities: 

•	 Are communities not corporations.

•	 Are democratic public institutions for the social good.

•	  Are fully funded by government. 

•	 Are independent of corporate funding and influence. 

•	 Are dedicated to offering free, high quality education.

•	  Are transparent and accountable. 

•	 Embrace multiple ways of knowing. 

•	 Are transformational not merely transactional. 

•	 Nurture public intellectuals.
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•	 Promote the free exchange of ideas in the quest for 

truth. 

•	 Actively value collegiality and collaboration. 

•	 Uphold and support the role of student unions. 

•	 Uphold diversity in the production of knowledge. 

•	 Foster and develop mutual respect. 

•	 Participate in the development of a just, democratic and 

sustainable society which privileges ecologies over the 

economy. 

•	 Are democratically accountable to society as a whole. 

•	 Empower students to become active citizens and not 

just job ready graduates.

•	 Explicitly incorporate an understanding of indigenous 

culture and history.

•	 Recognise and integrate bodies of knowledge from the 

global south.

•	 Recognise academic freedom as a core value. 

•	 Produce open, available and accessible knowledge.

•	 Include all academic staff and students as active 

participants in decision-making processes and culture.

•	 Invite alternative, non-hierarchical and respectful forms 

of performance review.

•	 Are committed to an ethical and knowledge driven 

curriculum that fosters critical reflection and 

creativity. 

The Declaration is: ‘intended to spark a national 

conversation about the nature, role and purpose of 

university education in a truly socially just, democratic 

society.’ 

It is my hope, and that of conference participants, that 

this Declaration becomes the catalyst for an on-going 

public conversation about the nature, role and purpose 

of universities in a truly democratic society. But this is 

a conversation that needs to be initiated by academics 

themselves; those who know something about the 

daily constraints of a system beholden to market forces 

and the corporate brand. But this public deliberation 

should be more than an abstract critique of what is now 

a quintessentially neoliberal institution – it must be a 

commitment to re-imagining the sort of higher education 

we want for current and future generations. It must be 

a truly public system, for the public good and in the 

common interest. 

It must be a system that takes seriosuly and responds 

to the interlocking social, economic and environmental 

crises that now confront us – all of us on this planet. These 

crises are radically reshaping our lives. We therefore need 

to consider how education in all its forms, including 

higher education, fits into this emerging new reality. 
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