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hanges are taking place in higher education policy in the
U.S., but just what these changes are and just how they
impact education are matters of some debate. A good
example is the AFT’s new higher education policy jour-
nal, American Academic, which, in its inaugural edition,
addresses the issue of marketplace infringements on
institutions of higher learning. These discussions are
lively, deeply felt and instructive.1 But there are at least
three trends in the literature that obfuscate rather than
clarify the issues. To take the discussion to a higher
level, we need more precision.

Here’s what I mean. Much of the literature argues that
the changes taking place in higher education policy are
new. We’re in a crisis, many authors claim. OK, but
what’s new about this so-called crisis? If we are in a new
epoch in higher ed policy, as many suggest, how do we
distinguish this era from the past? What defines the cur-
rent circumstances as a crisis compared to, say, the con-
ditions of higher education that Thorstein Veblen and
Upton Sinclair wrote about nearly 100 years ago?2

Veblen viewed the university as a business enterprise.
Sure, the kinds of goods bartered and exchanged are,
indeed, different today. But has the core identity of the
university as an institution partially driven by business,
i.e. corporate, values changed? Is history just a depart-
ment at the university or are our present experiences
best understood within their historical context?

If we agree to the latter, as I suspect most of us do, we
need specifics to help us understand how we got to this
point so we may change it. And doesn’t the concept of cri-
sis suggest that the very existence of an institution is at
stake? For as long as anybody can remember, the mat-
tress store down the street has had this sign in its win-
dow: “Going Out of Business—Prices Slashed.” When
does a crisis become just another way of doing business?
Again, we need more specifics to show how institutions of
higher learning are about to meet the apocalypse. 

A second issue rampant throughout the literature is the
notion that all commercial intrusions in the university
are bad. Indeed, much of the literature views the sale of

consumer goods and services by institutions of higher
learning as something to be avoided. Putting aside the
question of whether or not students would elect to attend
institutions that did not sell consumer goods, does putting
a vending machine on campus differ from, for instance,
doubling class size or replacing full-time faculty with an
army of part-timers? Does the soda or candy machine dif-
fer from corporate-sponsored applied research? If so, how?
Are all corporate intrusions equally bad? What about
socially conscious companies such as Ben and Jerry’s? Do
we run them off campus too? If so, why? 

This raises a third issue. Fundamental to most discus-
sions of marketplace infringements of the academy is
this simple question: What exactly is corporatization?
Although the term appears in many essays and books, it
is usually tossed around without conceptual clarification.
Is corporatization just a label for any activity of which
we do not approve? Or, as Tom Kriger and I suggest,3 is
it just a feel-good slogan of little analytical value? In
other words, the debate is muddled. After all, if we can’t
clarify our concepts so we can distinguish the dangerous
from the unpleasant or even the beneficial, we’ll never
develop an effective strategy to resist what many dub the
corporatization of higher education in the U.S. 

Those of us who think higher education is under the
gun have an obligation to speak and think with clarity.
Preaching to the choir in muddled feel-good language
will accomplish nothing. We need analysis and precision.
Anything less is an abdication of our responsibilities.

1 For representative examples see Campus Inc.: Corporate Power in the

Ivory Tower. Edited by Geoffry D. White with Flannery C. Hauck

(Amherst, New York: Prometheus Books, 2000). Also see the forthcoming

American Academic, Vol. I, No. 1.
2 See Thorstein Veblen, Higher Learning In America, Augustus M.

Kelley Publishers, 1971; Upton Sinclair, Goose-Step, Classic Books, 1923.
3 William E. Scheuerman and Thomas J. Kriger, “Corporatization:

Concept or Slogan?” Thought and Action, Vol. XVII, No. 1, pp.119-126.
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