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By:  John E. Peck

Many students probably remember getting helpful advice from

parents, relatives and friends as they set off for their academic adventure

in the ivory tower – study hard, meet new people, keep your room clean... Actually, these tired cliches can be a rather good game plan for the campus activist interested in uncovering corporate/military influence.  Despite their reputation as institutions of higher learning and progressive idealism, colleges and universities are now being taken over by the dark side of the force - namely the military-industrial complex. School cafeterias, laboratory facilities, classroom materials, sports programs, even college officials themselves, have succumbed to the corrupting influence of the profit motive in our higher educational system. In a period of runaway tuition and taxpayer backlash, it is tempting to have a "take the money and run" attitude towards military contracts and corporate handouts. Yet, with all the strings attached, your school is more likely to end up an academic puppet - held hostage by someone else’s bottomline. As the infamous (and recently pied!) Chicago School economist, Milton Friedman, once admitted – “The corporation can not be ethical.  It’s only responsibility is to turn a profit.”  

What’s the Big Deal?


Beyond the obvious “we need their money, there’s no other choice” argument, there are several other standard excuses apologists trundle out for the unbridled corporatization/militarization of higher education that campus activists should learn to recognize and be ready to counter. The first is that there’s a fundamental difference between basic (pure) science and applied (dirty) research - and that any pursuit of the former is somehow apolitical and value neutral.  This is total bunk - ALL scientific investigation is a conscious product of social values and political decisions - as another economist, Robert Bell, notes "the American scientific community is as 'pure' and unbiased as the political machinery that dispenses its patronage and its funding."  Hitler's Third Reich endorsed and financed all sorts of gruesome Holocaust studies in the name of science and the U.S. has a similar sordid public research legacy. A current example is the National Institute of Health's (NIH) "Violence Initiative" that's providing millions in federal funding to university researchers to identify and isolate the genetic “cause” of violence among inner city youth so as to then develop improved drugs to treat this “disease” - another case of a misguided quest for a biotechnological solution to a sociopolitical problem. Campus researchers getting military money  in hard disciplines like physics and mathematics are especially prone to justify their work in the noble cause of advancing knowledge. Yet, it is hard to see the Pentagon as a disinterested benevolent patron of science - afterall, knowing everything about the performance characteristics of metallic alloys and the explosive capacities of chemical agents has tangible life-and-death consequences down the road.  


A second argument one often hears is that corporate/military funding improves instructional opportunities at the university.   In other words, teaching stands to benefit from all the taxpayer-subsidized infrastructure required for state-of-the-art research - like nuclear fusion laboratories, three dimensional atom probe (3DAP) microscopes, interactive distance education (DE) classrooms, digitizing tablets for audiographic presentations, etc. etc. etc. Of course, this assumes that such pricey trappings are accessible and relevant to all members of the university community and their respective fields of study - which they clearly are not.  Given limited resources, public funds leveraged by private gifts to improve such cutting edge disciplines as mechanical engineering or biotechnology simply translates into less money for other programs - say ethnic studies or environmental science. Like other schools, UW-Madison reflects this trend with over 50% of the total budget now devoted to research and barely 33% to instruction - and the gap widens each year. To make matters worse, such edificial facilities are often privatized and off-limits to the average undergraduate student or common taxpayer citizen - at UW-Madison, for instance,  no one ever expects to have a class or even a fieldtrip to the new Primate Laboratory addition or the $22 million Fluno Center for Corporate Executive Education.

Third is the argument that so-called public/private partnerships are economically beneficial, trickling down to even the humblest homeless person somewhere.  Of course, this is based on the patently false notion that any activity which expands economic activity - ie. increases gross national product (GNP) – must be inherently "good" for society (like trafficking cocaine, dumping toxics, peddling weapons, or exploiting children).   Most people less indoctrinated in neoliberal economics know better, though -  as one rural Midwest saying goes: “there’s no money to be made studying something that saves other people money." This is especially true for many family farmers, who have witnessed the hijacking of public science research and university extension services by corporate agribusiness in order to engineer their dependence upon external market inputs - like hybrid seeds, pesticides, fertilizers, hormones, antibiotics, heavy machinery,  global positioning system (GPS) technology, etc.  A USDA survey of land grant colleges between 1993 and 1996 found less than 5% of research projects that could be classified as anything close to sustainable agriculture. Likewise, UW-Madison officials hardly questioned the altruism of Cargill when it recently donated $200,000 in the form of student/faculty internships, a sponsored biotech professorship in chemical engineering, and a fulltime business school recruiter.   After all, anything that facilitates Cargill's consolidation of the world food supply must be good for humanity - right?

Lastly, there is the old constructive engagement idea, whereby institutions are thought to gain an enlightening influence over corporate practice and/or military policy by playing the game and not divorcing themselves from the real world of greed and conflict. Following this fallacious argument, it would have made perfect sense for universities back in the early 19th century to invest in slavery and try to reform the system from within - since, if they didn't have a stake, someone worse probably would.  Of course, anyone familiar with the more recent history of the anti-apartheid movement realizes just how easily constructive engagement became a camouflage for complicitous profiteering, and school officials today should be more worried about the potential liability once their corporate patrons find themselves in court for aiding and abetting criminal activity and state terrorism.  The recent $1 billion class action lawsuit filed in Jan. 1999 in U.S. federal court on behalf of 50,000 indentured Asian women workers against such Saipan sweatshop corporations as the Gap, Tommy Hilfiger, Wal-Mart, J Crew, the Limited, and others is a case in point.  If UW-Madison is actively licensing, buying, (and, hence, officially condoning) products from Saipan and the oppressive sweatshop conditions under which they are produced, could it not also be sued for damages?  


What most cheerleaders for corporate/military research on campus won't tell you is often hidden in the fine print of contracts or conducted behind closed doors. University scientists, graduate student researchers, part-time project assistants, and other campus employees must now navigate a whole array of gag rules and academic embargoes as their work increasingly becomes the private property of some corporate sponsor or falls under the thumb of the military’s definition of national security. Peer review has been literally thrown out the window as software programs, chemical processes, testing protocols, genetic sequences, and so forth are licensed and rendered immune to external scrutiny.  Increasingly, professors are hired (and fired) based upon whether they can entice corporate dollars and produce marketable results - to the point where many faculty buy their way out of teaching altogether, so they can focus fulltime on for-profit tinkering and outside consulting instead. The result has been a drastic decline in instructional effort and quality - as shown by overcrowded classrooms and overworked teaching assistants - as well as crass neglect of scientific research in the public interest. What was once a noble quest for truth and reason has become a rather mercenary endeavor of dubious standing and social purpose. To give but one egregious example, the UW-Madison Business School recently completed a $40,000 study paid for by Exxon to prove that poor people of color actually prefer to live next to petroleum refineries and chemical plants in Louisiana's "Cancer Alley," thereby whitewashing away the notion of environmental racism.

For a real horror story of corporate power in the ivory tower, just talk to Petr Taborsky, a graduate research assistant at the University of South Florida,who was released in April 1997 after three and half years in jail – including eight weeks on a chain gang(!) - for allegedly stealing his own research work from a private sponsor, Florida Progress Corporation. Back in the summer of 1988, Taborsky was working in a laboratory at $8.50 per hour when he came across the super absorbent capacity of a heated clay compound, clinopotilolite, that could revolutionize water treatment.  Unfortunately, when Taborksy took home his personal notebooks and successfully patented his discovery, the university at the behest of Florida Progress Corporation had him arrested and imprisoned for grand theft of trade secrets worth in excess of $20,000.   Another recent case study of corporate influence corrupting academic freedom involves students at the Environmental Law Clinic of Tulane Univ. in Louisiana. When the clinic successfully appealed to the EPA on behalf of a predominantly African-American community fighting a $700 million Japanese-owned plastics manufacturer in their backyard, Gov. Mike Foster and the Louisiana Supreme Court intervened, making it illegal for the students to freely associate with community organizations. It just so happens that the Japanese corporation, Shintech, was a significant campaign contributor to Gov. Foster and other influential state politicians.

As David Shenck convincingly documents in a 3/22/99 Nation article, a veritable flood of shoddy science is now issuing from supposedly reputable institutions as corporate dollars erode the quality and integrity of public interest research.  Since passage of the 1980 Bayh-Dole Act, which allowed public schools to patent (and profit) from research work, as well as the 1981 Recovery Tax Law which enabled corporations to count gifts to schools as federal tax deductions, private funding to universities has increased five fold – topping $1.7 billion in 1997, according to the National Science Foundation.  Meanwhile, corporate licensing of university inventions is estimated to generate $21 billion in revenue annually, with a recent survey of private industrial patents finding a whopping 73% to be derived from public science research – there’s taxpayer-subsidized corporate welfare for you! In 1997 alone, the top 90 research schools in the U.S. earned $446 million in patent royalties - a 33% increase over 1996. Given the fortune to be made, it's not that surprising to hear the director of the Wisconsin Alumni Research Foundation (WARF) at a recent patenting seminar bluntly instruct an audience of campus researchers that the school “was no longer interested in the scientific value of their work, merely its commercial value.”  Last fall researchers within the UW College of Agriculture and Life Sciences (CALS) quietly signed over all their findings on the next promising generation of biological pest control agents (Photorhabdus bacteria) to Dow Elanco – as required in their original one-sided corporate contract.  Feeling charitable after such university largesse, Dow turned around and gave a tax-deductible donation of $500,000 toward a new $40 million UW Chemistry complex - most of which will end up being paid for by Wisconsin taxpayers anyway.


Violations of academic freedom and scientific method are rife when corporations set the rules on campus. Shenk cites one 1997 survey of corporate contracts that found 58% of university researchers subject to a six month embargo on publication of findings, pending clearance by the sponsor, and 33% denied access to work of their colleagues due to private proprietary claims. As an example, one recent $25,000 contract between Exxon Production Research (EPR) and a UW-Madison professor in Geology and Geophysics even included this ominous clause, challenging the First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution: “The university will avoid any real or apparent impropriety in connection with the research performed under this agreement or any adverse impact on the interests of EPR or any of its affiliates.” Yet another survey found a third of all scientific journal authors to have a personal financial interest in their results – yet there was almost no public reporting of such conflicts of interest. In a lucrative discipline like pharmaceutical science, 98% of researchers ended up publishing articles that essentially endorsed processes and products of the corporations from which they had originally received money.


Even more insidious is how this corporatization phenomenom siphons off taxpayer subsidies and corrupts public mandates.  Rarely, does a company

pay the full overhead cost of subcontracting a university to do its research

bidding, and many now have their own tax-exempt foundations through which to launder their dollars and avoid any overhead expenses whatsoever. At UW-Madison, corporations are supposed to pay 44% of overhead costs, yet the loophole in a recent $144,000 grant between the Exxon Education Foundation and the UW-Madison Biotech Dept. is increasingly typical: “The foundation does not typically provide funds to cover lump-sum overhead fees…(and believes) it is appropriate for the grant recipient to absorb these costs as one demonstration of its commitment to the project for which funding is sought.”  A 1996 study at the Univ. of Rhode Island revealed that as much as $390/year of undergraduate tuition was directly paying for private research on campus.  In other words, runaway corporate influence is making higher education less a right and more of a privilege.   A blatant example from the Univ. of Minnesota actually had school officials shifting funds from other academic programs to bankroll a new business school (and also evicting student organizations to make room for corporate franchises in what was once a student union now turned shopping mall!). 


Much the same critique can be leveled against the military, where mandated educational programs such as the Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC) and the National Security Education Program (NSEP) siphon off scarce federal monies and force desperate students into serving the Pentagon in order to go to school. One of the requirements to receive federal funding for the land grant college system is provision of military training, and since its creation in 1916, ROTC has fulfilled that function. Unfortunately, as a campus wing of the military itself, ROTC remains a bastion of underground racism, sexism and overt homophobia - in blatant violation of many school (and even state) anti-discrimination policies. Created more recently, the NSEP draws on a $75 million Pentagon trust fund and often commits scholarship recipients to future work for the Defense Department or the U.S. intelligence community. For example, a few years ago the UW-Madison's Engineering School received a :generous" $3 million NSEP grant for Japanese language and cultural training, as well as internship opportunities in Japan, ostensibly to widen access to competitive Japanese corporations (ie. industrial espionage for national security). One of the requirements for student participants was a post-trip debriefing with military officials.  

On many college campuses, military research is now at higher levels than during the Vietnam War - a sure sign that there's no peace dividend at the end of the coldwar rainbow. Through the so-called Academic Strategic Alliances Program, the Whitehouse is pushing $45 billion worth of fresh nuclear and military-related research programs and facilities at universities over the next ten years. Since 1995 one UW-Madison professor in Industrial Engineering and Computer Sciences alone has received over $429,000 from the Pentagon to research competitive trade-off modeling for improvement of conventional and nuclear wargame scenarios - sadly reminiscent of the former UW Army Math Research Center's work that led student protestors to bomb the building back in 1970. One is left to wonder just how much of the basic research originally conducted at universities is now being ruthlessly applied by the Pentagon in warfare against the people of Yugoslavia and Iraq. Even scarier is recent news that the National Science Foundation and the Defense Advances Research Projects Agency (DARPA) are teaming-up to bankroll UW-Madison scientists interested in attaching DNA strands to gold-coated glass plates - the first step towards creating cybernetic databanks for hyperactive info processing.  It's a brave new world on the hightech campus battlefield of the future.  

Through amoral investment and procurement policies, many colleges are also directly profiting from abusive corporate practices with regents, administrators, coaches, and professors skimming off their own benefits in the form of kick-backs, dividends, etc.   UW’s unelected Board of Regents is largely composed of rightwing corporate executives - most of which also happen to be wealthy white straight men with massive portfolios, realestate holdings, and personal fortunes of their own.  One such CEO, Guy Gottshalk, a Wisconsin cranberry grower and patron of a $1.2 million UW-Madison chair for cranberry research, just got appointed to the UW Board of Regents after donating an extra $7000 to the Governor's political campaign. In 1996 the UW Athletic Department signed a $7.9 million exclusive contract with Reebok which requires all Badger coaches and players to wear their clothing and even violate their own free speech right, by signing a nondisparagement subclause. Since then, the UW has become a fullblown public relations agent, sending out Reebok press releases and even ordering campus police to harrass and arrest anti-Reebok protesters.   Campus-wide monopolies, catering to the vital educational needs of pacified student consumers for soft drinks  (Coke or Pepsi), sweatshop clothing (Reebok or Nike), fastfood (Taco Bell or KFC or Pizza Hut), and software products (Microsoft), are cropping up everywhere.  And then there's the disturbing cognitive dissonance between educational mandates and capitalist imperatives as played out in university endowments. The UW Trust Fund, for example, in violation of its own supposed social responsibility policy, is still investing millions in sweatshop operators (Disney, Sears), tobacco pushers (Philip-Morris), landmine makers (Raytheon, Lockheed Martin), prison industries (Sodexho-Marriot, Lehman Brothers), toxic dumpers (Chlorox, Exxon), and biotech meddlers (Pfizer, Du Pont).  Sadly enough, this gives a reputable institution of higher learning like UW-Madison a vested interest in global instability, low-intensity conflict (LIC) and fullblown warfare, since the dividends from millions in defense contractor holdings helps build up the all-important - albeit blood-drenched - endowment. 

What Can One Do?


Uncovering and challenging insidious examples of corporate/military influence on campus can be actually rather simple.  The first step - like your parents said - is to study hard.  If you're at a public school much of this information is available as an open record.  For instance, each UW Regent must file a "Statement of Economic Interests" with the WI State Ethics Board before they can take their seat, which lists all of their stock options, realestate properties, corporate directorships, etc. - a veritable dirty laundry list!  Researchers receiving federal money have to file their own "Financial Disclosure" form with the Graduate School, though this is often just a useless formality. Similarly, you should be able to obtain a public copy of current investment holdings and research contracts, conveniently rubberstamped by your Board of Regents, from your school's archive or the principal research investigator (see sample "Open Record" request letter).  At a private school this process can be more difficult, but finding a sympathetic trustee (or secretary or graduate student!) to leak the necessary information is not impossible. Tipping off a local invesigative reporter about suspicious behind-the-scenes activities can also often get insiders talking.


Careful sifting and winnowing of university press releases and news stories (often indexed on your school's website), plus in-house departmental brag publications, may also uncover some interesting happenings. Another quick sleuthing routine is to use the Lexis/Nexis database at your library and simply type in the names of your school (or more specifically, a regent, dean, or professor) with a suspect corporation to see in what context they both appear - be it a press story, congressional testimony, federal lawsuit, whatever.  In the case of federal military research, you can submit a separate Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) request for work unit summaries at your school by sending a letter to: Defense Technical Information Center, 8725 John J. Kingman Rd., Suite 0944, Fort Belvoir, VA 22060-6218 (see the sample FOIA letter).  There’s also a website (after all, the internet is a civilian military spinoff!) - www.dtic.mil   Be ready to have a Dr. Science type on hand to help decipher all the resulting technogibberish!


In order to get more general dirt on a particular corporation, there are many other internet resources at your fingertips (see the resource list below), as well as informational clearinghouses geared towards campus activist types.  If the corporation is publicly traded, then it must file various reports with the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) – available at www.sec.gov (or call #202-942-8090) – such as the 10-K and shareholder proxy statement, DEF14A.  These are good places to find out just who the major stockholders are, which lawsuits are pending, what shareholder resolutions are being considered at the annual meeting, etc.   If your school has over $100 million in holdings, it must also file a 13F with the SEC, outlining these investments, which may be another route to obtain this information if your school is private and/or not respecting open records request for their portfolio - be sure to ask for a 13F both under your school's proper name and "Trustees of ----- School."  If you are a bona fide shareholder yourself (and all it takes is one share!), you are entitled to a glossy annual report – though these can sometimes be obtained directly by contacting the corporate headquarters to get the latest breaking information for that business class termpaper.  Corporate recruiters on your campus and your career advising office may also have such materials to share - just ask in an friendly innocent manner.       


Nowadays, it isn't that hard to stumble across countless outrageous

examples of corporate/military influence on campus.  The trick is then finding the best way to share the information to build a campaign - which is where the next piece of college advise – make new friends - comes into play.  The corporatization/militarization of higher education is a great coalition-building issue, since it adversely affects almost everyone!  Be ready to think outside the box as to who may be a potential comrade in your corporate-free campus campaign. Believe it or not, but many conservative organizations will go ballistic when they hear your public school is waist deep in taxpayer-subsidized corporate welfare.   Other more natural allies would include labor unions, family farmers, people of color groups, religious organizations, social justice networks, to name but a few.  Also, be sure to get your expose out in a variety of forms - not just the usual press release or public forum.  Why not try a series of "Unwanted" posters or even trading cards with your favorite corporate factoids about university regents and administrators?  Or better yet, as a summer project, compile and publish a Disorientation Manual to distribute the first week of school, countering the university's Welcome Week propaganda and exposing all the corruption on your campus?  Many of these strategies have been big hits at UW-Madison - contact us if you would like copies (UW Infoshop, 31 Univ. Sq., Madison, WI  53703  tel. #608-262-9036 www.sit.wisc.edu/~infoshop ).  And don't forget to make some friends with legal expertise along the way - such as local affiliates of the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) or the National Lawyers Guild - since you never know when you might suddenly face a Stategic Lawsuit Against Public Participation (SLAPP) filed by an angry corporation seeking to intimidate you from such good detective work.

        Finally, it is important to keep your room clean!  Universities and colleges exist to satisfy the educational needs of students and provide knowledge for the common good - not to subsidize profits of capitalist enterprises or facilitate crimes of the military-industrial complex.  School officials and professors are public servants accountable to citizens - not for-hire mercenaries on the free market auction block.  These facts, though, are blithely forgotten by most technocrats and part of your civic duty is to remind them of their place and purpose.  Like a publicly-minded King Midas, you should be able to touch any aspect of your campus life and make it not only socially responsible - but also democratically accountable.  As you come to grips with your school's sordid status quo, ask yourself a few simple questions:  1.) Who is framing the agenda?  2.) Who is making the decisions?  3.) Who is benefiting from the outcome?  If community (ie. students, faculty, workers, and citizens) is not part of the answer, then your campus is suffering from an acute bout of creeping corporatization and needs a revolutionary overhaul!  Don't accept reformist diversionary tactics, like another ad hoc committee to do another fact-finding study ad nauseum.  As concerned students, educators, and sovereign citizens, we deserve more:  an elected board of regents, an independent ombudsperson position, a citizen review board for investment/procurement policies, a no-strings attached funding pool for research in the public interest, etc. etc.  Back in the late 19th century a New York Supreme Court Justice wrote that "the life of a corporation is worth less than that of the humblest citizen," and this is the same founding principle we should adopt in our ongoing campus struggles for social change.
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Other helpful groups:
Center for Commercial Free Public Education

1714 Franklin St. Suite 100, Oakland, CA  94612  #510-268-1100

www.commercialfree.org
Center for Defense Information

1779 Massachusetts Ave NW, Washington, DC  20036  #202-332-0600

www.cdi.org
Center for Science in the Public Interest

1875 Connecticut Ave NW Suite 300, Washington, DC  20009  #202-332-9110

www.cspinet.org
Corporate Watch,

P.O. Box 29344, San Francisco, CA  94129  #415-561-6568   

www.corpwatch.org
Data Center

464 19th St., Oakland, CA  94612  #510-835-4692   

www.igc.org/datacenter/
Essential Action – Multinational Monitor,

P.O. Box 19405, Washington, DC  20036  #202-387-8030

www.essential.org/monitor
Interfaith Center for Corporate Responsibility (ICCR)

475 Riverside Dr. #550, New York, NY  10115  #212-870-2296

Investor Responsibility Research Center (IRRC)

1350 Connecticut Ave. NW, Suite 700, Washington, DC  20036  #202-833-0700

www.irrc.org
National Labor Committee,

275 7th Ave., 15th Fl., New York, NY  10001   #212-242-3002

www.nlcnet.org
National Wildlife Federation – Campus Ecology Program,

1730 Rhode Island Ave. NW, Suite 1050. Washington, DC  20036  #202-797-5435

www.nwf.org/campus
Prison Activist Resource Center,

P.O. Box 339, Berkeley, CA  94701  #510-845-8813

www.igc.org/prisons
Program on Corporations, Law and Democracy (POCLAD)

P.O. Box 246, S. Yarmouth, MA  02664  #508-398-1145

www.poclad.org
Project Underground

1847 Berkeley Way, Berkeley, CA  94703  #510-705-8981

www.moles.org
Rachel’s Environment and Health Weekly,

P.O. Box 5036, Annapolis, MD  21403

www.monitor.net/rachel
Rainforest Action Network (RAN)

450 Sansome St., Suite 700, San Francisco, CA  94111   #415-398-4404

www.ran.org

Student Environmental Action Coalition (SEAC)

P.O. Box 31909, Philadelphia, PA  19104  #215-222-4711

www.seac.org
Sweatshop Watch

310 8th St., Suite 309, Oakland, CA  94607   #510-834-8990

www.sweatshopwatch.org
