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No smoke without fire?
Academic institutions must adhere to certain core principles.  Among the highest is a commitment to open scientific enquiry.  The tobacco industry is institutionally allergic to this central tenet, preferring to bury incriminating data and to obfuscate emerging truths about the toxicity of its products.

(Chapman & Shatenstein, 2001, p.1)

Critics of the tobacco industry fumed when a leading tobacco company, British American Tobacco (BAT) signed a deal with Nottingham University (UK) to contribute £3.8 million in establishing an International Centre for Corporate Social Responsibility at the university’s business school. Universities accepting tobacco money was bad enough, they argued, but using it to fund research and teaching on corporate social responsibility was plain madness. It was equivalent, argued Chapman and Shatenstein, to oil barons sponsorship chairs in peace studies, pornographers funding the study of erotic literature and unrepentant Nazi officers donating money towards the teaching of a critical history of the Holocaust. Tobacco ethics was, they argued a “grotesque oxymoron” (Chapman & Shatenstein, 2001, p.2). In protest at the collaboration, Richard Smith, editor of the British Medical Journal, resigned from his post at the university, a 20-strong cancer research team relocated from Nottingham to London and a European parliamentarian gave up her roles at the university.

What was considered a publicity disaster for the university was also judged a publicity coup for BAT. It was seen as part of a strategic move by BAT to present itself as a socially responsible corporation in order to counter mounting criticism of an industry faced with lawsuits, threats of regulation and increasing restrictions on smoking in public places (Hirschhorn, 2004). Critics of the deal argued that by accepting funding, the university was providing BAT with respectability by association, thereby helping to maintain the legitimacy of the tobacco industry (Cohen, 2001).  
BAT and Nottingham University defended the arrangement.  From BAT’s perspective, cigarettes are a legal product and while the tobacco business is controversial, it argued that tobacco companies can still be ethical and honest. From the university’s point of view, the establishment of the centre would not have been possible otherwise and if tobacco money could be used to pursue socially beneficial research then that was a positive outcome to balance the industry’s negative impacts. Of particular interest is that academic freedom was invoked by those on both sides of the debate. Critics feared that the sponsorship would constrain academic freedom by silencing those academics who would otherwise speak out on the harmful effects of smoking. In contrast, supporters argued that universities violate academic freedom when they ban the acceptance of research funds from tobacco corporations or other organizations deemed to be ethically tainted (Dalton, 2003).  

Whichever side one takes, it is undeniable that the issue posed an ethical dilemma for the administrators of Nottingham University’s business school. This chapter does not analyse the case it depth – its inclusion serves merely to illustrate the kinds of ethical dilemmas faced by deans and faculty of university business schools. It is a useful illustration because it involves ethical dilemmas at two levels. The first concerns the ethics of accepting money from private corporations and the implications of this for the independence of the business school. Who is it acceptable to accept money from and who is it not? Does that money come with strings attached and if so, how can the integrity of the institution be preserved? The second level of ethical consideration relates to the university’s ability to play an active social role on issues of ethics and corporate social responsibility (CSR). Conflicts of interest involved with private sector funding affects the ability of the university to act as a watchdog on the ethics of other organizations, a role which universities might reasonably be expected to play. 
The purpose of the chapter is to examine these dilemmas and to explain why they are likely to be more common in the future. Managerial decisions take place in a context where there is widespread conflict over the nature and mission of business schools and the universities of which they are part. To understand how business school managers deal with particular ethical dilemmas, we must explore the contextual factors which give rise to them and shape their outcome. It is argued that when business schools come to be seen first and foremost as businesses themselves, rather than academic departments or teaching institutions, there are strong incentives for heads of those schools to accept endowments and enter partnerships with corporations, especially when their funding from the public purse is being squeezed. As the pressure to generate revenue from the private sector grows, those managing business schools will face difficult decisions about where to draw the line. This remains a highly controversial trend, evidenced by the furore over the BAT/Nottingham University deal, which indicates that this commercial articulation of the business school’s role is a contested one.
Business Schools and CSR
The university occupies a pivotal position in the development of corporate social responsibility (CSR). University business schools have been integral in putting the CSR agenda on the radar of corporate executives through their research and teaching.  What started as a critique from the margins has now become mainstream management practice, to the extent that the language of CSR has become a ubiquitous feature of management discourses. Given this influence, it is surprising that universities do not often feature in cotemporary debates about CSR, which usually focus exclusively on the roles of business and government.

A survey of CSR by The Economist (2005) is typical of how narrow the CSR debate has become. Unsurprisingly, given the ideological commitments of this publication, the conclusion reached is that “the business of business is business. No apology required” (p.18). According to this line of argument, managers should concentrate solely on discharging their responsibilities to shareholders by attempting to maximise profits, while leaving it to government to safeguard the public interest. This is a direct attack on CSR, which believes that managers have a duty to take account of the interests of all stakeholders, including customers, employees, suppliers and the wider public.  Ironically, in pushing the argument that ‘the business of business is business’, The Economist has an ally in Joel Bakan, University of British Columbia law professor and author of “The Corporation: The Pathological Pursuit of Profit and Power” (2004) and thereafter a documentary film of the same title. Bakan shares the view that ultimately, managers have a legal duty to best serve the interests of shareholders, which means doing whatever it can to maximise profits. Because of this pathological pursuit, argues Bakan, corporations cannot be trusted to safeguard the public interest through socially responsible practices. Instead, it is the duty of government - a democratically accountable government - to make and enforce laws that constrain the actions of corporations in a manner that benefits society.  

Bakan certainly does not share the faith of The Economist in the virtues of capitalism, yet they reach the same conclusion – corporations do not have a conscience so it is someone else’s responsibility to provide it. The institutions of government are certainly one means, but this chapter considers the responsibility of the university, which tends to be overlooked in discussions of CSR. For the university, unlike most other organizations, ‘conscience’ is central to its mission. Through its location as an institution supposedly independent from both government and corporations, faculty have a role to play as ‘critic and conscience’ of government and corporate behaviour.  

In Western democracies, there is generally wide acceptance of principles such as freedom of expression, independence of the judiciary a sovereign parliament. Each of these principles implies that democratic institutions be open to critique from individual citizens and other institutions. For Monbiot (2000) a healthy democracy is one which is open to challenge. The ideal is the creation of an ‘adversary culture’, where the status quo can be scrutinised and judged and where citizens are provided with cultural resources for critical reflection (Brint, 1994; Keat, 2000). The performance of this role of ‘critic and conscience’ requires freedom – freedom of the press, freedom of the judiciary and one that receives less public attention, the freedom of the university. This asserts that in a free society a university has a moral purpose, combining an intellectual purpose of free and open inquiry and a social purpose as a source of social criticism independent of political authority and economic power (Tasker & Packham, 1990). If academics fail to accept this ‘duty’ to be critical, they become ‘mandarins’ who legitimate the activities of powerful institutions (Chomsky 1969).

Universities have, in recent decades, faced enormous structural change that marginalises and threatens this mission. Two significant threats are professionalisation and commodification. The professionalisation of knowledge is blamed for academics abandoning their social role as critical intellectuals and becoming detached from political life (Brunner et al, 2000). The decline of non-academic public intellectuals has moved in step with the expansion of universities and the concomitant trend towards increased specialisation of knowledge (Posner, 2001). Today’s public intellectuals, therefore, are likely to be “safe specialists” residing within university departments (Posner, 2001 p.6). For Jacoby (1987), institutional factors have encouraged academics to specialise and write for other academics rather than the public; with career advancement based on publication in abstract and small readership journals, written in a language that deliberately obscures. Jacoby blames academics for accepting the security offered by the profession and neglecting their role of addressing the public, arguing that academic freedom not only loses its relevance, but is partly to blame for making the intellectual’s existence in the university a safe and comfortable one – “for many professors in many universities academic freedom meant nothing more than the freedom to be academic” (Jacoby, 1987, p.118).  

A second challenge to academic freedom is from the commodification of knowledge.  Universities are well positioned to take advantage of an expanding market for education ‘products’, but it is also a market where traditional, public sources of funding, are insufficient to compete nationally and internationally. For an increasing proportion of academics, work is undertaken in mass, McDonaldised environments (Jary, 2002; Parker and Jary, 1995; Parker, 2002) where there are mounting pressures from the state as well as from industry to collaborate more closely, and in numerous ways, with other suppliers of funding – notably, the private sector (Craig & Amernic, 2002; Willmott, 2003).  As knowledge is conceived to be critical to the economy, academics are urged to become more ‘customer-facing’ as a condition of receiving funding. It is feared that academics will hesitate to speak out where the expression of academic freedom is perceived to damage their chances, or those of colleagues, of securing and maintaining funding (Hart, 1989).  This is seen to compromise the ‘critic and conscience’ role of academics and increases the risk of socially irresponsible actions by corporations failing to be adequately scrutinised. Marginson (1997) and House (2001) refer to the biotechnology and biomedical sectors as examples of where the forging of commercial partnerships between universities and these sectors has compromised the academic’s role as critic. Who will safeguard the public interest, they ask?  In this commercialised context, the meaning of academic freedom becomes the freedom to be entrepreneurial and engage in commercial activities, not freedom from interference from industry and government, as originally conceived (Slaughter & Leslie, 1997).  

Overall, the literature is pessimistic about academic freedom and the possibilities of faculty continuing to play the role of critic in an increasingly professionalised and commodified university. The former has encouraged academics to neglect their role as ‘critic and conscience’, while the latter serves to devalue this role since the market would appear to attribute little value to it.  

The university, therefore, occupies an increasingly contested position in relation to CSR. If the business of business is business, and the business of the state is to govern the actions of corporations to serve the public interest, what is the business of the university? Indeed, what is the business of the business school? To be a cheerleader for business or its ‘critic and conscience’? These tensions have been heightened by corporate scandals surrounding Enron, WorldCom and others, which appear to place greater responsibilities on business schools to scriuntinise corporate behaviour and foster a higher level of ethical conduct.  
Constituting the business school and its conscience
In this chapter, the link between university business schools and CSR is examined through the lens of identity formation, drawing on the discourse theory of Laclau and Mouffe (1985). Through this lens, the business school becomes a site of contestation where various discourses are engaged in a struggle to define its role and relationship to society. For example, the understanding of the university an ‘ivory tower’, where the production of knowledge takes place ‘for its own sake’ is seen to displace and marginalize other possible conceptions of the university, and fosters a set of relations between the university and society that promotes a relative stable identity around the notion of a ‘scholar’. But this formulation of the university-society relation is vulnerable to destabilization by considerations that it necessarily excludes, such as the university as a driver of the ‘knowledge economy’. Identifications become ‘sedimented’ as a consequence of processes of hegemonic fixing, but they are inherently vulnerable to ‘reactivation’ as their taken-for-grantedness becomes problematised and de-naturalised.
This understanding is then applied to an empirical study of six UK research-led business schools to explore the ways in which ‘conscience’ is articulated and enacted and the various ethical and moral dilemmas which result. The archival data consists of key documents in the formation and development of the business school and subsequent government reports and white papers on higher education. In addition, 60 interviews were conducted at a sub-group of six UK business schools, being those ‘research-led’ as reflected by performance on the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE), which provides ratings of research quality and is used to inform funding decisions.  

The first task, in analysing the data, was to identify the specific discourses that articulations of the business school were drawing on. Laclau and Mouffe’s concept of chains of equivalence, the bringing together into relationship elements that were once isolated, is useful for analysing how particular identities and discourses combined to discursively organise social space. The interest is not just on what meanings particular articulations establish by positioning elements in relationship with one another, but also what meanings are excluded by such articulations. Discourse theory’s concept of antagonism is relevant here, with the source of antagonism being a radical ‘otherness’ where every objectivity, identity or meaning exists in an antagonistic relationship to all other objectivities, identities and meanings (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985). Antagonisms are centred on nodal points - signs that have a privileged status within a discourse and have the effect of providing a partial fixation of meaning (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985). In an antagonism, other discourses compete to give these signifiers alternative meanings and an analysis of nodal points provides a useful insight into the struggles taking place over meaning. After identifying competing hegemonic articulations and analysing how they organised identity, the final task was to consider how these articulations organised social space. Myths emerge through structural dislocation and suture that dislocated space through the constitution of a new space of representation. Myths have a hegemonic effect by forming a new objectivity through the re-articulation of dislocated elements (Laclau, 1990).  

The analysis of archival and interview texts identified three distinct articulations that have competed for hegemony over the constitution of the business school (see Table 1). Each articulation binds together key signifiers in a chain of equivalence, which invests these key signifiers with meaning. Within these different articulations, the critic and conscience role is constituted in different ways.  

TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE

Articulation 1: The Vocational/Professional School

In this articulation the business school is a vocational, not an academic, institution.  Teaching takes priority over research and there are close links with the ‘profession’, with practitioners having a part to play as teachers. Faculty have a role as consultants to industry, but there is no suggestion that the position of ‘critic and conscience’ is a legitimate one for faculty to occupy. The first articulation is represented clearly in the report of Lord Franks (1963), which led to the establishment of the UK’s first business schools, at London and Manchester. Franks’ report is significant because it was the first ‘official’ articulation of the business school and its’ role and objectives.

The myth articulated by Franks is that management is a profession, equivalent in status to other professions, such as law and medicine. Franks describes management as an “applied, professional, technological” subject such as “law and medicine: and in recent times engineering” (p.7). In the myth of management as a profession, the discourse of practice is a nodal point. Franks notes that:
By “business” I understand both industry and commerce; by “Business School” an institution the primary purpose of which is practical, to increase competence in managers or those who will be managers.
(Franks, 1963, p.3)

The Franks Report constitutes ‘practice’ in a way that establishes a dualism between ‘practical’ and ‘academic’. In theoretical terms this represents an antagonism, a radical ‘otherness’ where identity exists in an antagonistic relationship to other identities (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985). In the Franks Report, ‘academic’ represents ‘the Other’ which is excluded by the discourse of practice. He states that “business management is an intelligent form of human activity, not intellectual nor academic, but practical in nature (Franks, 1963, p.4).
In addition to the discourse of practice, the discourse of partnership is a nodal point in this articulation, signifying the link between the profession (management) and professional school (business school). Franks’ vision was for “frequent two-way traffic” (p.6) between the business school and industry. The discourse of partnership is also manifested in both the funding and policy making functions of the business school. Franks proposed that the costs of operating the business school be split evenly between the university and industry and its governing body should be composed of half of representatives from the university and half from industry.  
In examining any articulation, insights can be gained from looking at not only what objectivities, identities and meanings are included, but also those that are excluded. First, the role of research in the mission of the business school is not recognised. Where research is mentioned, it is in reference to industry fears that the business school will become too academic.  

The university, they fear, will make the School over in its own traditional image.  Instead of the School being thoroughly vocational and practical, with courses and programmes designed to help managers to be better at managing, to increase their general competence, it will become like other departments of a university, concerned with the advancement of knowledge and its communication, turning out scholars and not men better fitted for management. 
(Franks, 1963, p.7)

Second, there is no sense that faculty have a role to play as independent scrutinisers of business activity. Faculty are encouraged to perform consulting and directorship activities ‘out of hours’ to supplement low academic salaries, however there is no recognition that the business school, as an institution, has a legitimate democratic function as a source of social criticism, whether it be through faculty involvement in the policy process or through more public fora, such as commentary in the media.

The first articulation, then, structures a field of meaning around the signifier of the business school, temporarily fixing the identities of business school faculty and work practices in a particular way. A chain of equivalence comprises vocationalism, practicality, applied knowledge and the business school, with its ‘Other’ being a chain comprising advancement of knowledge (research), scholarship and university departments.  
Articulation 2: The Academic Department

The insight of Laclau and Mouffe is that any fixation of meaning is always partial, since there is always a ‘surplus of meaning’ that can never be exhausted by any discourse. A second, competing articulation constitutes management as an academic field of study, the business school as an ‘ivory tower’ institution removed from the ‘real world’ and business school faculty as academics and scholars. Research takes priority over teaching, academics becomes experts within a specialised scientific field and connections with academic colleagues assume a greater importance than connections with the world of practice.  

The myth of this second articulation is that the business school is an ‘ivory tower’ removed from the ‘real world’ of industry and commerce, where management is constituted as an academic field of study. The discourse of practice is displaced by a discourse of science, which privileges the role of research and the generation of new knowledge, rather than the dissemination of existing knowledge through teaching. The hegemonic effect of this second articulation is represented in the priority in UK research-led business schools given to the RAE. The RAE was criticised by many respondents for detaching faculty from the world of practice by rewarding publication in academic journals, which are rarely accessed by practitioners.  

At all schools, respondents complained that the RAE has created a ‘publish or perish’ mentality which reduced the amount of time available to engage critically with audiences outside the academy. While the business school did not actively discourage such work, junior faculty simply did not have time to do it. One respondent believed the RAE was to blame for academics neglecting their duty to scrutinise developments in the corporate sector.

In the dot com fever in the 1990s we didn’t stand back and say ‘there’s an awful lot of things not right about this’.  Academics in doing their academic work are culpable in the sense that as a community they weren’t very good at standing back and looking at the practical issues of the day and saying in knowledge terms and intellectual terms and moral terms, things aren’t sustainable.  And one of the reasons why we weren’t doing it is the RAE.  We’re back up the food chain, counting the number of angels on the pin and building theoretical models.  And not actually, in a systematic sense, looking at the conditions of the real world and the implications of what’s going on in the real world.  

Paradoxically, while the ‘academic department’ articulation reduces opportunities to interact with external audiences by rewarding contacts with other academic ‘professionals’, it does create a conceptual space for the identity of ‘critic and conscience’.  In this articulation, the myth of the ‘ivory tower’ is connected in a chain of equivalence with the nodal points of academic freedom, detachment and independence. The ‘ivory tower’ is detached from the ‘real world’, which gives faculty a privileged position from which to observe society and offer comment.  In addition, the discourse of science, notably positivist science, is employed to suggest that academics have access to ‘the truth’ that those outside the ‘ivory tower’ do not possess. This privileged position needs to be protected through the institutionalised practice of academic freedom. In this articulation business school faculty are professional academics, and academic freedom is a core value of the profession, as one respondent explains:

We are academics, we are not managers, we are not consultants, we are not salesmen, we’re academics.  At the end we live and die by our personal beliefs and values and complete freedom in my academic domain is an absolute precondition for me to be part of an institution

In sum, while there is a role for academics to play as ‘critic and conscience’ it is a circumscribed role, limited by the need to satisfy the requirements of the RAE and by the fact such activity tends not to attract institutional rewards.  

Articulation 3: The Commercial Enterprise

This third articulation redraws the ivory tower/real world division of social space and repositions the business school as a driver of the knowledge economy. In this articulation, academic work takes on new meaning. It is not, as in the first articulation, the dissemination of existing knowledge through teaching that takes priority, or, in the second articulation, the generation of new knowledge through research. In this third articulation, priority is given to the commercial exploitation of knowledge. By contributing to economic growth, business schools can demonstrate their ‘relevance’ to society and justify continued government support.  

In this third articulation, the university (and by implication, the business school) is constituted as a commercial enterprise within the myth of a knowledge economy. In a 2000 Department of Trade and Industry review, Stephen Byers, then UK Secretary of State for Trade and Industry said:

In the knowledge economy it is not enough to generate research – we also have to make the most of it.  To turn ideas into products which can improve our lives.  We have already introduced incentives for universities to develop commercial applications for their research.  We will now build on this, to give universities a new mission to play an active role in the economy. 
(Department of Trade and Industry, 2000, p.1)

A distinctive feature of the third articulation is the discourse of enterprise. In this discourse, higher education is a business rather than a public service and is part of a competitive marketplace where only the fittest will survive. For the university, being an enterprise means not only competing with other providers of educational services, but also commercialising their stores of knowledge. 

Universities can play a central role as dynamos of growth.  But they will only fulfil that mission if they match excellence in research and teaching with innovation and imagination in commercialising research. 
(Department of Trade and Industry, 2000, p.27)

A nodal point in this articulation is the discourse of partnership, which was also a feature of the first articulation. Here though, it takes on a different meaning, focusing not on the training of managers for industry, but on the development of intellectual property.  

The most dynamic economies have strong universities, which have creative partnerships with business.  The Government wants more UK universities and businesses to learn from the experience of universities with strong track records of commercial exploitation. 
(Department of Trade and Industry, 1998, p.24)

This third articulation raises concerns about the future viability of the ‘critic and conscience’ role because of the ways in which academic freedom and the democratic function of the university are marginalised. The articulation of the ‘knowledge economy’, organised around nodal points of engagement and partnership, is antagonistically related to the nodal points of independence and detachment that constitute the business school as an ‘academic department’.
In the ‘commercial enterprise’ articulation, business school faculty are repositioned as ‘insiders’ in the business and policy worlds. This contrasts with their positioning in the academic department articulation as ‘outsiders’ who conduct objective, independent, scientific research. This repositioning raises concerns about conflicts of interest and academic freedom. The fear is that business schools, by entering into ‘partnership’ with industry and government sponsors, lose their independence and their capacity for critique. One respondent, who is part of a research centre which is funded primarily by industry, says they work hard to retain their independence. 

We receive a lot of money from the industry but that doesn’t mean to say that we simply support the industry.  Most of our money comes from industry but that doesn’t mean we will simply support the industry line.  In fact quite recently we’ve found ourselves on the wrong side of that fence and we simply have to be very clear about why we’ve taken the position and how we can support it.

This ‘wrong side of the fence’ incident occurred when the respondent was invited to present a paper at an industry conference. He drafted a paper that was highly critical of a firm that he had previously provided consultancy services to. The company was a significant funder of his university and when it became aware of the criticism, it approached the head of school and threatened to withdraw its funding unless the criticism was removed. The respondent stood his ground, the funding was not withdrawn, but he has not been asked to work for the firm again.

When those moments come you have to be prepared to stand your ground.  You have to be clear what your role is and my role is to bring an independent analysis.  If it doesn’t coincide with their interests, that’s unfortunate but that’s life.  

The head of school acknowledged there were potential conflicts of interest involved with external funding:

I wouldn’t say we’re in the business of selling our soul.  We are keen to get money but for worthwhile things and we’re not interested solely in money.  Then again, if the amounts were big enough we would be, if one is honest about it.

While many respondents acknowledged that external work contained numerous potential difficulties and conflicts, most argued these could be negotiated in a way that protected the integrity of the individual and the institution. Above all, it was important to safeguard ‘independence’, since this represented a ‘competitive advantage’ that business schools have over consultancies and other non-university competitors. As one respondent put it:

Often now organizations are looking to academics rather than consultants, precisely because academics have independence and knowledge of business organizations and are maybe willing to be more critical.

In conclusion, three hegemonic articulations constitute the ‘critic and conscience’ function of the business school in different ways. In the ‘vocational/professional school’ there is no recognition that faculty have a legitimate ‘watchdog’ role as critics of corporate conduct. In the ‘academic department’, there is a space for the constitution of this function, but this marginalised because conversations with other academics (measured and rewarded through the RAE) assume a greater value than connections with external audiences. Recently, a third articulation of the business school has begun to compete for hegemony. In this articulation, business schools serve the public interest by not just preparing the knowledge workers of the future, but by commercialising their stores of knowledge to generate wealth.  
Conclusion
This chapter has attempted to extend the boundaries of the CSR debate by considering the university business school’s role in promoting a high standard of ethical conduct by corporations. In theory, UK business school faculty appear well positioned to perform this role. The concept of academic freedom has legal status in the UK; business schools occupy a position which is largely independent from both government and business; and their faculties possess expert knowledge that can be employed to scrutinise business conduct. However, there are perceived to be intensifying threats to a critical public role for academics. These include the professionalisation of the academy, which, it is held, encourages academics to withdraw from public debate and the commodification of higher education, which makes universities increasingly reliant on external sponsors and academics more reluctant to speak out on issues of social concern. The tone of the literature is highly pessimistic, placing doubt about the future of academic freedom, whatever its legal status.  
There is evidence from this research, conducted at UK research-led business schools, that academic freedom, as traditionally conceived, is indeed threatened by these structural changes. As ‘knowledge’ is perceived to be more vital to the economy, greater value is place on academic work that has some realisable commercial value.  Critical commentary on sensitive issues of business conduct is valued in this environment and the fear is that faculty will remain silent in fear of discrediting themselves and their institutions and in doing so damaging the chances of securing external funding.  
While there is reason to be pessimistic about the prospects for the ‘critic and conscience’ role, some contradictory evidence did emerge. The literature on commodification assumes that the exchange (or market) value of technical work activity, which reproduces and legitimates the dominant order, is greater than critical activity, which challenges the status quo and therefore, that critical intellectual activity will inevitably be devalued and marginalised. This is not necessarily the case, since in an environment where ‘independence’ becomes commodified, there are opportunities for business schools to market themselves as ‘critical’ and by doing so, to differentiate themselves from the competition, especially those non-university based competitors. In an environment where universities are anxious to raise their profile, the position of the ‘critic and conscience’ may indeed be encouraged. In this environment, academic freedom might not necessarily become devalued, as the literature on commodification assumes.  
The message for business school administrators is that care should be taken in safeguarding the independence of their institutions. This is especially the case where CSR is concerned, as BAT’s sponsorship at University of Nottingham demonstrates.  The deal was widely condemned as ethically dubious, which has a two-fold damaging effect. First, it tarnishes the university’s ‘brand’ of independence, thereby reducing its competitive advantage. Aside from the competitive implications, it raises serious questions about the ability of the research centre to act as the critic and conscience of corporate behaviour, an important social role that is distinct to the university as a democratic institution.  
There is a bigger issue here concerning the corporate takeover of ethics. Critics of CSR argue that it is ethics made safe for business, essentially being reduced to a corporate branding exercise which is just one more attempt to maximise profits. This has removed from ethics much of its critical potential and thereby ignored the ‘big picture’ of the ethics of business. This results in a tendency to accept at face value corporations’ claims to be ethical without questioning their less well publicised profit-seeking behaviour (Wray-Bliss, 2007). Applied to the tobacco industry, the ethics of selling a product that has massive negative health effects slips from view. Companies such as BAT can position themselves as socially responsible by meeting codes and criteria for social reporting and corporate governance and for developing partnerships with institutions such as University of Nottingham’s centre for CSR. 
There is consensus amongst those on all sides of the CSR debate that corporations are powerful entities whose actions shape our everyday experiences as customers, employees, shareholders and citizens. There is also consensus that government has a duty to ensure that business acts in the public interest, irrespective of the claims made by business about their commitment to CSR. This chapter has sought to broaden the terms of the debate by suggesting that the university, and business schools in particular, can also perform an important ‘watchdog’ role. The promotion and protection of academic freedom is the embodiment of the independent university and provides a valuable check and balance in democratic society. The university does not wear the legal straight jacket that corporations do, with their responsibilities to shareholders. Universities have responsibilities to business, government and to the wider public to preserve their function as ‘critic and conscience’ of society. Lucrative financial partnerships with industry sponsors might not necessarily compromise this, however university administrators, including those at Nottingham University would be wise to remain conscious of the popular refrain – ‘where there is smoke, there is fire.”
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