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We appreciate your
responses to what we're
doing and how we're doing it
here at Canadian Business.

So much so that we'l
entice you with a special

60th Anniversary offer.

Each month we will feature
one letter illustrated by a
rising young Canadian artist.

And we'll present the
letter's author with the
framed and signed original
of that illustration.

If you want to tell it as you
think it is, be sure to include
your name, address and an
office-hours phone number.

LETTERS

THE PROFS AND

PROFITS PICTURE

As asocial scientist in a Canadian uni-

versity, I have certainly witnessed
the phenomenon you describe in your ar-
ticle The profit-minded professors (by
David Helwig, January). The burgeoning
links you sketch between the university
and business communities can be seen
beyond the natural science disciplines on
which your article focused.

I would agree that there are benefits to
be gained through this courtship. None-
theless, I sincerely hope that the relation-
ship remains platonic, since I would argue
that science, and ultimately all of us,
would be ill-served by a marriage. The
inherent conflicts are several. Science
flourishes through the open exchange of

information; business covets secrets in
order to retain a competitive edge. In sci-
ence, knowledge is a public resource; in
business, one attempts to secure proprie-
tary rights to knowledge through patents.
Science seeks long-term goals and be-
lieves these are best served through free-
dom of inquiry; business seeks more im-
mediate payoffs, emphasizing focused
objectives and centralized control in the
interests of efficiency. Thus, although we
have much to offer one another, I would
prefer that we just remain friends.

Social factors have led to the liaisons
enumerated in your article. At least one of
the partners has been given a push onto
the entrepreneurial dance floor. Academe
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has been reeling after years of inadequate
funding by provincial and federal govern-
ments for post-secondary education and
basic research, particularly during the
past five or six years. The universities
have looked for alternative means to con-
tinue their centuries-old mission. One im-
petus has been toraise tuition fees, with the
attendant danger that access to Canadian
universities may become determined
more directly by wealth than by brains.
And then there is business—the potential
Prince Charming that rides horses of sil-
ver and gold.

Universities and the academics who
populate them are generally not moti-
vated by decadence or conspicuous con-
sumption. Certainly, one would have to
wonder about the cognitive abilities and/
or ethics of anyone who becomes an aca-
demic to get rich. Adequate funding is all
thatisrequired for the universities to have
autonomy in the pursuit of their objec-
tives. It is only because funding has be-
come inadequate that business will at-
tempt to treat academe as a harlot for its
own ends, with finances offered only for
immediate gratification of an agenda de-
termined solely by business or projects
where business is an equal partner.

One can only hope that for every dollar
business invests in research with strings
attached according to its own needs, at
least that much is also invested with no
strings attached for the universities to
pursue unfettered research. In the long
run, a diversified strategy that includes a
tolerance for and appreciation of aca-
deme’s curiosity-guided (and often eso-
teric) pursuit of knowledge will bring
greater rewards than a myopic strategy in
which business attempts to recreate the
universities in its own image.

T.S. Palys

Associate professor
Simon Fraser University
Burnaby, BC



