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AbStrACt

This article surveys the recent transformation of Simon Fraser University (SFU) 
against the backdrop of the crisis of Canadian public post-secondary education. The 
article contends that the Canadian model for the public funding of mass higher 
education that became consolidated in the postwar years is coming to an end, and 
that the metamorphosis of SFU over recent decades illuminates some of the ten-
sions, tendencies and conflicts within what the Edu-factory Collective (2010) has 
called a “double crisis”: that of the university on the one hand, and of the global 
financial system on the other. Three processes in particular are at the heart of this 
transformation: a) the increasing importance of private capital, management and 
branding of the university in an era of decreased public funding; b) the university’s 
expansion across the urban fabric, in a process that brings displacement and gen-
trification; and c) the emergence of hybrid public-private models of educational 
delivery that cater to global markets for tuition dollars. Within this transformation, 
the article also points to lines of tension that are emerging out of these processes, 
creating conflicts and moments of encounter between the labour organizations, 
student groups and anti-gentrification activists struggling against the what Andrew 
Ross (2009) has called the “global university.”

réSUmé

Cet article propose un survol des récentes transformations à l’Université Simon 
Fraser dans le contexte de la crise au sein des études post-secondaires publiques 
au Canada. Cet article soutient que le modèle canadien de financement public de 
l’enseignement supérieur de masse qui s’est affermi dans l’après-guerre touche à sa 
fin, et que la métamorphose de l’Université Simon Fraser au cours des dernières 
décennies éclaire les tensions, tendances et conflits au sein de ce que la collective 
Edu-factory (2010) a appelé une « double crise » : celle de l’université d’un côté, 
et du système financier mondial de l’autre côté. Trois processus en particulier sont 
à la base de cette transformation : a) le rôle de plus en plus important des capi-
taux privés, la gestion et le développement de la marque de l’université face à une 
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diminution du financement public; b) l’expansion de l’université dans le milieu 
urbain par un processus qui engendre le déplacement et l’embourgeoisement; et  
c) l’émergence de modèles hybrides publics-privés de l’enseignement visant un mar-
ché global afin d’attirer l’argent. Au sein de cette transformation, cet article souligne 
également les lignes de tension engendrées par ces processus, créant des conflits 
et des rencontres entre les organisations syndicales, les groupes étudiants, et les 
activistes contre l’embourgeoisement luttant contre ce qu’Andrew Ross (2009) a 
déjà appelé l’ « université globale ».

KEywordS: post-secondary education; university education; Simon Fraser Univer-
sity; privatization; global university 

¤
It began as a utopian public university, built on a hill. The mod ernist architectural 
design of its signature academic quadrangle was intended to encourage the free 
flow of knowledge among the disciplines, and its convocation mall featured a large, 
open space for mass meet ings of students and professors. Simon Fraser University 
(SFU) was built in less than three years and opened in 1965, on Burnaby Mountain 
just outside of Vancouver. SFU was part of a wave of Canadian mass universities 
constructed to accom modate the growing demand for public education in Canada 
during the postwar era. These Fordist institutions were to provide mass ed ucation 
in a markedly different manner than the first Canadian uni versities (McGill in 
Montreal, Queen’s in Kingston and the University of Toronto), which since the 
19th century had formed the Anglophone Canadian elite in a system dominated 
by the British colonial curric ulum. Not surprisingly, it was the second-wave uni-
versities that became focal points for the student unrest of the late 1960s. Of all of 
these, SFU was the most turbulent, with a powerful student movement, a radical 
core of faculty in support and the strong pres ence of feminist movements emerging 
in response to male-dominated politics on campus and the patriarchy permeating 
Canadian society. Indeed, the potential of what began as a modernist dream of a 
public university on a hill was taken far too seriously by its subjects: within the first 
five years of the university’s history, SFU earned the reputation of “Berkeley North,” 
as progressive movements on campus brought an end to the unilateral appointment 
of depart ment chairs by the administration, organized for student participa tion 
in academic governance and had the first head of the university fired ( Johnson 
2005). The movements that were fostered in the university spread outward to the 
city, leading to the formation of the Vancouver Women’s Caucus, an organization 
formed by SFU students that began the famous Abortion Caravan that travelled 
to Ottawa to denounce the restrictive con ditions set on accessing abortions in the 
1969 Criminal Code reform. Amid the demonstrations and occupations that cul-
minated in the 1968 “summer of revolt,” SFU’s reputation as the seat of Canadian 
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academic radicalism became entrenched. The utopian public university was bursting 
at the seams, barely able to contain the unrest on campus.

More than forty years later, SFU and the University of California at Berkeley 
are linked by soaring tuition, growing corporatization and increasingly precarious 
workforces, trends that play themselves out against the backdrop of systematically 
defunded public post-secondary education systems. At Simon Fraser’s downtown 
Vancouver satellite campus, Harbour Centre, these changes are inscribed into the 
learning environment, as each classroom is named after a corporate benefactor. 
Students can discuss finance in the RBC Dominion Securities Executive Meet-
ing Room; learn about environmental management in the Paperboard Industries 
Language Lab, West Timber Conference Room, or Canfor Policy Room; or com-
pose a term paper in the Royal Bank Computer Centre. The mass meetings and 
demonstrations by SFU’s students, the university’s radical anti-disciplinarity, and 
its politicized faculty have been safely reigned in, relegated to historical texts, and 
even appropriated by the current university administration for the purposes of 
SFU brand development.1 In this article, we contend that SFU’s trans formation 
in recent decades is reflective of a broader shift within post-secondary education 
in the province of British Columbia, and within the Canadian system generally.2 
This shift should be seen as the result of a crisis in post-secondary education, one 
characterized by deep cuts to public education, but also, paradoxically, by its expan-
sion and transformation. The changes seen at SFU during the last decade—its logic 
of corporatized and branded management, its entry into global tuition markets by 
targeting wealthy Asian Rim students, its expansion across the urban fabric and 
active role in the gentrification of poor neighbourhoods, and its participation in 
cutting-edge hybrid public/private institutions—are all unmistakable responses to, 
and internalizations of, the ongoing neoliberal restructuring of the province and 
country. Within this scenario, the liberal-democratic languages of “corporatiza-
tion” or “privatization” are increasingly insufficient to fully grasp the forces that 
are remaking the university. The aforementioned processes are, rather, reflective 
of our university’s eager embrace of a model Andrew Ross has named the “global 
university,” of which New York University is perhaps the definitive example (2009).

The global university is an administrative response to a transformed and global 
economy, in which knowl edge, language and culture are increasingly seen as com-
modities to be produced in accordance to the demands of profit, and the provision 
of public education is seen as an unjust monopoly and fetter on the ruthless peda-
gogy of the free market (see Bosquet 2008; Noble 2002). Within this emergent 
model, as Ross suggests, “the distinction be tween onshore and offshore educa-
tion—like that between private and public, or non-profit and for-profit—[has] 
become very blurry indeed” (2009: 21). Universities aiming at entry into an elite 
tier of glob al institutions are eagerly scrambling to capture international tuition 
dollars, whether through branch campuses abroad or domestic ventures aimed at 
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international students. Canadian universities are not only relatively well positioned 
to take advantage of the latter, but are also targeting new domestic markets for 
tuition dollars by establishing both suburban and urban branch campuses. The 
university’s process of expansion, as we illustrate below, illuminates not only the 
increasingly important role played by the metropolis within broader accumulation 
strategies, but the special role the university fulfills in harnessing ur ban space for 
accumulation by transforming industrial, suburban and working-class neighbour-
hoods into profitable creative economy “hubs” (Florida 2002: 59) in the service of 
real estate development and land speculation.

The systemic crisis afflicting university education is unfolding within the broader 
global financial crisis, a condition that the Edu-factory Collective, whose analysis 
our piece draws on, has called the “double crisis” (Edu-factory Collective 2009, 
2010). In what follows, we survey the transformation of Simon Fraser University 
within the con text of the crisis and transformation of British Columbian, Canadian 
and North American public post-secondary education and the broader austerity 
measures currently being imposed on populations across the planet. This transition, 
experimentation and restructuring on the part of the emergent neoliberal univer-
sity is not, however, proceeding uncontested, and we draw attention to pockets 
of resistance that might disrupt the rapid commodification of higher learning. 
These pressure points spring from the severe precarization of the university’s labour 
force, which is provoking strikes and union drives across Canada as an entire gen-
eration of scholars finds the doors of secure employment in the academy barred; 
the expansion of the univer sity into urban areas deemed worthy of “revitalization” 
and the branding of those campuses by corporations seeking to whitewash their 
image, which is producing new coalitions between student groups and urban activ-
ists working against the exclusionary effects of gentrification; and the record debt 
levels of Canadian students forced to borrow against an increasingly grim future, 
which is an effect of the double crisis and has already led to unrest in Europe and, 
more recently, Quebec. The movements that emerge out of this transition will not 
be like those that exploded the mass public-education model in the 1960s and 
1970s; rather—as we have seen in California, Wisconsin, Quebec, Chile, Mexico, 
North Africa, the Middle East, Italy, the United Kingdom, Ireland, Greece and 
elsewhere—they reflect the complex and ongoing recomposition of labour under 
cognitive capitalism (Fumagalli 2007; Vercellone 2006). While we are a long way 
from the “summer of revolt” in 1968, the univer sity’s creation of an increasingly 
indebted and precarious class of students and workers (what we call the student/
labour nexus) alongside its displacement of urban residents is incubating new alli-
ances and potential avenues of struggle within the crisis of Canadian post-second-
ary public education.

SFU in the double Crisis 

Given its oft-celebrated utopian underpinnings, Simon Fraser University is an 
especially good ex ample of the effects wrought by the intentional neglect of Fordist 
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funding models in the new neoliberal regime. The language of “privatization” that 
dominated political discussions of the university in the 1980s and 1990s is, we feel, 
no longer adequate to describe the processes that are systematically dismantling 
the public infrastructure in British Co lumbia and across the nation. The breakdown 
of the welfare state in Canada is creating opportunities for increas ingly inventive 
and insidious public-private partnerships in sectors like healthcare and education, 
meaning that the debate over the future of post-secondary education is no longer 
between the mutually exclusive scenarios of a state-run public institution or a pri-
vately run corporate one, because privatization itself no longer means that the state 
simply cedes ownership of the university to corporations. Instead, the state works 
to make the university a more effective cor poration and thus a more effective part 
of its own strategies to submit both urban space and the production of knowledge 
to the market.

On the surface, the situation in British Columbia looks like the familiar public-
versus-pri vate battle. The narrative goes something like this: plagued by budgetary 
deficits, the government is underfunding public institutions such as universities, 
which are forced to respond by seeking greater external funding in the form of 
patents, endowments and corporate donations; instituting special fee programs; 
increasing tuition; expanding class sizes; and relying on contingent labour. The 
numbers seem to support this. In the last ten years, tuition has more than doubled 
in the province. In 2004, the BC grants program, which topped up student loans 
with a small grant, was eliminated. In 2009, the provincial Liberal government cut 
$70 million from education. In 2010, it cut another $16 million from financial aid. 
Yet the funding cutbacks and increased reliance on private moneys tell only part 
of the story, comprising what Jamie Peck and Adam Tickell (2002) would call the 
“roll back” phase of the BC Liberal Party’s variant of neoliberal governance. This 
phase has occurred alongside the sort of “roll out,” or expansion, of the neoliberal 
university undertaken at public universi ties across North America, wherein aca-
demic administrations are increasingly subjected to systems of measure adapted to 
marketplace norms. Since the BC Liberals came into power in 2001, the discourse 
around public post-secondary education has been framed almost entirely through 
market metrics: the university is no longer discussed as a public good, as a right or 
as a space for the production of knowledge for its own sake (as it may have been in 
the days SFU was founded), but is now required to justify itself through a variety 
of “performance measures”: students enrolled, numbers of patents produced, grants 
won, corporate donations secured, and so on. While students, staff and faculty expe-
rience these policies as cutbacks, the state is often not actually cutting, but rather 
restructuring and railroading funding so that it comes attached to “conditions,” the 
effects of which are to further implant the values of competition, individualism and 
entrepreneurship in the heart of the university.

For example, the 2004 BC grant program mentioned above was not exactly cut, 
but rath er “reallocated” in order “to help increase the ministry’s direct grants to 
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post-secondary insti tutions” (British Columbia 2004: 1030). This reallocation did 
not increase the ministry’s funding, but compensated for direct grants the govern-
ment was not providing. Such reallocations shift the burden of basic university 
funding onto students, freeing up the state to earmark the money it once provided 
for basic funding for a variety of university projects tailored toward the volatile cur-
rents of labour-market trends, real estate development in the lower mainland and 
election-year promises.3 The rapidly shifting funding climate in British Columbia, 
as in other Canadian provinces, has also steadily eroded another of the symbolic 
pillars of Fordist mass education in Canada—the relative autonomy of educational 
institutions. In October 2008, SFU received its “Letter of Expectations”4 from the 
province, which “adjusted” (that is, cut) SFU’s budget by almost $5 million with-
out provid ing any explanation, and called for an expansion of student enrollment 
numbers and a “redirection of [SFU’s] focus to Health Programs” and “programs 
in high demand to support the labour market” (British Columbia 2008). The gov-
ernment’s demand for increased enrollment numbers and more faculties serves 
two purposes. First, it creates the illusion of some investment in, and expansion 
of, public education without having to offer any commitment to stable funding.5 
Second, it produces a funding crisis, which, as Naomi Klein has shown, offers the 
ideal condition for “radical social and economic engineering” (9). The project has 
thus far been effective. According to SFU’s strategic plan for 2008–11, these cuts 
have forced SFU to take “ex traordinary additional measures to balance growing 
demands and declining real resources” (Simon Fraser University 2008: 4). Yet amid 
the budget cuts and the anguished climate of austerity, SFU has launched three 
new faculties (the Faculty of the Environment, the Faculty of Applied Sciences and 
the Faculty of Communica tion, Art and Technology), all of which are perhaps not 
surprisingly aligned with the demands contained in the provincial government’s 
letters of expectations. In short, the university is in a seemingly paradoxical situ-
ation: at the precise moment its financial support is being removed by the state, 
post-secondary education is also being expanded in new and different directions. 
The rationale for this expansion is explained by Cana dian Federation of Students 
BC Chairperson Seamus Reid, who recently pointed out that in 2011 the BC gov-
ernment will collect $1.11 billion in tuition-fee revenue, compared with only $1.04 
billion in corporate income taxes (CFS 2009). Here, we have the true difference 
between the residual Fordist conception of the public university and the emergent 
neoliberal one. Students pay more, and corporations, at least through taxes, pay a 
great deal less. This simultaneous rollback and rollout is part of the transformation 
of the university from a public service funded by the state to a service used by the 
state for its projects of educational-market formation, cost recovery, land develop-
ment and labour-market transformation. 
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Into the Urban Fabric: SFU and the City 

At its inception and by its very design, Simon Fraser University was removed from 
the din of urban life due to its remote location at the top of a mountain. This geo-
graphic detachment has changed in recent decades, as SFU has begun a process 
of “rolling out” into both the urban and the suburban fabric of Vancouver. This 
development over the last decade perfectly underscores the emergent relationship 
between the university as a site for the production of marketable knowledge and 
the city as a key site for con temporary capital accumulation. As the Italian autono-
mist Marxist Gigi Roggero has observed in his inquiries into the American and 
European post-secondary education systems, “the university becomes metropolis, 
and the me tropolis becomes university” (2011: 94–95). If, as Michael Hardt and 
Antonio Negri suggest, the city is to the multitude as the factory is to the working 
class, then the neoliberal university plays a vital role in attempts to appropriate “the 
common wealth of the metropolis” (2009: 154). In this section, we survey this trend 
as it is playing out in Canada, zeroing in on the political effects of Simon Fraser 
University’s approach to urban space. 

The rollout of the corporate university, to return to Peck and Tickell, has largely 
taken place through the devel opment of infrastructure projects, of which provincial 
governments have been big supporters. Such brick-and-mortar investments under-
score the lack of contradiction between the increasing role of the government in and 
the steady privatization of the university. A closer examination of such development 
brings into sharp relief the mechanisms by which the state is able to transform 
educational institutions into convenient, even apparently well-meaning instruments 
of dispos session, gentrification and urban renewal. Over the last two decades, Cana-
dian post-secondary education has seen a veritable explo sion in the development of 
satellite or branch-plant campuses both in suburban and urban centers. The process 
of suburban expansion has been particularly evident in Ontario, where universities 
that have sought to extend themselves into the suburban ex panses around Toronto 
have been the scene of significant demographic growth. The Uni versity of Toronto, 
cashing in on its quasi–Ivy League brand recognition, has expanded into the urban 
hinterlands of Canada’s largest city, establishing University of Toronto Mississauga 
to the west and the University of Toronto Scarborough to the east. Meanwhile, 
universities from smaller outlying cities have also expanded inward toward Toronto, 
chasing the very same suburban tu ition dollars. Wilfrid Laurier University has 
developed a satellite campus in Brantford, an hour out side of Toronto. Trent Uni-
versity, in Peterborough, has a campus in Oshawa, a twenty-minute drive from 
Toronto. The University of Guelph has partnered with Humber College to deliver 
a number of programs at a third site, with the former projecting itself toward the 
city and the lat ter projecting itself outward, meeting in the metropolitan sprawl. 
In British Columbia, the suburbs are also the scene of Simon Fraser University’s 
latest venture. By taking over TechBC, a failing technical university in Surrey, SFU 
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has been able to extend its reach into the Fraser Valley area outside of Vancouver, a 
region that has seen significant population growth in the last twenty years.

The story of the neoliberal university is not just one of suburban expansion how-
ever, but also of urban transformation. Historically a major shipping post located 
on Canada’s West Coast, Vancouver has recently embraced the promises of post-
industrial dot-com booms, green technolo gies and creative classes. It is also home to 
the (off-reserve) poorest postal code in Canada, the Downtown Eastside (DTES), a 
neighbourhood that has a strong legacy of grassroots resistance, community organ-
izing and advocacy. Much to the misfortune of its low-income residents, the DTES 
is located in the heart of Vancouver’s downtown core and represents a plum location 
for real estate developers. For the last half century, the central story of Vancouver’s 
transformation has been that of real estate developers and politicians seeking to 
redevelop bohemian, industrial and working-class neighbourhoods, pushing out 
their least profitable residents in the process.6 The DTES is the latest example of 
this ongoing struggle, and one in which SFU has played a central role. 

The symbolic centre of this conflict is the Woodward’s building, which housed one 
of the first all-purpose department stores in Vancouver and dates back to 1903. 
When the business went bank rupt in 1993, the building remained in bureaucratic 
stasis as governmental and private groups sought to develop mixed social housing 
and commercial storefront projects (Pell 2008). The stale mate broke on September 
14, 2002, when the Woodward’s building was occupied by the home less, DTES 
activists, students and supporters, demanding that it be developed “as social hous-
ing immediately” and that the government “reverse the cuts to social housing and 
all social servic es” (Krebs 2003–04: 42–3).7 After the squatters’ violent eviction, 
the building was sold to the city and lay unused until 2004, when the municipality 
selected the Peterson Investment Group to develop the structure.

At the same time that Woodward’s developers were seeking investors willing to 
set up shop on the Downtown Eastside, universities were becoming increasingly 
starved for public funds. The first non-housing groups that agreed to participate in 
the redevelopment were London Drugs, a local chain of pharmacies and consumer 
goods, and Simon Fraser University, which had housed its Contemporary Arts 
program in portables on Burnaby Mountain for decades and needed new space. The 
university’s decision to become involved in this venture might have seemed surpris-
ing, considering its projected budget deficit of $15.5 million for the year (Barker 
2007), and the $80 million price tag attached to the Woodward’s redevelopment. 
An explanation arrived late in 2007, when the provincial government announced 
it would give the university a $50.3 million grant for the project. SFU’s chancellor 
at the time was Brandt Louie, a personal donor to the BC Liberals since 2005 and, 
more importantly, the CEO of London Drugs (which has also made significant 
contributions to the party) (MacLeod 2009). 
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By investing in education through such infrastructure projects, the government is 
able to further the illusion of public funding, funnel money toward developers and 
turn the university into a tool for gentrification. Infrastructure funding for universi-
ties can hardly be seen as public funding: as at New York University, Columbia and 
Yale (Duncombe and Nash: 2008), infrastructure investment uses the discourse of 
the cre ative class and the knowledge economy to cash in on real estate, and in the 
process further marginalizes those who are unable or unwilling to contribute to 
such accumulation strategies. 

More recently, the politics of the Woodward’s space have become global in their 
implications. Shortly before the renovated building was opened in 2010, SFU 
found itself $5 million short of its construction costs. At the last minute, Canadian 
mining company Goldcorp stepped in with a $10 million donation. When the 
Woodward’s centre reopened, SFU announced that the new Contemporary Arts 
space housed within it would be named the Goldcorp Centre for Contemporary 
Arts. Goldcorp’s labour and environmental practices in Latin America, especially 
those in Guatemala and Honduras, have produced accusations of labour atroci-
ties and environmental devastation,8 and its sights appear to be firmly set on the 
DTES. Soon after the SFU sponsorship was made public, Streettohome, a social-
housing project run by the notorious Downtown Eastside developer Bob Rennie, 
announced that it had also received a $5 million dona tion from the mining giant 
(Streettohome 2010). The Goldcorp donation to SFU was highly controversial, 
drawing attention to the opaque manner in which the university handles corporate 
donations, the lack of any public debate regarding the ethical screening of donors, 
and the potentially damaging consequences of such gifts for academic autonomy.9 
These events signal the move from a system where corporations are taxed in order 
to fund public services to one where corporations are not taxed and instead give 
highly selective “donations” to those services, receiving charity-washed images and 
tax write-offs in return. This funding shift, in tandem with the university’s eager-
ness to invest in brick-and-mortar infrastructure projects, enables the academy’s 
expansion into the social fabric of the metropolis and establishes the university as a 
prime agent in the redevelopment, gentrification and stratification of urban space. 

the Global University and New Hybrids: Fraser International College

Vancouver, with its long-standing Asian Canadian communities, character and 
connections, natural beauty, pleasant diversions, and still-reputable public univer-
sities, has been a desirable location for foreign students—particularly those from 
the Asian Rim—to gain valuable accreditation. As SFU’s recent branding exercise 
(“engaging the world”) drives home, the institution has mobilized these advan-
tages in its pursuit of the global university model. The impetus behind this is at 
once cultural and economic. Culturally, the reorientation of the university’s image 
allows the institution to keep up with what anthropologist Aiwha Ong sees as a 
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contemporary trend in higher education: the shift “from a national to a transna-
tional space for producing knowledgeable subjects, and a shift from a focus on 
political liberalism and multicultural diversity at home to one on neoliberalism and 
borderless entrepreneurial subjects abroad” (2006: 140). Economically, it points to 
the mobilization of SFU’s growing popularity throughout the Pacific Rim as a crea-
tive response to the double crisis. Beyond taking money from corporations eager 
to rebrand themselves, higher-education institutions in Canada are increasingly 
targeting international tuition markets by bringing in foreign students, who are 
charged much higher tuition fees than their Canadian counterparts. 

At SFU, however, where tuition fees for international students are more than three 
times those paid by domestic stu dents, this growing reliance on international tui-
tion fees has created a problem. Many international students have little command 
of English, and, due to increased austerity measures, SFU has insufficient money 
to invest in support structures, such as English as an Additional Language (EAL) 
tutoring. The university’s solution to this prob lem has been to enter into an agree-
ment with Navitas (formerly IBT Education Ltd.), a publicly listed corporation 
headquartered near Perth, Australia, in order to establish the Fraser Interna tional 
College (FIC). The pattern is by now familiar: beset by economic difficulties, a 
public institution cannot provide necessary services, creating room for a private 
institution to step in to fill the void. FIC is owned entirely by Navitas, which leases 
buildings and infrastruc ture on campus, but the college is managed locally. The 
venture caters to an international (mostly Asian) clientele, and students attending 
FIC are told that if they pass one year at the college with a B average they will 
receive a guaranteed spot in second year at Simon Fraser. SFU lends its brand, its 
curriculum and its precariously employed labour force to Navitas, and in return it 
re ceives thirty per cent of FIC’s gross revenue and, theoretically, increased numbers 
of proficient international students and international student fees. The Australian 
corporation has similar arrangements with universities at home and in the United 
Kingdom, Kenya, Singapore and Sri Lanka, but also in Canada with the University 
of Manitoba, which has created the International College of Manitoba to capture 
some of those same international tuition dollars (Day 2006). Partnering with the 
private sector to set up projects that can become magnets for tuition is becom-
ing popular, even among universities in Canada’s elite tier: Queen’s University 
recently announced an agreement to offer courses internationally through Blythe 
Educational Travel, which will take care of travel, accommodations and field-trip 
arrangements. 

For university administrators, this emergent public-private hybrid institution is the 
end result of a rather straightforward process of the commodification of education, 
wherein ra tional student subjects plunk down hard cash for a shot at investing in 
their human capital and securing some door-opening credentials. As one SFU 
administrator has suggested, the university is “in business [with FIC], because 
they have a good quality product. It’s a win, win, win, and along the way we make 
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some money” (in Mackinnon and Mickle burgh 2010). Along the way, Canadian 
universities’ practices have created an international headhunting industry in Asia 
that gener ates serious profits. Colleges such as FIC work closely with Asian stu-
dent-recruitment agencies, which take a cut of the tuition dollars (as much as ten 
per cent) in addition to charging students directly. The marketing of the Canadian 
public-education system abroad occasionally verges on the surreal: at an education 
fair in Beijing in March 2010, the Jin Ji Lie Group recruitment company report-
edly featured mod els striding up and down a lit catwalk and waving scarves covered 
in maple leaves and emblazoned with the word “Canada.”10 To the delight of this 
industry, current BC Premier Christy Clark recently announced plans to increase 
the number of international students in the province by 50 per cent (Fowlie 2011).

The growing global market for post-secondary education has produced a reality 
that is arguably rather different from the “win, win, win” relationship trumpeted 
above. The international student has become the academic counterpart to the 
migrant worker. Reminiscent of Nandita Sharma’s discussion of the category of the 
“non-citizen worker” that allows the Canadian government to access cheap labour 
without providing “access to Canadian entitlements” (2001: 428), the international 
student is recruited to funnel money into Canadian institutions, but lacks the enti-
tlements of a domestic student. International students receive neither subsidized 
education nor the supports necessary to study in a new country and, often, in a 
new language. In the process, the burden for public education in Canada is being 
transferred from the state to international students. 

The development of Fraser International College has an even deeper significance 
for the academic workforce, however. Instructors employed there are not covered by 
either of SFU’s collective agreements with academic workers, and are thus subject 
to a privatized and union-free approach to labour management. The flexible exploi-
tation of a precarious workforce at FIC has been engineered into the in stitution. 
The contract between Navitas and SFU has an anti-union clause stipulating that 
the university may terminate the agreement if any of the college’s employees pro-
voke a labour dis pute and if “the College does not obtain and implement a lawful 
order or direction requiring that all persons cease and desist from picketing, or 
from conducting disruptive labour action, on the Campus, the University may, in 
its sole discretion terminate this Agreement forthwith” (2006: 8.4b). The emergence 
of hybrid educational ventures and their privatized labour-management techniques 
are therefore of profound significance to workers, setting new standards for “public” 
universities to aspire to, where annoying impediments such as teaching-assistant 
unions and fac ulty associations no longer stand in the way of the global university. 

Lines of Conflict in the double Crisis 

As students from the 2009 University of California occupation point out in their 
“Commu niqué  From An Absent Future,” “The university has no history of its 
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own; its history is the history of capital” (Anonymous 2009). Seen from this per-
spective, skyrocketing tuition fees, the arrival of private col leges on our campuses, 
cutbacks, layoffs, precarization and the new measurement systems being applied to 
academic labour can no longer be explained simply as the effects of decreased public 
funding; rather, they are absolutely consistent with consolidated trends within the 
economy at large. As we hope to have shown, portraying university administra-
tions as the innocent victims of such transformations is unhelpful; indeed, these 
administrations are frequently very willing accomplices. Underscoring this interplay 
between academy and economy, Andrew Ross has ar gued that “[t]he migration of 
our own academic customs and work mentalities onto corporate campuses and into 
knowledge-industry workplaces is just as important a part of the story of the rise of 
knowledge capitalism as the importation of business rationality into the academy” 
(2009: 204). The relationship may be entering a new phase, but it is closer than ever.

The emergence of hybrid institutions such as the FIC offers us a window into 
capital’s fan tasy of how a university should be run: as a sort of battery farm that 
squeezes students dry of tuition via a perfectly flexible and disposable teaching 
workforce. Nevertheless, it is those most subject to this vision—what we could call 
the labour/student nexus—who are struggling within and against this transition. 
We conclude this article, therefore, by pointing to some labour and student move-
ments that have grown out of post-secondary education within British Columbia 
and across Canada. 

Labour takes up the greatest part of any university’s budget, and the last couple of 
de cades have seen some serious transformations in the composition of university 
workers. Union drives by unorganized groups of academic labourers (including ones 
who haven’t traditionally been considered workers by either university administra-
tions or trade unions on campus) have broken out in numerous Canadian universi-
ties in the last decade. The growth of postdoctoral researchers in universities across 
the country—there are roughly 6,000 of them according to the Canadian Associa-
tion of University Teachers (CAUT 2010)—is symptomatic of the way patterns 
within the broader labour market are being reproduced within the academy. A 
postdoctoral fellowship once represented a short period in which recently gradu-
ated PhDs could work closely with experts in their field before moving into secure, 
tenure-track jobs. For a lucky few, this remains the case, but as tenure-track jobs 
have disappeared, postdocs have increasingly become wage labour for the knowl-
edge factory, experiencing wildly diverse labour conditions and standards, utter 
job insecurity, life at the mercy of a supervisor for whose career one must produce 
knowledge on command, and intense competition for the few remaining de cent 
jobs. Many postdocs now move from contract to contract, toiling as a dispersed and 
nomadic labour force. Since 2000, however, postdoctoral researchers have begun to 
organize associations, unionize and even bargain collectively in Canada. Unions, 
realizing that the composition of labour in the country’s universities is shifting 
under their feet, have rushed in to get a piece of the action. In August 2009, post-
doctoral fellows at McMaster University ratified the first contract for such workers 
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in Canada, capping a union drive that began in 2008 and achieving severance pay, 
three to four weeks of paid vacation per year, paid sick leave and bereavement leave, 
and access to newly created professional-support funds. In 2009, postdoctoral fel-
lows were certified at Western University through the Public Ser vice Alliance of 
Canada (PSAC), and in 2010 postdoctoral researchers at Queen’s University also 
organized through PSAC, which had certified the university’s teaching assistants 
and fellows in 2009. The organizing of postdoctoral researchers is a pattern that 
is repeating itself across Canada: bargaining units have recently been established 
at the University of Toronto through the Canadian Union of Public Employees 
(CUPE) 3902 and at the Université du Québec à Montréal, and a successful certi-
fication vote held by the Carleton University Postdoctoral Association (CUPA) in 
June 2012 is being challenged by the university administration, which maintains 
the postdocs are not employees of the university (CAUT 2012; Tamburri 2008; 
PSAC 2011; Pearson 2012).

In addition to organizing drives for emergent groups of workers, established unions 
of teaching assistants, faculty and contract faculty have been involved in tough 
negotiations with university administrations, leading to numerous strikes in recent 
years. In February 2003, teaching assistants at the University of British Columbia, 
backed by CUPE, went on strike and won raises worth 11.5 per cent over three 
years. In 2006, more than 9,100 instructors, librarians and counsellors repre sented 
by the Ontario Public Service Employees Union (OPSEU) at Ontario’s twenty-
four technical colleges struck for three weeks to demand increased job security and 
a reduction in workload and class sizes. In 2007, faculty at Acadia University in 
Nova Scotia struck over pay and benefits and won significant gains for contract 
faculty and librarians, as well as autonomy for tenure and renewal procedures for 
full-time faculty. In spring 2008, contract academic staff struck at Wilfrid Laurier 
University as an effect of the institution’s heavy usage of precariously employed ses-
sional instructors, many of whom commute from Toronto. The same year saw the 
longest strike in Canadian academic history, one that lasted into 2009, as teaching 
assistants and sessionals at York University braved freezing temperatures before 
being eventu ally legislated back to work in an unprecedented and highly contro-
versial move by the Ontario provincial government. 

The neoliberalization of the university is producing its own antagonists. As we write 
this, students and their allies in Quebec have brought the education system to a halt 
in the fight against a proposed tuition increase that has inflamed the province. The 
student strike has rekindled student politics across Canada, where well-attended 
weekly “casserole” demonstrations featuring the energetic clanging of pots and pans 
have been held in support. Free education has once again become a topic of debate, 
and a May 2012 survey of students across Canada by the Globe and Mail (Baluja 
2012) revealed that more than sixty per cent were willing to go on strike in their 
own provinces. The global financial crisis, which has diminished the prospects for 
university graduates as it generates unemployment and underemployment across 
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the world, has also intensified activism around the growing problem of student 
debt. One of the more promising offshoots of Occupy Wall Street has been the 
Occupy Student Debt campaign, including the launch of a Student Debtors’ Pledge 
of Refusal that commits signatories to ending repayment of their debts once the 
petition gathers a million signatures (Occupy Student Debt 2012). New and poten-
tially powerful alliances are being created between labour, student and community 
activists within this epochal transformation of the institution. The organization of 
coalitions of mining-justice, anti-gentrification and university activists that came 
together through both SFU Against Goldcorp and Gentrification and Peter Munk 
Out of U of T points to a fresh front in the fight over the political economy of 
the university. The University of Toronto General Assembly, launched in 2011, has 
aimed to create an alternative and democratic governance body for the university 
in response to the governing council’s eagerness to please corporate donors.

Much is stirring within the double crisis. While we need to demand better govern-
ment fund ing on one hand and greater academic autonomy on the other, it is clear 
that we can no longer frame our struggle as a battle between the downtrodden but 
good university and the bad, corporatizing state. Rather, it is a struggle between 
those whose lives are shaped by the university (and we mean this in the broadest 
sense, as students, teachers, staff, city residents affected by university infrastruc ture 
projects and those who live in a society shaped by university policies) and those 
within administrative, state and corporate structures who see the academy as a tool 
for neoliberal social transformation— a struggle between those of us who want to 
see an open and democratic university run by the communities it is supposed to 
serve and those who see the university as a private luxury that remakes the city in 
its market-centred image and produces exclusion and hierarchy wherever it goes. 
In our public responses to this transformed university, we cannot afford to adopt 
either a guild or a fortress mentality, be cause the university, as we have seen, is too 
intimately enmeshed within the urban, provincial, national and international politi-
cal fabrics for us to limit ourselves to university politics. There can be no retreat 
or return to the utopian university on the hill, or to the movements that forced its 
transformation. The global university is in formation, and we must work within, 
against and beyond it for an education produced and enjoyed in common. 
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Notes
1. Simon Fraser’s tradition of social justice, collective organizing and struggle did not 
disappear completely in subsequent decades. Though later episodes were significantly less 
prominent or intense, the university did see flare-ups of protest during the 1970s, 1980s 
and 1990s, and we are grateful to one of our anonymous reviewers for encouraging us to 
mention some of these. The first of these struggles was part of a wave of protests in Brit-
ish Columbia against the policies of the BC Social Credit government and their reper-
cussions on the post-secondary education system in the province. For instance, between 
1978 and 1979 students and faculty rallied behind the clerical staff of the Association of 
University Clerical Employees, who went on strike for five months. In another example, 
the Teaching Support Staff Union (TSSU, which represents teaching assistants, sessional 
instructors, and tutor markers at the university and was founded on feminist principles) 
was certified by the Labour Relations Board on December 13, 1978. In 1983 and 1984, 
the TSSU would join other campus unions in Operation Solidarity, a province-wide 
organization formed in opposition to Premier Bennett’s Social Credit restraint legisla-
tion. While students, staff and faculty continued to organize through the 1980s and 1990s 
around subsequent waves of neoliberalization, these struggles never reached the peaks of 
the late 1960s.
2. We are not suggesting that the Fordist system of mass public education in Canada was 
free of inequities, much less advocating a return to it. While some of its features were 
doubtless better (relatively inexpensive education, more secure employment for university 
workers, an entrenched sense of academic freedom and the formation of academic disci-
plines that was largely free of market dictates), it was also riddled with inequities, be they 
relating to gender, to the exclusion of racialized groups, or to the intense hierarchies that 
permeated the system, which remained the province of those from the Canadian middle 
and upper classes. It was these inequities, after all, that the student movements of the late 
sixties and seventies protested against so successfully.
3. Real estate, fuelled by local speculation, state policies that have encouraged an influx 
of Asian capital, and the organization of global spectacles such as Expo ’86 or the recent 
2010 Winter Olympic Games, has been a key motor of urban development and has made 
Vancouver one of the most expensive cities in the world in which to live. For a compre-
hensive discussion of Vancouver’s role within the Pacific Rim, see Olds 2001.
4. Until recently, the university received provincial funding in the form of block grants 
that it could then allocate as it saw fit. This changed in 2008, however, when the Liberal 
government announced that all funding would be accompanied by “letters of expecta-
tion” that give “detailed instructions” as to how post-secondary institutions should allocate 
govern ment funds. Historically, letters of expectation were contracts between the govern-
ment and crown corporations that allowed the government (as “shareholder”) to com-
municate what it expected from crown corporations. While the university’s legal status 
has not changed, the implementation of letters of expectation goes a fair ways toward 
transforming the university from a public institution to a crown corporation. These let-
ters therefore directly contravene the premise of the bicameral structure of the Canadian 
university, which started with the 1906 Flavelle Commission’s argument that “the process 
by which the university make decisions should be autonomous from the political whims 
of government” ( Jones et al. 2001: 3).
5. The same year (as happened in Ontario), the BC government converted five colleges 
into universities, a semiotic intervention offered in lieu of a meaningful infrastructure 
project.
6. An important tactic for Vancouver politicians and developers has been the harness-
ing of spectacle capitalism. In much the same way that Naomi Klein has described 
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governments and corporations using natural disasters to administer economic “shock 
therapy” to crush local opposition and create neoliberal free market economies (2007), 
subsequent municipal and provincial governments have used global spectacles to push 
through the most controversial urban transformations. The Social Credit government of 
the day used Expo ‘86 to push through a series of anti-union laws, get more Asian money 
into Vancouver, and “clean up” the old industrial area of False Creek. More recently, 
the current Liberal government used the 2010 Olympic Games to push through a new 
series of public-private infrastructure projects and “clean up” the Downtown Eastside. 
While the official cost of the Olympics was $1.884 billion, this number did not take into 
account the cost of infrastructure projects pushed through to fulfil Vancouver’s Olympic 
bid—including a $1 billion highway expansion, $2 billion skytrain expansion, $1 billion 
trade and convention centre (CCAP 2010) and $1.15 billion spent on security (Groves 
2010)—much of which was incurred provincially. Not only did the Olympics lead to the 
destruction of 1,400 low-income rental units in the Downtown Eastside (Rolnik 2009: 8) 
and produce increased policing in Vancouver in general and the Downtown Eastside in 
particular (10), but the massive cost of the Olympics also allowed the government to cry 
poverty when it came to demands for increased funding for public education, for health-
care and especially for housing and social services in the communities most affected by 
Olympic development. For more information on the history of development projects and 
mega-events, see Ley and Olds 1988.
7. For more information on the Woodward’s squat, see the special West Coast Line issue 
entitled “Woodsquat.”
8. The Goldcorp donation to the Woodward’s Building brought into relief the knot-
ted relationship between local events and larger global processes. Shortly after SFU 
announced the donation, Bill C300, an act that attempted to ensure that Canadian 
mining companies follow Canadian standards offshore, failed to pass by six votes, and, 
according to Steve Rennie, “records filed with Canada’s lobbying watchdog show nine of 
the 24 MPs who skipped the vote last month were lobbied by the mining industry” (Ren-
nie 2012). Goldcorp was one of the companies “that registered one or more lobbyists” 
(Mining Watch Canada 2010).
9. While the SFU board of governors assured the community that “appropriate pro-
cedures” had been taken with regards to the donation, documents obtained through a 
freedom of information (FOI) request paint another picture (Simon Fraser University  
2010e). According to these, the motion for “approval of the name” was sent to the Board 
of Governors on August 26, 2010, and approved by the executive committee on Septem-
ber 3, 2010. Not only is there no record of the board of governors discussing the approval 
of the renaming of the centre, but the only document that circulated through the board of 
governors discussing the potential for ethics controversies was dated August 31, one day 
after the naming was approved. This document (“Goldcorp Inc. International Operations 
and Controversies”) offers a brief overview of five Goldcorp production sites: Guatemala, 
Honduras, Argentina, the Dominican Republic and Mexico. The potential “controversies” 
it mentions (drawn from sources such as Mining Watch, The Globe and Mail, Business 
in Vancouver, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, and the 
Guardian) include alleged violations of human rights, contamination of water sources and 
soil, “environmental problems,” “tax evasion, corruption and contraband” and “property 
damage.” Documents accessed via FOI further reveal that the request to approve the 
naming rights (which must go through Cabinet) was sent to the Ministry of Citizens’ 
Services (which is responsible for naming rights) on August 23, well before the naming 
was approved at the university level. The relationship between SFU and Goldcorp is not 
the only example of a mining company generating controversy on a Canadian campus. 
Peter Munk, CEO of Barrick Gold, donated $35 million to the University of Toronto in 
2010, a donation that dramatically expanded the Munk Centre for International Studies 
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he had helped establish a decade previous. The twenty-six-page memorandum of agree-
ment attached to the Munk donation stipulates priorities for the centre. This has raised 
serious questions over academic freedom at the university.
10. One such agency, Aoji, is doing so well that it will move out of its current headquar-
ters (located in a converted former Communist Party retreat on the outskirts of Beijing) 
and into a new $100 million campus (Mackinnon and Mickleburgh 2010).
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