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The post-cold-war world has seen a powerful convergence of the victors around the organisation of the global economy and the politico-military enforcement of dominant notions of security and stability.  

Neoliberal models of development have been used to reshape the economy at a global level (through the WTO and its attendant agreements), regionally (through mechanisms such as NAFTA and APEC) and through an interlocking network of bilateral agreements.  An essential part of this process has been the restructuring of national economies along neoliberal lines, whether or not there has been a democratic mandate for such changes.

The global consensus of elites around economic matters is paralleled by their approaches to security, despite disagreements such as that over the latest US invasion of Iraq.  The reorganisation of military and intelligence aims and strategies, which predates but was legitimised by the September 11 attacks and subsequent declaration of the ‘war on terror’, demonstrates that the peace dividend so many hoped might accompany the end of the cold war is not going to be paid any time soon.  

These global trends constrain the possibilities for effecting change through the nation state, as governments throughout the world move to make their societies more business friendly and war-on-terror-compliant.  This paper argues that these constraints coincide with and are not unrelated to the contraction of the space available to intellectuals for critical reflection, and that this can be identified in the media, the education system and those groups collectively referred to as ‘civil society’.

Focusing in particular on the traditional habitat of the intellectual, the university, and drawing on examples from New Zealand, this paper considers some factors that contribute to this disengagement of intellectuals.  The first is the tightening control of academic activity through the growth of managerialism in the corporatised university.  A second and related factor is the rise of postmodernism whose eschewal of synthesis and meta-narrative in favour of deconstructing and ploblematising, renders it of little use to individuals and groups seeking to find ways of resisting and finding alternatives to such powerful global forces.

The result is that, at a time when the move towards a one-size-fits-all approach to organising society makes critical intellectual thought increasingly important, there is less scope for the activity of the socially engaged intellectual.  It argues that a significant re-orientation of academic life is required if the university is to fulfill its historic mission and statutory obligation [S 162 Education Act 1989] to act as “critic and conscience of society”.
