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Introduction 
 
This paper argues that in the South African higher education system there is a need to balance academic 
freedom and institutional autonomy on the one hand, and accountability on the other. The on-going 
transformation of higher education will not bear fruit if the Government involvement in higher education 
takes the form of interference.  The same will apply if universities cling tenaciously to the values of academic 
freedom and institutional autonomy as the only conditions for a successful higher education system. Both 
the universities and the Government should strike a cooperative relationship to balance academic freedom, 
institutional autonomy and accountability. Post-apartheid South Africa has no room for the isolationist model 
of the universities as ivory towers that enjoy the monopoly of knowledge production, and have no social 
responsibility. The state-interference model, too, is not a solution. Admittedly, the state subsidises higher 
education institutions, but it should constantly guard against the temptation to operate on the principle of 
“He who pays the piper calls the tune. There will always be continued tension between the two, with higher 
education institutions vying for their autonomy and academic freedom and the government creeping in step 
by step not only to direct but also to control higher education and micro-manage higher education 
institutions. If the step by step intrusion into the higher education institutions continues, higher education 
institutions will end up serving as organs of government. The paper takes the view that a cooperative and 
consultative process should always characterise the relationship between higher education institutions and 
the state.  
 
1. Institutional Autonomy, Academic Freedom and Accountability  
 
1.1 The Concept of a University and Context of Academic Freedom  
 
Before discussing the themes of academic freedom, institutional autonomy and accountability with specific 
reference to the involvement of the new government in South African higher education, it is seems 
appropriate to look first into the concept of university. This is so because these themes are linked to or 
emanate from an understanding of what a university is. The word university comes from the Latin words 
unus, which means one and vertere, which means to turn. It thus originally meant the totality of things 
turned into one. A university is, in terms of this definition, a totality of branches or faculties of learning, the 
universites facultatum. The early universities (Salerno, Cairo, Bologna, Paris, Oxford, Cambridge, Barcelona, 
Basel, Uppsala, Gregorian, Harvard, Toronto, Moscow, Sidney, Tasmania and Peking), to mention a few, 
were allowed freedom to govern themselves on condition they did not teach heresy and the European ones 
were granted the right to elect their own rectors and raise their own finances (Bostock, 2002). A university 
can be conceived of as a place where knowledge is pursued by experts at the highest level to selected 
students of greatest potential (Bostock, 2002). It was expected that a university would teach all branches of 
knowledge and would be opposed to any form of restrictions on the subject matter. The independence of a 
university to establish and control its curriculum was highly cherished and still remains an important ideal to 
this day.  



 

 

 
A university can also be seen as a centre for research of public significance, thus justifying interest and 
finance by the state. Another important characteristic of a university is that it is a place where there is 
tolerance for dissent, the ideal parameter of academic acceptability being the pursuit of truth and provision 
of intellectual and moral leadership while avoiding the extremes of physical violence (Bostock, 2002). 
 
The key characteristic features of universities can be summed up as academic freedom, institutional 
autonomy, openness of access, and own finances. It has, however, been possible to have universities that 
do not contain all of these stated properties. For example, in the pre-1994 era in South Africa access to 
university was determined by a politically imposed ideology of apartheid and was thus was racially 
controlled. The question that arises is whether or not the South African universities then qualified to be 
called universities in the true sense of the word. The other property that has been missing in many 
universities is that of own finances. It is the absence of this property that has given the state a say in the 
running of the universities, because those institutions that have no financial sources and reserves of their 
won have depended entirely on state subsidy.  
 
The International Conference of UNESCO in 1950, cited by Kwandwo Asenso-Okyere et al, spelt out very 
clearly the principles on which a university should stand, namely: 

o The right to pursue knowledge for its own sake and to follow wherever the search for truth may 
lead. 

o The tolerance of divergent opinion and freedom from political interference. 
o The obligation as social institutions to promote, through teaching and research, the principles of 

freedom and justice, of human dignity and solidarity, and to develop mutually material and, 
moral aid on an international level. 

 
These principles apply to both public and private universities.           
   
1.2 Academic Freedom, Institutional Autonomy and Accountability 
 
Academic freedom may be defined as the freedom to conduct research, teach and publish subject to the 
norms and standards of scholarly enquiry without interference  or penalty wherever the search for truth and 
understanding  may lead (Kwandwo Asenso-Okyere et al ), White Paper 3 (1997). 
  
Section 16 (d) of The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (Act 108 of 1996) guarantees academic 
freedom and freedom of scientific research. The Education White Paper 3: A Programme for the 
Transformation of Higher Education (1997) recognises the fact that academic freedom and scientific enquiry 
are guaranteed by the Constitution.  
 
In the 1950s, Davie, cited by Alexander (2001), described academic freedom as the freedom of the 
university to decide whom to teach, what to teach, how to teach and who should teach. It is important to 
note at this point that the first part of this formula, that of the university deciding whom to teach has no 
place in the new South Africa. One of the key goals of the transformation of higher education is to increase 
access to universities. In this case, the state is justified in setting the direction that institutions should follow 
in this regard, because without that direction setting and steering, some of the universities would still be 
denying access to a significant number of prospective university students.   
 
Further, the White Paper recognises the principle of institutional autonomy as embodying a “high degree 
of self-regulation and administrative independence with respect to student admissions, curriculum, methods 
of teaching and assessment, research, establishment of academic regulations and internal management of 
resources generated from private and public sources.” Such autonomy, the White Paper points out, is a 
condition of effective self-government. It also asserts that the principle of autonomy should not be used as a 
pretext for resisting democratic change. It sees institutional autonomy as inextricably bound up with the 
demand for public accountability.  
 



 

 

In this paper, academic freedom and institutional autonomy are accepted as inextricably bound up with each 
other, in line with the argument by Dlamini (2000) that there can be no academic freedom without 
institutional autonomy and that institutional autonomy is an essential, though not sufficient condition for 
academic freedom. Therefore, it is a logical conjecture that there can be no academic freedom in a non-
autonomous institution. In this view, a university without autonomy cannot be regarded as a university in 
the real sense.  Such a university is a contradiction in terms. The value of institutional autonomy is tied up 
with the fundamental missions of universities and its existence goes as far back as the origin of universities.   
 
Lessinger (1971) traces the use of the word accountability in education to the USA in the 1960s, but the 
notion of educational accountability is much older. The accountability tradition is associated with the claim 
that education is now dominated by the world of business as evidenced in the business values and practices 
adopted by educational administrators who model themselves as business executives rather than academics. 
Accountability means being responsible to a person, unit or body for one’s actions. In terms of this principle, 
the expectation is that for an institution to be seen to be accountable, it must justify its decisions or actions 
in the same way that this principle is used in industry. In the context of universities, they are expected to be 
accountable to the community, the students and the government which provides the required funding.  The 
concerns that are closely associated with accountability include: standards, curriculum, parental or 
community participation and managerial responsibility. Eraut (1981) distinguishes between two kinds of 
accountability, the contractual and professional accountability. Academics are legally accountable to their 
employers, but morally accountable to the students and their parents. Professionalism and professional 
accountability are complex and controversial issues.    
 
It is accountability that has provided the government provided the government reasons to steer higher 
education. The White Paper 3 (1997: 39) states: “The basis for improving public accountability in higher 
education is making funding for institutions conditional on their Councils providing strategic plans and 
reporting their performance against their goals. The plans will provide a framework for continuous 
improvement and a reference point for quality assurance.” So, the steering levers for the government are 
funding, planning, and quality assurance.  Each of these levers can easily give the government full control of 
the higher education system, especially if the tempting principle of “He who pays the piper calls the tune” is 
applied.    
 
2. Government Involvement in Higher Education in the Past Decade 
   (1994-2004):  Steering or Interference? 
 
The dividing lane between interference in and steering higher education is thin and slippery. Steering is 
gentler than interference but there is little to differentiate between the two in terms of their outcomes. 
Interference implies meddling in the affairs of the universities, while steering implies driving the universities 
in the direction that the government wants them to take.  The outcome of both is that the autonomy and 
academic freedom of higher education institutions is eroded.  Further, the road towards interference is 
slippery. Even if one wants to avoid interference, once one gets on to the driver’s seat to steer the higher 
education vehicle, slipping towards interference is easy.  This will be shown in the following paragraphs. It is 
important first to recognise the transformation of higher education in the past decade. Much has been done 
and much has been achieved to transform higher education in South Africa. It is also important to note that 
it is not only government interference that has eroded institutional autonomy. Some of the factors that 
erode institutional autonomy are due to developments internationally, for example the phenomenon of 
managerialism.  As Du Toit puts it, universities, like most parastatal institutions in the world, cannot escape 
the effect of globalisation which is driven by the needs of transnational corporations.  
Miyoshi (1998), cited by Neville Alexander (2001:13), expresses it thus: “The function of the university is 
being transformed from state apologetics to industrial management...”  
 
When the new government came to power in 1994, it had to deal with many problems and meet many 
challenges in higher education. It inherited a system of higher education that was fragmented racially and 
along colonial lines, fraught with inequalities, and not in line with the development priorities of the country.  
In order to meet the higher education challenges, the new government created a new policy framework for 
restructuring the higher education system, a regulatory frame work for restructuring, and a National Plan for 



 

 

Higher Education (NPHE) and a planning framework at national and institutional level.  This transformation 
was initiated through a consultative process that began with the establishment of the National Commission 
on Higher Education (NCHE). Following the recommendations of the NCHE in 1996, the Education White 
Paper 3: A Programme for the Transformation of Higher Education was published in 1997, with the following 
policy goals:   

 The development of a single, national, integrated, planned and co-ordinated system, funded on a 
programme basis; 

 Increased and broadened participation in higher education, thereby simultaneously meeting 
personpower needs and advancing social equity; 

 Co-operative governance between government and institutions and within institutions, based on the 
democratization and restructuring of governance structures 

 Responsiveness to societal needs through curriculum restructuring and relevant knowledge 
production; 

 Quality assurance through the promotion and assessment of quality and the accreditation of 
programmes; 

 Promoting articulation, mobility and transferability across the education and training system by 
incorporating higher education qualifications into the National Qualifications Framework. 

 
The White Paper embodies the following principles, as part of the transformation of South African 
society: equity and redress, democratization, development, quality, effectiveness and efficiency, 
academic freedom, institutional autonomy, and public accountability. Other developments include the 
regulation of the private higher education sector. These transformation policies are laudable and it is 
hard to imagine that the required changes would have happened with out them and without regulation 
by the government. The historically advantaged institutions would not have shifted easily from their 
positions to embrace the principles of access and equity.  The same applies to the regulation of private 
higher education. It needed some steering from the government to ensure compliance with the 
transformation goals. 
 
The regulatory framework should help point out direction for transformation without interference. 
However, the following developments are a cause for concern in that they lead to erosion of autonomy 
and academic freedom:  

 The government has now taken it upon itself to decide what programmes should be taught at 
institutions and at what level these should be taught. This action goes directly against the 
principle of autonomy, which includes, amongst others, freedom to determine the curriculum an 
degree standards and to allocate funds (within the amounts available) across different 
categories of expenditure (UNESCO), 1998).  

 
 The decision of the government about the number of students that each institution should have 

and the percentage by which it should grow also shows clearly that the institutions have lost the 
power to decide on enrolments. This type of interference does not violate only the principle of 
institutional autonomy, but also the government’s policy goal of increasing access to higher 
education.  

 
 The government decides the funding levels of programmes according to a grid which prejudices 

some of the programmes, for example computer science and the masters by coursework and 
dissertation. 

 
 The government has been planning to have centralisation of information that students will 

require to apply for admission to universities. While the idea of having information about 
universities centralised for ease of access by prospective university students, the idea of central 
allocation of students to institutions was an immediate possibility. If the government had full 
confidence in its universities, it would not be planning such schemes. 

 



 

 

 The decision about which institutions should merge and the setting of the size of the interim 
councils of merging institutions is also an example of state imposing its will on the university 
community and stakeholders.  

 
 In terms of the revised higher education legislation, the government has given the Minister of 

Education powers to replace the vice chancellor and council of an institution that has a 
governance problem with an Administrator who is vested with powers of vice chancellor and 
council.  An institution that is deemed to be in crisis must lose its autonomy immediately by 
being subjected to control by the Ministry of Education through an Administrator.   

 
Institutional autonomy is a value that should be closely guarded and nurtured. It should, however, be 
accompanied by high level of responsibility and accountability (UNECO, 1998)    
 
Conclusion 
 
In view of the delicacy of the balance between autonomy and accountability, it not desirable that the 
state should interfere in the manner indicated in this paper, for example the capping of student 
enrolments. Institutions that do not want to embrace the current transformation should not be given 
leeway to resist the national transformation goals using academic freedom and institutional autonomy as 
a pretext. Further, as Neville Alexander (2001:13) puts, “the corporatisation of the university has fore 
grounded the fact that the university has a social responsibility, i.e. it is accountable not only to the 
collegium, but also to the various constituencies beyond its walls.”  
 
The role of government should be that of direction setting for the higher education institutions, setting 
this direction without interfering.  A consultative approach is the desirable route to follow. It would be 
appropriate for the government to canvas the views of the higher education institutions through their 
organization, HESA. Further, it would also be appropriate for the government to guard against using its 
advisory bodies like the Council for Higher Education to interfere in the institutions. Higher education 
institutions should keep the fire of academic freedom burning to guard against arbitrary decisions of 
government. The role of government in the higher education institutions should always be tested against 
the accepted principles of our constitutional democracy.  
 
 
Thank you. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
Prof. N I Morgan 
Interim Vice-Chancellor 
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