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SUBMISSIONS BY APSA (UNISA) MEMBERS 
 
A few ideas on academic freedom and the institutional autonomy of universities 
J C Pauw 
 

1. The autonomy of universities must be viewed at the micro, meso and macro level. 
The lecturer should be autonomous in teaching a collectively agreed upon 
curriculum, academic units should be autonomous in drawing up curricula and 
deciding on the results of students, universities should be autonomous with regard 
to conferring degrees and related matters, and the universities as a collective in the 
country also have the right to act in solidarity with each other and universities 
world-wide. 

 
2. The autonomy of universities can only be defended if academics are professional: 

meaning that they are passionate about truth, occasionally read and think 
logically, do research, do not plagiarise and are interested in intellectual pursuits 
and the subject they teach. Academics will only be professional if they subject 
themselves to the oversight of their peers. Once the collegial style of governance 
has been destroyed - as at Unisa - professionalism has left and the grounds for 
claiming university autonomy have crumbled. If university autonomy is 
understood to be the freedom of a management cadre to dominate academics and 
to allocate more and more university resources to their own activities, 
subservience to a government may be preferable. 

 
3. The context of arguments for the autonomy of universities is socio-political. The 

real reason for university autonomy will not be found in managerial, 
instrumentalist and/or business discourses. 

 
4. Universities should be free, because if they are not free, we live under a 

totalitarian regime. Academic freedom is an essential element of freedom as such. 
If academic freedom is absent from a state the citizens of that state are not free, 
even if they have the vote and the right to organise politically. 

 
5. Universities should be free because higher education is a tradition with a history 

of 2500 years with its own norms and values. Just as art, religion and sport are 
forms of life that exist on the same level as the state, higher education is not fully 
part of a particular state. Even less should it be subject to a particular government 
of the day. Universities define their own mission. 

 
6. The fact that universities are heavily subsidised by the state imply that strict 

financial control should be exercised by Parliament and its agents. However, 
financial control does not necessitate control of the line function of the university. 
The subsidies that universities receive are not payments for specific outputs, but 
are premised on the value that higher education has in general. If Parliament 
requires specific outcomes, they must be negotiated with the higher education 
sector. Again, if academics are not interested in their profession, we cannot claim 
to make this contribution. 

  
7. Analysis of the regulatory regime governing higher education will show that 

universities currently have less institutional autonomy than 20 years ago. The 



 2

government of that time lost a case against three universities in connection with 
regulations that the then Minister of National Education promulgated. The 
regulations were set aside by two high courts. It is doubtful whether the same 
would be possible today. 

 
8. Academic life is an end in itself. 

 
9. The truth does not have a managing director, neither a commissar. 
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Institutional autonomy and academic freedom 
EJ Carruthers 
 
A brief thought about these two things is that they are not necessarily the same thing and 
need not even be related – although they could/might/should be. Complex issues arise of 
course – and there is a mass of literature and opinion on them. I’ve not got time to do more 
than mention a couple of ideas.  Academic freedom is a collaboration between institution and 
staff – they are actually the same entity so it’s a bit silly to separate them. It’s generally 
internal although the apartheid government showed us what interference by the national 
bureaucracy could do. (An experience obviously to be avoided.) In tertiary education the 
primary underpinning and absolutely inviolate principle is Academic Freedom, i.e. the right 
to decide who shall teach, what shall be taught and who to teach. This means that appropriate 
staff decide what shall be taught – academic freedom of subject matter, substance, standard of 
information, approach, content, presentation etc. etc.Who shall teach – people of general 
integrity who know their subject and are active researchers in it. So academic freedom means 
employing people who further knowledge, are not cheats (e.g. on time or resources), do not 
plagiarise from their students or anywhere else etc. Teachers may have unusual and 
interesting ideas, but their subject knowledge can be tested and their integrity (or lack of it) 
soon becomes known. Who to teach – there are parameters for tertiary-level entrants. 
Institutional autonomy is also not simple because there are so many components. The core 
business of universities has shifted from education to fund-raising, management has become 
a densely populated tier etc. etc. Institutional autonomy vis a vis the state needs to be teased 
out, but institutional autonomy can only be predicated on the consent of those within the 
institution and who comprise it.  
 
 
 
Institutional Autonomy and Academic Freedom 
R Martin 
 
Most working academics obviously have a good idea about what these terms refer to. 
However, equally obviously, we would all attach different meanings to them, in one 
way or degree or another. Furthermore, it’s clearly reasonable to assume that one’s 
experiences of and location in a higher education organisation, that is, whether one is 
a student, a junior or senior academic, in an administrative and/or managerial position, 
the minister of education, etc, would also shape how we understand these terms. And I 
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think we all know that in the real world, these are never, and perhaps never should be 
absolute notions. They’re always qualified in one way or degree to another, 
depending, among other things, on the broader social context within which the higher 
education organisation is situated. There is of course an extensive literature on these 
concepts, on what they mean in an ideal world, how best they should/can (if at all) be 
realised in less than ideal practice, etc. My focus here is on the relationship between 
institutional autonomy and academic freedom. And my main argument is that the 
former, particularly in today’s neo-liberal, capitalist social context, can and does 
seriously circumscribe the latter. 
 
The type and amount of institutional autonomy a university enjoys is clearly subject to 
any number of (often related) factors. These include Education Acts, policy and 
directives from national Education Departments, the ways in which universities are 
funded, etc. Importantly, these factors also include just how the management of a 
university interprets and tries to implement variables such as those just mentioned. 
There is also an extensive literature on the management of a university, much of it 
(once?) emphasising the uniqueness of the university as an organisation, and much of 
the latter predicated on, precisely, the autonomy and freedom that is (was?) 
supposedly definitive of the university as an organisation.  
 
However, the management of the university has in practice changed dramatically over 
the last decade or so, which is a global phenomenon, not restricted to South Africa or 
UNISA. There is now a growing critical literature on the way in which the university 
is becoming increasingly managerialised, cost-accounted, forced to develop close ties 
with business and devise ‘business-appropriate’ teaching and research programmes, 
and endure much greater government regulation/interference than ever before - 
without concomitant support and funding. Indeed, the reverse is true. Universities are 
being forced to do more with less and find other ways to gather sufficient funding. 
Critics point to the world-wide trend towards reducing the numbers of tenured 
academics and the increasing use of casualised academic labour and ICT in education 
- all of which resonates quite harmoniously with the hegemonic ‘principles’ of 
market-oriented neo-liberal capitalism, and which is often justified in terms of the 
supposed ‘exigencies’ of globalisation. Clearly, both institutional autonomy and 
academic freedom are under attack, and the result is that research and teaching are 
being shaped in very specific ways, and learning undermined, and learners (especially 
the less advantaged ones) compromised, by rapidly diminishing funding for teaching. 
Governments everywhere are shifting the burden of responsibility for both the funding 
and quality of education onto the university, and the university in turn shifts this 
burden onto academics and, ultimately, students. The idea of higher education as a 
social good, as something all who have the ability for should have access to, is rapidly 
being subsumed under the ‘dictates of the market’, and its inputs and outputs are 
rapidly becoming commodified.  
 
However, while both institutional autonomy and academic freedom are clearly under 
attack, there are some ‘winners’ in the university in this context. Precisely because of 
the managerialism that now holds sway in most universities, and the associated 
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‘principle’ that the university must be managed along lines at least analogous to the 
ways in which large profit-seeking corporations are managed, university management 
now increasingly acts as a facsimile of corporate management. In other words, 
principals, vice-chancellors, council and other elements of the top management of the 
university increasingly hi-jack decisions and functions that were once at least also 
decided upon by academics. In short, they increasingly, and all but autonomously, and 
often in an authoritarian/autocratic manner, make decisions and take actions in terms 
of their interpretations of what their ‘share-holders’ (and their own) interests are. 
Needless to say that the share-holder interests being pandered to bear little 
resemblance to what an academic’s or student’s interests might be. Nor do these 
interests bear the imprint of academic opinion, debate and expertise - once definitive 
of the very essence of the university. Added to a large and growing gap between 
management and academic remuneration, self-sanctioned fat bonuses that are 
unrelated to any real work done, among other things, and there seems to be little 
difference between the management of the university and the CEO and his/her team’s 
management of any large corporate. So, while institutional autonomy as a whole has 
declined, the autonomy of university management within the institution has rapidly 
and greatly increased. All of which further undermines what remains of the voice of 
the academic, the professionalism of the academic, academic rather than corporate 
input into teaching and research; in short, academic freedom in particular. Knowledge, 
research, education and teaching are subordinated to the ‘principles’ and practices of 
neo-liberal capitalism. And if ever there was a case for academic freedom, this must 
be one of the strongest yet.            
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