
Higher Educ Q. 2021;75:175–188. wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/hequ   |  175© 2020 John Wiley & Sons Ltd

Received: 13 May 2019  |  Revised: 5 January 2020  |  Accepted: 20 January 2020

DOI: 10.1111/hequ.12253  

A R T I C L E

Justice through higher education: Revisiting White 
Paper 3 of 1997

Siseko H. Kumalo

Department of Political Sciences, University 
of Pretoria, Pretoria, South Africa Abstract

Interrogating the White Paper 3 of 1997 which upholds aca-
demic freedom, institutional autonomy and public account-
ability, I make the case for justice through higher education 
using public accountability. I argue that the higher education 
system in South Africa is capable of fulfilling such a role in 
the context of extreme injustices but not without a critical 
engagement of the extent and causes of these injustices 
and an understanding of their implications for academic 
curricula, practices and deeply embedded conceptions of 
knowledge. A redefinition of higher education institutions' 
public accountability in terms of responsibility to their ‘in-
stitutional locale’ or community (the populations whose 
needs they should be meeting) can be an effective ‘proac-
tive tool’ with which higher education can redress social in-
justices. This requires an interrogation of the social, political 
and economic conditions of possibility that either inhibit or 
aid educational desire and attainment. An investigation of 
this nature entails a rigorous reappraisal of all three of the 
key principles within which higher education systems oper-
ate—academic freedom, institutional autonomy and public 
accountability—if they are to guard against the continued 
perpetuation of epistemic and social injustices.

Isingeniso
Ngokuphenyau-White Paper 3 ka 1997 ovikela inku-
luleko yezifundiswa, ukuzimela kwezikhungo zemfundo 
ephakeme kanye nokusebenza kwazo ngendlela ehabise-
lana nemithetho yakuleli, ngibeka inkulumo ephathelene 
nobulungiswa ngokomthetho wezwe. Kucwaningo lolu 
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1  | INTRODUC TION

South African contemporary reality is informed by the historical encounters of colonialism, apartheid and contem-
porary coloniality. These encounters are the premise for the argument advanced in this paper. Using Popkewitz 
and Brennan's1  (1997) schema, I model a framework that realises epistemic justice. I broaden Fricker's theory of 
Epistemic Injustice (2007) which is informed by an underlying assumption of a ‘shared ethical intuition’ (2007, p. 
5). Owing to the historical realities mentioned above I contend that we lack a shared ethical intuition, therefore 
necessitating that Fricker's (2007) theory be broadened. I subsequently showcase the interconnections between 
Popkewitz and Brennan's (1997) schema, epistemic justice (as developed by Fricker, 2007) and social justice. These 
three aspects demonstrate how higher education as a social institution can function in redressing historical injus-
tices birthed by the legacies of colonialism and apartheid; an intention aligned with the White Paper 3 of 1997, 
which frames higher education as a social institution that functions to redress historical injustices.

My preoccupation with epistemic justice facilitating social justice through higher education stems from the 
work of social epistemologists working in the philosophical tradition (Hinchman, 2005) and education (Popkewitz 
& Brennan, 1997). I am here concerned with insights arising out of a philosophical treatise that combines phi-
losophy and education, while privileging philosophical questions. I find substantiation for such a project in the 
legislation governing higher education, namely the White Paper 3 of 1997. The White Paper frames higher ed-
ucation as a social institution that must redress historical injustices, capacitating the country with the requisite 
skills for the new (racially integrated) economy and facilitating the redistribution of wealth ownership (DoE, 1997). 

ngiqakulisa ngokuthi uhlelo lwemfundo ephakeme eNin-
gizimu Afrika lungakwazi ukudlala indima yokubuyiselana, 
ikhakhulukazi lapho sibhekene nokucwaswa kolwazi lwa-
bantu abamnyama eminyakeni engaphambilini. Ngiqhuba 
ngokuveza ukuthi ukubuyiselana akungeke kwenzeke 
singacwaningile ngeso elijulile isisusa sokucwaswa ne-
miphumela yakho. Lolu cwaningo luveza isizinda noku-
jula kwezindlela esicabanga ngazo ngolwazi nokwakhiwa 
kwalo. Ukwetha kabusha imigomo yezikhungo zemfundo 
ephakeme, yikho okuzophendula izidingo zomphakhathi, 
lapho isikhungo sizithola khona, kungaba impendulo esiza 
isizwe ekulwiseni imiphumela yokucwaswa kanye nokucin-
dezelwa kolwazi lwabantu bendabuko. Lokhu kudinga 
siphenye okumayelana nezenhlalakahle, ipoliki kanye ne-
zomnotho wesizwe. Kuqhubeka kusisize ukuqonda lokho 
okuxhasa futhi kudlondlobalisa imfundo, noma lokho ok-
wenza isifiso semfundo siphalale. Lolu cwaningo lubikez-
ela ukuthi siphikisane nalokho esesikuthatha njengenhlala 
yenza mayelana nokuphathwa kwezikhungo zemfundo 
ephakeme, ngisho phela inkululeko yezifundiswa, ukuzimela 
kwezikhungo zemfundo ephakeme kanye nokulandela im-
igomo yakuleli.
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I understand the White Paper to be principally concerned with justice through education. This reading frames 
the schema developed by Popkewitz and Brennan (1997) to work in tandem with epistemic justice so as to foster 
social justice. As such, I use the White Paper as an historical document that informed the aspirations of a South 
African society reimagined. While I acknowledge its historicity, it continues to inspire philosophical questions/
considerations about contemporary society: has South African higher education functioned as envisaged by the 
White Paper 3 of 1997? This question heralds the philosophical concern of restorative justice in post-conflictual 
societies such as ours. Further to restorative justice, my revisitation of the legislation probes the applicability of 
Fricker's (2007) theory in contexts defined by historical trauma, violence and domination.

Higher education transformation in South Africa has been framed using post-conflictual pedagogies that have 
been preoccupied with reconciliatory and restorative justice envisaged as the active and equal participation of 
Blackness/Indigeneity in the knowledge production economy. These frames of justice recognise the epistemic 
status of knowers who have been historically marginalised, what Fricker would term testimonial injustice owing to 
an ‘identity-prejudicial credibility deficit’ (2007, p. 4). Testimonial injustice (historically, even contemporarily) was di-
rected at Blackness/Indigeneity on the reasoning that this group was only useful insofar as it was the footstool of 
whiteness in the country. This claim rests on historical legislation that constrained the social mobility of Blackness/
Indigeneity through denying it access to quality education, i.e., the Bantu Education Act of 1953 that differentiated 
between legitimate and illicit2  knowers. Resulting from and in response to these dehumanising methods of state 
governance, the White Paper sought to dismantle this system while giving credence to Blackness/Indigeneity in 
the knowledge production economy. Post-conflictual pedagogies, therefore, attempt to confront histories of vio-
lence, oppression and domination, while using this past as a tool in the teaching and learning process. Reflecting 
on a post-conflictual pedagogy (Jansen, 2009), while examining the relationship between social redress and higher 
education, becomes a crucial point of analysis in assessing higher education transformation.

To argue for higher education as a social institution that bridges the cleavages instituted by a racialised state 
apparatus, I begin by defining Popkewitz and Brennan's (1997) conceptual schema. I then consider and reartic-
ulate the three tenets that govern higher education in South Africa: academic freedom, institutional autonomy 
and public accountability. I suggest shifting our understanding of public accountability to mean responsiveness 
to institutional locale(s). My definition of public accountability differs slightly from Higgins' (2001) who is weary 
of accountability as a commitment to an ideological position. Furthermore, I invite higher education leaders and 
policymakers—globally—to view public accountability as a proactive tool that facilitates social justice.

2  | DETAILING THE CONCEPTUAL SCHEMA

Popkewitz and Brennan (1998, p. 4) develop a conceptual tool derived from a Foucauldian conception of educa-
tion that aids our understanding of educational desire and attainment. They draw our attention to the power 
dynamics that constitute the pedagogical process. They argue that a critical interrogation of three interrelated 
social conditions of possibility allows reflexivity when curriculating, as curriculation is situated in ‘obvious contra-
dictions’ (Popkewitz & Brennan, 1998, p. 7). These contradictions, in South Africa, lie in the historical injustices of 
a majority oppressed by a minority through political, economic and social policies designed to facilitate separate 
but equal development. Their conceptual schema (Popkewitz & Brennan, 1997) is useful in interrogating the social, 
political and economic conditions of possibility that influence and shape educational desire and attainment. This 
comes as Popkewitz and Brennan (1998, p. 7) maintain that critical interrogations of social conditions are able to 
produce ‘new synthesis from identified contradictions’. This follows from their proposition that ‘the subject is 
constituted in power relations [through a Foucauldian conception, which] forms an important contribution to re-
cent social theory, providing both methodological and substantive challenges to the social sciences’ (Popkewitz & 
Brennan, 1997, p. 287). This move is useful insofar as it reveals historical practices established by social, economic 
and political conditions that structure and shape current (educational) systems, their aims, values, conceptions 
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of knowledge and power relationships. The legacy of these historical practices functions to give contemporary 
institutions a taken-for-granted status that is difficult to question, even as these institutions contemporarily work 
to suppress and exclude those they are intended to support, i.e., historically marginalised groups.

Popkewitz and Brennan (1998) surface ‘power and domination in schooling’ (Popkewitz & Brennan, 1997, p. 
288), allowing us to see how these elements function either to further educational desires or prohibit their at-
tainment. This phenomenon was highlighted by the student movements that challenged the economic barriers to 
access through exorbitant fee increases in Historically White Universities (HWUs) in our recent past. The student 
movements of 2015 and 2016 were rooted in the impetus to decolonise the university while contesting the role of 
colonial figures such as Cecil John Rhodes in institutions of higher learning. These historical vestiges were framed 
as the continuance of white hegemony with students challenging whiteness and the continued marginalisation of 
Blackness/Indigeneity. This marginalisation is rooted in colonialism and, as Behr suggests through his novel Die 
Reuk Van Apples (1993), later translated into English as The Smell of Apples (1996), was catapulted by whiteness' de-
sire to bolster its claim to native subjectivity through the erasure of Blackness/Indigeneity. The #RhodesMustFall 
movement, which later became #FeesMustFall, challenged continued gatekeeping in HWUs through the exclu-
sion of Black students.3  This contestation that challenged the continued significance and role of figures such as 
Cecil John Rhodes, while further contesting the unaffordable fee increases in universities, revealed two elements 
of Popkewitz and Brennan's (1997) conceptual schema: the economic and social conditions of possibility. This 
schema highlights the intersecting areas of social norms and values, political conditions and economic factors that 
influence educational attainment and desire through surfacing the role of power and domination as they manifest 
in the pedagogic process.

#MustFall (with its constitutive components) revealed how the social and economic factors were and continue 
to be used to displace and marginalise social groups, historically denied access to higher education. This denial is 
predicated on historical narratives that have framed Blackness/Indigeneity as indolent, idle and lazy as detailed in 
Coetzee's (1988) White Writing. I suggest that the discourse of indolence and idleness gives rise to the deficiency 
discourse in higher education and predicates the identity-prejudicial credibility deficit that results in testimonial 
injustices.

The concept of conditions of possibility4  is rooted in the scholarship of decolonial thinkers, i.e., Dussel in the 
late 1980s, who argues that ensuing from the colonial project, social institutions such as education are required 
to contend with the social, political and economic factors of the past. The consideration of history animates 
Dussel's (1985) notion of the ‘historico-ideological’ position. Confronting historical realities inaugurates the pur-
suit of justice and the emancipation of Indigenous peoples in societies characterised by historical injustices. The 
policy objectives of the White Paper 3 of 1997 aimed to redress and transform society, reducing barriers of entry 
to economic and democratic participation through higher education. This objective was championed by the dem-
ocratic state that was tasked with tackling the inequalities of our society, seen through a vast majority that re-
mains in abject poverty while further lacking social mobility. This prompts considerations about the possibilities of 
those located at the margins without access and resources for substantive participation in democratic processes. 
Possibilities thus construed highlight the usefulness of the conceptual schema developed by Popkewitz and 
Brennan (1997) while surfacing the relevance of an educational analysis that privileges philosophical questions.

Acknowledging the historical realities that shape South African society, this conceptual schema frames higher 
education as a social institution that ought to ameliorate historical injustices. Using this schema as a model for 
advancing social justice highlights the power dynamics that influence and shape education as a social institution 
while outlining how knowledge responds to the challenges of the country under the ‘impetus of transformation’ 
(DoE, 1997, p. 26). Popkewitz and Brennan (1997, p. 293) argue that the discourse of learning should be cognisant 
of the historical realities that define some learners as deficient and others as legitimate knowers.5  Keeping with 
this suggestion, it is useful to note that the socio-historical realities of South Africa are predicated on discrimi-
native legislation that perpetrated epistemic injustices through laws such as the Natives' Land Act of 1913, the 
Group Areas Act of 1950 and the Bantu Education Act of 1953.
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This legislation, working synchronously, informs the power dynamics of pedagogy—and as such, definitions 
that demarcate between legitimate and illicit knowers—necessitating a decentring of the Subject, i.e., disci-
plinary knowledge. Through decentring the Subject, discourses of learning that frame some as deficient or as 
legitimate knowers are revealed, allowing educational practitioners to address institutional cultures that con-
ceal the politics of knowledge through ascribing an apolitical and an ahistorical definition to pedagogy and 
knowledge production. This move, decentring the Subject, is framed by Popkewitz and Brennan (1998, p. 5) as 
part of the social epistemological project, which is focused on revealing the power dynamics that bear down on 
the pedagogical process. Concealing the politics of pedagogy and knowledge is buttressed by the discourse of 
indolence and idleness as argued by Coetzee (1988), for in privileging disciplinary knowledge while eliding the 
socio-political components that influence educational desire and attainment maintains the taken-for-granted 
power dynamics of pedagogy, incapacitating a thorough questioning of these practices. This concealment ar-
rests the capacity of educational practitioners, policymakers and institutional leaders to substantially work 
towards the aims of the White Paper 3 of 1997, as a result of these taken-for-granted practices that implicitly 
frame higher education.

This account underscores Boughey and McKenna's (2016) claim that knowledge and its constituent ele-
ments are political. Decentring the Subject suggests a mode of criticality, undergirded by continuous ques-
tioning for, as Popkewitz and Brennan suggest, their conceptual schema ‘aims to disturb narratives of progress 
and reconciliation, and to find questions where others have found answers’ (1997, p. 298). This brings analyses 
of educational institutional structure into the philosophical realm as opposed to relegating it to philosophy 
of education. Interrogating educational institutional structures from a philosophical standpoint is grounded 
on the requirement that higher education ought to act as a tool that fosters social justice. The elision of 
the learner/student, who bring their experiential knowledge informed by their socio-political and historical 
realities, and a blind commitment to disciplinary knowledge, conceals the political in pedagogy and knowl-
edge production, maintaining that both are apolitical and ahistorical. This framing inherently works to uphold 
systems of structural inequality that benefit European colonial descendant futures: white South Africans in 
the academy. The conceptual schema developed by Popkewitz and Brennan (1997) scrutinises and highlights 
the discourses of learning that define educational frameworks in societies characterised by post-conflictual 
political paradigms.

Retaining an uncritical inclination towards disciplinary knowledge perpetuates the veneration of and blind 
commitment to Western epistemic paradigms, while underdeveloping the capacity for theory generation from the 
global South6  and responsiveness to local challenges. The consequences of which are detailed by Nyoka (2013) 
who argues that South African social theory is underdeveloped owing to theoretical importations. He maintains 
that this is premised on the fact that South Africa remains a pliable space for the sociological case studies of the-
oreticians of the North (Nyoka, 2013). This results in the continued importation of theory, which incites an eager-
ness to assimilate to Western educational models, which as Mirza (2006) notes should be critiqued and questioned 
if we are to realise the educational desire embedded in our local communities. Grosfoguel (2013) substantiates 
this claim arguing that this inclination to Western theoretical articulations is premised on modernity with the 
global contemporary educational system constituted by colonial domination and subjugation. Grosfoguel's (2013) 
considerations demand that we respond with epistemic restitution.

My argument for epistemic restitution rests on a reconceptualised approach and implementation of pub-
lic accountability. While public accountability is arguably a limitation that guards against the abuse of aca-
demic freedom and institutional autonomy, it plays a critical role in transforming society as it undergirds how 
institutions respond to local challenges. According to Higgins (2001) public accountability creates a tension 
that marries the university and the state. However, I aim to defend the position that this tension becomes 
only an apparent one if we shift our conception of public accountability to suggest a tool that facilitates 
social justice.
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3  | EPISTEMIC JUSTICE THROUGH A HOLISTIC SCHEMA

The conceptual schema proposed by Popkewitz and Brennan (1997, 1998) reveals the interrelationality between 
the social, political and economic factors that influence educational desire and attainment. This discussion fore-
grounds the relationality between the community and the university, as the university should respond to the 
social issues that affect its locale. The relationality between the university and the community reveals how the 
university may begin reimagining academic freedom and institutional autonomy in relation to public accountability 
while upholding the objectives of the White Paper 3 of 1997. I aim to defend a position that resolves the appar-
ent tension between academic freedom, institutional autonomy and public accountability. Social justice through 
higher education is facilitated by a pedagogical praxis that is developed (coded) using the conceptual schema 
above. Consider the White Paper 3 (1997, p. 5):

The transformation of higher education is part of the broader process of South Africa's political, social 
and economic transition, which includes political democratisation, economic reconstruction and develop-
ment, and redistributive social policies aimed at equity.

A pedagogical praxis coded using the schema developed above considers historical realities that necessitate eco-
nomic reconstruction and development, along with redistributive social policies aimed at equity. This pedagogic ap-
proach can be understood as a mode of social justice facilitated by higher education through the conceptual schema 
proposed by Popkewitz and Brennan. Through revealing how social, political and economic factors influence educa-
tional attainment, the pedagogue is tasked with inculcating social values that uphold justice and the humanity of the 
student(s)7  (Arendt, 1961). The inculcation of these values signifies two things. First, an acknowledgement of how 
the social, political and economic factors influence educational desire and attainment, meaning that the pedagogue 
acknowledges the politics of pedagogy. This suggests that the pedagogue is cognisant of the socio-historical, political 
and economic conditions of possibility that have factually undermined Blackness' access to social resources denying 
its upward socio-political mobility. Secondly, the use of this schema as construed in the first implication—above here—
suggests the incorporation of these historical realities into the teaching methodologies of the pedagogue. Through 
incorporating these historical realities into their teaching praxis and revealing how they undermined the humanity of 
Blackness/Indigeneity, the pedagogue gestures towards the recognition of the humanity of those who have been fac-
tually erased using the Natives' Land Act of 1913, the Group Areas Act of 1950 and the Bantu Education Act of 1953.8 

An acknowledgement of the historical realities that erased Blackness/Indigeneity works towards epistemic 
justice, as it challenges both testimonial and hermeneutic injustices as detailed by Fricker (2007). At this point I 
wish to pay brief attention to epistemic justice as a facilitator of social justice. Fricker (2007, p. 1) defines her task 
as bringing ‘to light certain ethical aspects of … two epistemic practices [the first being] conveying knowledge to 
others by telling … and [the second aspect being] making sense of our own social experiences’. Hinchman (2005), 
writing about Telling as Inviting to Trust, argues that entitling the hearer to believe the speaker rests on two moves 
which differ substantially. The first is ‘influencing the evidence available to the hearer either by making an as-
sertion or manifesting a belief’ (Hinchman, 2005, p. 563). The second signifies inviting the hearer to believe the 
speaker which subsequently ‘ascribes some responsibility of what the hearer believes to the speaker’ (Hinchman, 
2005, pp. 563–564).

For the purposes of my argument, I am concerned with the second move and ethical culpability in the act 
of inviting the hearer to trust the speaker. The epistemic culpability stems from a slighting experienced by the 
speaker through the refusal of the hearer to believe the speaker owing to an identity-prejudicial credibility deficit 
(Fricker, 2007). In South Africa, the ethical culpability that undermines the epistemic agency of the speaker stems 
from the historical institutional arrangements, which have systematically functioned to undermine the credibility 
of Blackness/Indigeneity through the Natives' Land Act of 1913. This denotes the dispossession and delegitima-
tion of Blackness as citizen buttressed by the Bantu Education Act of 1953. An example that contextualises the 
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ethical culpability in the Natives' Land Act of 1913 is captured by Behr (1996, p. 124) when he writes: ‘[South 
Africa] was empty before our people [Afrikaners] arrived. Everything, everything you see, we built up from noth-
ing. This is our place given to us by God and we will look after it. Whatever the cost.’ Complicating this position 
and nuancing the blameworthiness of the epistemic practices of whiteness, Coetzee (1988) challenges white 
identity. Coetzee writes: ‘Do white hands truly pick the fruit, reap the grain, milk the cows, shear the sheep in 
these bucolic retreats? Who truly creates wealth?’ (1988, p. 11). This question highlights the epistemic injustices 
against Blackness/Indigeneity premised on the indolence and idleness discourse. This epistemic slighting that 
exists because of the socio-historical erasure of Blackness/Indigeneity ought to be surfaced in pedagogy if higher 
education is to function as a social tool that redresses historical injustices. Surfacing these components of history 
requires a holistic schema that systematically deals with the socio-historical/political and economic conditions of 
possibility through pedagogy.

Telling homes in on the notion of a legitimate knower in how the hearer, understood doubly as an individual 
and or an institution, can view the speaker through a prejudicial credibility deficit owing to the historical erasure 
of the speaker. The testimony of the speaker, through historical institutional arrangements, may render them an 
illicit knower, while sanctioning others as legitimate. In discrediting the speaker's testimony, we are confronted 
with the second aspect of Fricker's project: ‘[our capacity to] make sense of our own social experiences’ (2007, 
p. 1), which is described as hermeneutical injustices, should said capacity be thwarted. Discrediting the speaker's 
testimony, through historical institutional arrangements, surfaces the ethical dimensions of our epistemic prac-
tices and underscores the role of a holistic schema which highlights the politics and power dynamics that define 
teaching and learning. Fricker (2007, pp. 1–2) maintains that the ethics of epistemic practices reveal ‘the politics 
of our epistemic practices', substantiating the claim that knowledge and knowledge production are political and 
historically situated. The holistic schema proposed in this analysis further substantiates the role of epistemic jus-
tice in fostering social justice.

Keeping with the argument that our epistemic practices are politically motivated, some consideration of epis-
temic agency vis-à-vis the pedagogical journey is due. Epistemic agency denotes an acknowledgement of the 
epistemic agent. This suggests a concerted engagement with the historical realities that have systematically at-
tempted the erasure of Blackness/Indigeneity. Erasure denotes an identity-prejudicial credibility deficit that dis-
misses the speaker owing to their diminished agency because of historical injustices derived from colonialism and 
coloniality. Diminished epistemic agency in pedagogy centres the deficiency discourse. The implications of the 
deficiency discourse are an arrested sense of epistemic agency in the teaching and learning process, resulting in 
cyclical enactments of marginalisation and a diminishing sense of self. The pedagogue should therefore harness 
the epistemic agency of all, through questioning the historical conditions that frame some students as legitimate 
knowers and others as deficient. However, with my aim being a detailed analysis of how these epistemic practices 
play out, I now turn to consider academic freedom, institutional autonomy and public accountability as mecha-
nisms that foster social justice.

3.1 | A just account of public accountability

White Paper 3 of 1997 holds three sacrosanct values as the cornerstone of higher education: academic freedom, 
institutional autonomy and public accountability. To foreground the paradigmatic shift I propose, I maintain that 
academic freedom and institutional autonomy work in tandem with public accountability, implying that the peda-
gogues' teaching methodology and research are cognisant of the holistic schema detailed above. In terms of its 
contemporary function, public accountability ensures that institutional governance safeguarded by freedom and 
autonomy works to redress the challenges of a traumatic history. Through accountability the university grapples 
with a post-conflictual society while working towards justice, by confronting and reflecting on the challenges 
inaugurated by violence, oppression and domination. Public accountability so construed denotes the throughput 
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rate of institutions, clean financial governance, and checks and balances that uphold the principles of academic 
freedom and institutional autonomy. In this framework, the institution, through the Vice-Chancellor and Principal 
(Rector), is responsible only to the Minister of Higher Education and Training and the Director General.

A holistic schema that reveals the power dynamics of pedagogy is inferred by public accountability in the 
White Paper, but presents limitations to academic freedom and institutional autonomy. This limitation commits 
the institution to redressing the gaps and social fissures that exist as a result of historical realities. Responding 
to the realities of an oppressive past requires that academics be cognisant of the social, economic and political 
factors that influence education, therefore delivering on social justice through epistemic justice.

However, a synopsis of how academic freedom and institutional autonomy function (or ought to function) is 
necessary. With changes instituted since the early 2000s, higher education in South Africa has been significantly 
restructured to ensure an integrated system. Academic freedom and institutional autonomy nowadays confront a 
conscious student body politic which begs the question, how are they to function? I humbly submit that they be 
driven by the impetus of cautioning a conscious student body politic against essentialist thinking that undermines 
the academic project. This is to say that academic freedom must be unencumbered by the political ideologies 
that undergird student politics on our campuses. This cautionary remark reiterates the concerns of institutional 
leaders who see the dangers of the ideologies that inform student politics. Consider the work of Adam Habib who 
writes of the student protests at Wits University,9 

There was no recognition that the call of ‘no education if there is no free education’ was irresponsible and 
that, in the 1980s—when there had been a similar call of ‘liberation before education’—it was activists 
such as Neville Alexander from within the liberation movement, regarded by many from the far left as an 
inspiration, who rose to contest the call. (2019, p. 70)

Furthermore, Jansen cautions against political ideologies that derail the gains of a non-sexist, non-racial society 
when he thinks through ‘the racial essentialism associated with the demand for decolonisation by black protestors, 
and the anachronism of old, lived-out binaries such as “black-white” in a globalised, integrated, multimedia world 
where knowledge no longer “belongs” to race or ethnicity or nation’. Academic freedom, therefore, should function 
unencumbered by essentialist thinking so as to foster and deliver on social justice. Institutional autonomy works to aid 
the objectives of academic freedom, insofar as these two tenets strengthen one another.

To deliver on social justice entails responsiveness and accountability from the university towards its local 
community. This accountability shifts from a vertical model to a horizontal one. Accountability framed as hori-
zontal delivers on demands for social justice highlighting the link between social justice, public accountability and 
the holistic schema. This conception of social justice through education poses challenges to academic freedom 
and institutional autonomy as this obligation might be a limitation to the academic interests and pursuits of the 
pedagogue as outlined by Higgins (2001) who argues for the importance of academic freedom. Higgins frames 
academic freedom and institutional autonomy as undermined by the inclusion of public accountability, as this 
infers ‘that both government and higher education institutions are committed to the same societal goals’ (2001, p. 
10). While I acknowledge this objection, I wish to remind readers that my definition of public accountability shifts 
the responsibility from an ideological inclination to a socially responsive and proactive pedagogical praxis. This 
shift is inclusive of the holistic schema and differs substantially from the definition proffered by Higgins (2001), 
which is premised on the university becoming a driving agent of state ideology. Including the holistic schema in 
the pedagogues' teaching methodology suggests an ethical obligation to deliver on social justice. A pedagogy that 
is ethically obliged to deliver on social justice underscores a praxis that is socially responsive.

The tension between the state and the university surfaces the role of the university in society. Furthermore, 
this tension is exacerbated by defining public accountability as an accounting to an ideologically biased state10  
as opposed to a local community. The claim that the state and the university have differentiated societal goals 
reveals those who benefit from framing knowledge as a pursuit in and of itself—knowledge for its own sake. The 
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supposition in knowledge for its own sake informs Higgins' claim that public accountability suggests ‘that both 
government and higher education institutions are committed to the same societal goals’ (2001, p. 10). Is the ob-
jective of social redress undermined by separating the university from the state, or is the purpose of the university 
undermined by marrying state objectives with the visions and mission of the university? This requires a closer 
consideration of public accountability, which works in tandem with academic freedom and institutional autonomy.

Public accountability as a limitation to academic freedom and institutional autonomy corrects the injustices 
of the past using higher education. However, challenges arise from this conception of higher education, eroding 
the definition of academic freedom given by Thomas Benjamin Davie—Vice-Chancellor of the University of Cape 
Town between 1948 and 1955—who defines this freedom as constitutive of the choices in ‘whom we [chose 
to] teach’ (Higgins, 2001, p. 8). The principle of whom we teach in Davie's definition of academic freedom is 
developed to mean those who ‘can show that they are intellectually capable of benefiting by admission to our 
teaching and are morally worthy of entry into the close intimacy of … the wholeness of a university’ (van de 
Sandt Centlivres, 1961).11  While this principle is admirable, through its use of a moral justification, under closer 
examination it becomes apparent that all moral and ethical obligations are placed on the student, presenting a 
shortcoming to a comprehensively conceptualised understanding of academic freedom. Put differently, I take 
issue with this conception of academic freedom as it is inclined to reproduce educational discourses that pander 
to the deficiency discourse, subsequently arresting epistemic agency in pedagogy, while further inscribing power 
dynamics. Furthermore, this definition fails to take seriously the post-conflictual nature of South African society, 
and subsequently should be broadened to consider the conceptual schema proposed by Popkewitz and Brennan, 
if academic freedom is to be conceptualised as fostering epistemic and social justice.

Broadening the definition of academic freedom to include a holistic conceptual schema not only responds to 
the situational challenges of the university but also begins to resolve the tension between institutional autonomy 
and public accountability. While academic freedom was not developed to include social and epistemic justice, the 
post-conflictual nature of South African society demands its redefinition. With the White Paper as the guiding 
framework for institutional governance, social and epistemic justice becomes the measure by which we assess the 
usefulness of academic freedom and institutional autonomy.

Claiming that the traditional definition of academic freedom fails to take seriously the post-conflictual nature 
of South African society is premised on the influence that this definition continues to have in a country that seeks 
to use higher education to correct the injustices of the past. To define the academic project as knowledge for 
knowledge's sake (a definition derived from Higgins' (2001) conception of the university) ignores historical and 
contemporary realities. Unconfronted historical trauma absolves the pedagogue of their responsibilities in the 
teaching and learning process. Confronting this historical trauma means the pedagogue reveals how they remain 
complicit in systems of injustice and domination, i.e., teaching using a pedagogy of ‘mutual (in)fallibility’ (Kumalo, 
2018b). Mutual (in)fallibility (Kumalo, 2018b) denotes the use of historical collective trauma in pedagogical praxes 
to challenge ingrained values and beliefs that continue to perpetuate systems of injustice and domination. The 
pedagogue, through a pedagogy of mutual (in)fallibility, is tasked with an ethical responsibility to deliver on social 
justice through a praxis that understands and embraces the history of collective trauma, in order to imagine new 
possibilities for a democratic South Africa. This ethical obligation, understood as a critical engagement with the 
conceptual schema proposed by Popkewitz and Brennan, is derived from the post-conflictual nature of South 
African society and aims to address the fissures of social inequality established by a system of injustice. Through 
confronting these historical injustices using the holistic schema, education facilitates the realisation of epistemic 
justice. My use of epistemic justice broadens Fricker's (2007) articulation which is concerned with the individual 
as opposed to a social group. My argument relates not to a mere individual but rather a social group owing to its 
factual historical position, which has resulted in erasures.

Academic freedom and institutional autonomy have perpetuated numerous challenges in universities, owing 
to how they have been used to resist change in HWUs. Addressing these historical injustices seems out of step 
with these tenets, substantiating the need for a horizontal public accountability.
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Public accountability lists good governance and resources management as prerequisites. For the purposes of 
responsiveness to the holistic schema and the objectives of A Framework for Transformation (), public accountabil-
ity must shift to a horizontal accountability. Higgins considers criticality towards state regulation and interference 
inquiring: ‘at what point is the university meant to resist state interference into its internal affairs so as to maintain 
autonomy’ (2001, p. 11)? Another question that presses social responsiveness in line with academic freedom and 
institutional autonomy highlights curriculum and raises two considerations, the first being what is to be taught by 
the pedagogue, and the second, how the pedagogue is to decide what is relevant for teaching.

3.2 | Accountable curricula

Curricula in my analysis are relevant when considering the claims of the student body during #MustFall. 
Contemporary student movements challenged hegemonic paradigms on the basis that their education ought to 
be responsive to local challenges, which they reiterated as social and economic inequalities. The claims brought 
against the university by students foreground the role of academic freedom. To demonstrate, consider a stu-
dent who comes from a location/township and attends one of South Africa's leading12  universities. At university, 
through the course materials taught and the theoretical tools they are given, the student is unable to relate this 
knowledge to their lived experiences. Alienation from their curriculum is rooted in the fact that it is imported 
from the North by social scientists, historians and political theorists, who neither understand nor know of the 
conditions of the township/location. The same can be said of science, pharmaceutical companies and economists 
who are divorced from the realities of rural communities, which continue to be defined by the lack of services, 
and social inequality. This reality presses the question of how the university and its academics decide on what is 
to be taught.

On the relationship between the state and the university, the case of the University of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN) 
is telling of how academic freedom and institutional autonomy remain at odds with public accountability. Richard 
Pithouse, a staff member of UKZN during the merger between the University of Durban Westville and the 
University of Natal, highlights what was supposedly overregulation. Pithouse says ‘the intellectual autonomy of 
the scholar affirmed and defended by the collegial governance of the university’ was at odds with what has been 
termed a mania for measurement and surveillance (Chetty & Merrett, 2014). While the White Paper 3 of 1997 
expressly states that higher education should be used to transform society—a commitment which is both admi-
rable and undermines institutional autonomy, according to some—this vision is yet to materialise substantially. 
Considering this, can state intervention be substantiated to ensure that higher education does indeed become a 
public good? In the case of institutions such as UKZN, mergers have been described merely as political and devoid 
of any respect for the concept of institutional autonomy and academic freedom. This assertion reveals how HWUs 
have continued to resist democratic change in South Africa. Framing HWUs in this way is premised on the scholar-
ship of institutional Africanisation.13  The claim that democratic change continues to be resisted by HWUs through 
academic freedom and institutional autonomy rests on the epistemic denial that continues to privilege Western 
knowledge frameworks in the local context. However, there are legitimate concerns regarding state interference 
in teaching, learning and the research agenda of institutions.

The quagmire arising from state objectives in the use of higher education as a means of redressing society and 
the need to maintain autonomy might be navigated through a consideration of Richard Rorty's (1999) definition of 
education. Writing about the role of higher education, Rorty (1999, p. 118) contends that ‘[i]t is instead, a matter of 
inciting doubt and stimulating imagination, thereby challenging prevailing consensus’, an ideal that is substantiated 
by the claim that the role of education is to ‘sustain, protect, and direct growth’ within society. For Rorty (1999) 
the role of education is twofold: socialisation and individuation. This conception of education is similar to Arendt's 
(1961), which speaks to the pedagogue aiding the human on their journey to fully becoming human. Rorty (1999, 
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p. 124) therefore makes the claim that, in order for education to attain this lofty goal of freedom realised through 
pedagogy, it ought to function under strict rules of academic freedom and institutional autonomy.

While Rorty's (1999) argument is reasonable we cannot deny that South Africa is a post-conflictual society. 
Education in a post-conflictual society suffers from the inherent power dynamics that define this social condition. 
In a longitudinal study focusing on students' negotiation of language, literacy and identity, Kapp and Bangeni 
(2011, p. 199) found the ideologies of language to be socially situated and tied to power and social identity. In the 
case of South Africa these identities are defined by racial imbalances of power producing Frickers' ‘identity power’ 
(2007, p. 4). This subsequently necessitates that pedagogues deal with the historical factors that influence edu-
cation. In this socio-political reality, education as ‘self-individuation’, as propounded by the ‘radical right’ (Rorty, 
1999, p. 114), espouses a utopian conception of education, and radicalises academic freedom. A radical form of 
academic freedom is at odds with the objective of fashioning a new collective identity in South Africa, an identity 
that addresses historical injustices. Put simply, academic freedom should not work to undermine the objective of 
redressing and correcting the injustices of the past as outlined by the White Paper 3 of 1997.

Rorty's (1999) definition of education, then, is precisely what he understands it to be, utopian. He (Rorty, 1999, 
p. 123), however, advises us to embrace the ‘reformist liberal left’ position, which works to reform society through 
education. This outlook would facilitate our working towards the objectives of the White Paper 3 of 1997, which 
are to address the imbalances of power and social transformation through higher education. Reformers consider 
the holistic schema as they look to the social, political and economic factors that influence education. Through 
revealing the injustices of a post-conflictual society, using the holistic schema, a Socratic Social Criticism is un-
veiled. Socratic Social Criticism allows for a new and different society to be imagined through an immanent social 
critique. Socratic Social Criticism imbues—through education as individuation—the capacity to critique and eval-
uate the social conditions that create reality. This critique, in its aims to find questions where others have found 
answers, works to redefine systems that perpetuate and maintain injustice, highlighting the link between Socratic 
Social Criticism and epistemic justice as broadened above. Socratic Social Criticism allows public accountability 
to emerge redefined as aligned to the communities in which institutions are located. A redefinition of this nature 
staves away concerns that the traditional proponents of academic freedom might raise, as institutional autonomy 
works in service of the local community and not in service to a political ideology, driven by partisan politics. While 
absolute academic freedom and institutional autonomy are desirable, Socratic Social Criticism reveals that, if 
these principles are not checked through public accountability, they maintain systems of injustice and oppression. 
Further research is presently being done in developing the concept of Socratic Social Criticism and its functions in 
higher education. Owing to the scope of this paper, exhausting the concept here is near impossible as it requires 
substantive due consideration in the philosophical sense.

4  | CONCLUSION

The higher education system in South Africa is capable of fulfilling the role of social institution that ameliorates 
historical injustices but not without critical engagement with the nature, extent and causes of these injustices 
and an understanding of their implications for academic curricula, practices and deeply embedded conceptions of 
knowledge. Working towards the realisation of this lofty aim means reimagining public accountability. Reimagining 
public accountability as an accountability to the local community as opposed to a biased state ideology gives rise 
to a Socratic Social Criticism as developed by Higgins (2001). Socratic Social Criticism displaces imported defini-
tions of education that ascribe the status of a legitimate knower to some—white colonial descendants—while 
defining other knowers—Indigeneity—as deficient. This framework begins to deliver on epistemic justice which 
fosters social justice. The use of the White Paper 3 of 1997 as the guiding blueprint that defines how higher 
education should function lays the foundation for a reimagined articulation of public accountability, thus making 
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contemporary higher education substantively responsive and proactive in addressing the challenges that arise 
from its context.

A proactive and responsive higher education system is useful for two reasons. First, it takes seriously the need 
for a decolonised public higher education system that actively repels the use of decolonisation as metaphor (Tuck 
& Yang, 2012). Resistance to the metaphorisation of decolonisation suggests that this social institution should not 
pander to the wont of securing white settler colonial descendant futures. Secondly, a responsive higher education 
system goes a long way in establishing the conditions of possibility for epistemic impartiality. Ongoing research 
suggests epistemic impartiality as a tool in discouraging the tendency of the South African academy in privileging 
Western epistemic paradigms that obfuscate our capacity to develop local theoretical articulations.
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ENDNOTE S
 1This schema signifies curriculation strategies that consider the socio-historical, political and economic conditions of 

possibility that influence and shape educational desire and attainment. The notion of educational desire and attain-
ment is taken from the work of Mirza (2006). 

 2An illicit knower denotes the political bans instituted against the autonomous and self-directed freedoms of Blackness. 
Illicitness portends the real political consequences that ensued when Blackness/Indigeneity questioned the authority 
of the state, i.e., the Rivonia Trial of 1963, the death of Steve Biko in 1977, and the countless number of Black political 
subjects who were banned, went into exile and were detained without trial. 

 3I must explicate the notion of the public as it relates to public accountability. The critique against the continued exclu-
sion of Blackness/Indigeneity surfaced how the university in South Africa conceptualises its public(s). Students high-
lighted what is known by all higher education administrators, theorists and policymakers; in the broadest sense the 
university has a multiplicity of publics. Acknowledging the importance of institutional stakeholders such as councils, 
the senate and professoriate, the public to which the university ought to be accountable is the social public and the 
student body—as universities are public institutions, i.e., funded by taxpayers through government subsidies. Defining 
the public in this way, while acknowledging other constitutive publics of the university, takes seriously the White 
Paper and its ambitions for the sector in the democratic era. 

 4Possibilities denote the life chances available to an individual owing to their social position, their educational back-
ground and the political and economic context in which they exist. Possibilities may vary in accordance with the prob-
ability of upward social mobility, which is buttressed or diminished by access to higher education. 

 5While the notion of a legitimate knower may seem questionable, I wish to remind readers of the distinction made in 
note 2 above, wherein I distinguish between legitimate and illicit knowers. 

 6By this I mean that which has been termed the Black Archive (see for instance Kumalo, 2018a; and Madlingozi, 2017). 
The Black Archive is constitutive of intellectuals and scholars who have been thinking from the African context about 
colonial incursion, i.e., the work of S. E. K. Mqhayi (1914), Sol Plaatje (1916) and Tiyo Soga (1910). Furthermore, I am 
here referring to the scholarship of Chimakonam (2018, p. 1) who defines African philosophy as a concern with the 
‘biting pains of phenomenological issues worrying the continent that creditably compels us to engage in finding ways 
to survive as a people and with other peoples, to resolve our problems and to progress like the rest of the world’. 

 7This move is aligned with the articulation of public accountability given in note 3 above, i.e., a proactive accountability, 
which is useful insofar as it aids society in inculcating and protecting social values that are aimed at inclusive social 
development. 

 8This move is aligned with a post-conflictual pedagogy as defined in the introduction, which suggests using historical 
violence and trauma as a mode of moving towards an inclusive and reformed social reality. 
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 9The University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg. 

 10By an ideologically biased state, I am referencing Higgins (2001), who is concerned that public accountability will 
erode academic freedom and institutional autonomy, with institutions being forced to advance a state-sponsored 
agenda of social redress and transformation. 

 11I am cognisant of how this definition has been used historically to exclude certain peoples from HWUs. While I am 
aware of the shortcomings of Davie's definition, I wish to give some merit to how it has positively shaped the retain-
ment of institutional autonomy. 

 12The concept of a leading university is not used without consideration of how these classifications came about and 
continue to mark the colonial conditions that constitute ‘post-coloniality’ in South Africa. The concept of a leading 
university is premised on institutions that do their best to emulate curricula, teaching methodology and student/staff 
composition that mimic institutions such as Yale and Harvard in the United States, Cambridge and Oxford in the United 
Kingdom, and the Sorbonne in France. The term is thus used under protest in this paper. 

 13See for instance the work of Lebakeng, Phalane, and Nase (2006), Almeida and Kumalo (2018) and Mamdani (1993). 
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