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Autonomy and the University
It is generally thought that being educated has a very
special human value, although frequently there is
unclarity about what this special value might be. But very
simply put this special value of education lies in the fact
that it is a process that is aimed at the enhancement of
the self or – if this word is not acceptable – enhancement
of the person. Education targets the human being as a
whole and aims with varying degrees of success or failure
to seek the enlargement of its unity and prevention of
its fragmentation. In its various forms and in its various
stages, education involves engagements of different
kinds – engagements that lead to such enhancement of
the self or enlargement of the person. Such engagement
requires a form of attention on the part both of the
teacher and the learner that enables each to overcome
the natural urge to be preoccupied with concerns about
oneself, urge to be self-involved. It isn’t as though
education alone requires the development of such a
form of attention. Human relationships of certain kinds
quite outside the arena of education can thrive only on
the basis of such attention. Take friendship and love.
Friends must pay attention to one another beyond any
selfish, ego-centric preoccupations. And love, when it
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arises in us, moves us outward from the self to the other,
as we aspire to connect in a desired manner with the
object of love. It is the energy of engagement, whether
that engagement is with an individual, with a community,
with a form of art, with an activity, or with the public
good; and it is a developmental force, a way for the self
to become more. The process of education may be said
to be a continuous process of engagement at different
levels. The teacher’s dual engagement with what she
teaches and with the taught, the learner’s engagement
with what is being taught and with fellow learners. As
we move up the levels of education, the required kind
of attention is focused more and more on the world of
ideas – communities of ideas (e.g. ideologies), traditions
of thought, the ways in which one tradition of thought
may or may not give way to another; on how creative
energy within a tradition may change the course of the
tradition, on coherence and conflict among communities
of ideas.
The underlying purpose of such engagement is the
enhancement, on the one hand, of the world of ideas,
and on the other, of the self both of the recipient of
education and of its giver. And it should be obvious that
this purpose cannot be external to the process itself –
the process can be fully understood only in terms of its
purpose. Of course, after a certain stage the role of the
teacher gradually merges into that of the taught, but the
purpose of the two way enhancement – of the world of
ideas and of the self – remains.
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There are enormous challenges, given the contingencies
of our world, to the pursuit of this crucial purpose of
education. I shall need to write a book to talk about
these contingencies,and challenges that we face in their
wake. But let me say a little about something, the lack
of which must lead to a diminution of the character of a
university - if not of higher education as such - whatever
the contingencies of particular time or age. And this
is the attribute of autonomy of higher educational
institutions, and the related attribute of accountability.
Higher education aims at introducing the student to
diverse traditions of thought and human creativity
developed through man’s deep engagement with the
world of humans as well as the world of non-human
nature. The purpose is to encourage such engagement
in the student herself – and this requires, on the one
hand, self-overcoming of the kind I have already referred
to – an ability to attend to the other in freedom – to
the extent possible – from one’s self-centric interests,
and, on the other, an ability for critical questioning
and seeking answers for one-self – answers which
must necessarily be made open to the critical look of
others. Education, in other words, is really the pursuit
of responsive and responsible autonomy – responsive
to the needs and shortcomings of a tradition, of a part
of a tradition or even of an argument and responsible,
or accountable or answerable for the stance or the stand
one has taken. Autonomy of enquiry or intellectual
engagement is, therefore, a value that is internal to the
practice of education. It is also clear that such autonomy
makes sense only if it is accompanied by the right kind
of accountability.
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Higher educational institutions are bodies that are created
for sustaining autonomous and responsive practice of
the kind that I have just mentioned. It is clear that these
bodies must in their turn be autonomous – free from
control by an individual or a group of individuals within
the institution, individuals whose own interests might
easily be opposed to the internal institutional aims; free
also from external and contrary political and business
interests. One must here make a distinction between
a higher institution of purely technical learning – an
institution devoted solely to the imparting of skills - and
an institution of higher education such as a university.
Technical learning of this kind is subject to the vagaries
of the ambitions of corporations in a globalised economy
and the need of the state to respect such ambitions.
Technical education is therefore necessarily subject to
the interests of corporations and the political interests
of the state. Such education insofar as it is solely that,
does not involve the kind of engagement which is part
of what I have called the core value of education. To
the extent that this is so, institutions of pure technical
learning cannot have the same justification for autonomy
as other institutions of higher education. But even they
must be free from complete control by an individual
or group of individuals from within, for such control is
more than likely to subvert the pursuit of the primary
institutional interests.
What, then, about the related notion of accountability of
higher educational institutions? Let me first say a word
about freedom. Everybody knows that there can be no
freedom without responsibility. This is not just a moral
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cliché, but a truth, if you like, in logic. Perhaps the depth
of its truth will be better conveyed if we add the word
“responsiveness” to “responsibility”: There can be no
freedom without responsiveness and responsibility.
The clearest case of one having acted in freedom is
when one responds to a situation and not just reacts to
it, and owns responsibility for the way one has acted.
To respond to a situation is to bring, in acting, one’s
emotional and intellectual resources to bear upon one’s
actions. To react to a situation is to act without thinking
and, frequently, just to give vent to one’s emotions;
emotions such as anger, fear, hatred, jealousy and so
on. But giving vent to one’s emotions is different from
responding with emotion.
Responsibility or accountability – particularly of
institutions – is assessed in relation to the ends that they
set for themselves. The accountability of a corporation
is to the profits that it sets itself to earn. The norms
of conduct within the corporation are a function of its
primary goal. Frequently, some of these norms may
indeed seem as though they are directed at different
and independent goals (e.g. well-being and prosperity
of its employees); but this is only apparent; all other
goals are subservient to the primary goal of maximum
profits for the corporation. Such accountability is clearly
distinct from moral accountability. Moral accountability
is assessed in terms of the exercise of virtues such as
honesty, courage, unselfishness, kindness, justice – not
in the framework of law, but in the very ordinary sense in
which we talk about “doing justice” to the other person
in the complex day-to- day conduct of life. Corporations
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are not morally accountable. They may indeed have use
for the apparent, as opposed to the real exercise of these
virtues much in the style of the Glauconian opponent of
Socratic morality in Plato’s Republic.
It would be interesting here to reflect on the nature of
the accountability of the State. But obviously, it is not
possible to do so here in this address. What then about
the accountability of institutions of higher learning? I
shall confine myself to a remark just on the universities.
Universities are paradigmatic examples of institutions
which aim at, promote and are necessarily involved in
engagement of the kind that constitutes what I called
the core value of the practice of education. The essential
life-line of a university is such engagement. There are,
of course, goods to be achieved by this – depending on
the kind of social importance that is given to education
– goods such as money, fame and even power. But, as
it is easy to see, these are goods which are themselves
external to the practice of education. These can be
achieved – and much better achieved - by means
other than education, e.g. by undetected criminal
activities of a very organized kind. But there are also
goods that are internal to the kind of engagement that
education necessarily promotes. Such goods constitute
the excellence achieved in and through the pursuit of
educational activities alone, e.g. academic research,
teaching, conversations, dialogues among academic
equals and between teacher and pupil and so on.
Such excellence is internal because it can be pursued
only by someone who is well-versed in the language
of the practice and it can be assessed only in terms of
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the language. Of course the language of an academic
practice can be more or less removed from ordinary
language of day to day conversation and transaction.
Think of the discussion of a literary work or, as we say,
a popular work of history. Language of these may not be
far removed from our ordinary conversational language;
but as we move from here to what we might call the
heart of the practice, say, of literary criticism or of history
distance from the language of ordinary conversation
is obvious enough. Think now of disciplines such as
art criticism, philosophy, anthropology, sociology,
economics, and then mathematics, physics, chemistry
and so on; it is clear that we are moving into territories
of specific practices, and correspondingly specific
languages. Each practice embodies its own criteria of
excellence and new standards of excellence are created.
[E.g. Wittgenstein, Einstein and so on] While there can
be vital links between such practices, and it may be
important for various reasons to move into territories
of other practices, and new practices and languages are
created; the criteria of excellence are never outside the
domain of these practices however flexible and porous
the bounds of a particular practice might be.
The important thing to realize is that pursuit of
excellence in educational practices requires the exercise
of virtues such as honesty, courage, justice, an openeyed respect for the other, whether the other is fellow
practitioner or an idea or a community of ideas. Now
the virtues that I have mentioned – honesty, courage,
justice, respect for the other – are inalienable part of
the moral life. They may not constitute the whole of
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the moral life, but they are necessary elements of it. To
the extent that the practice of these virtues is required
in the pursuit of excellence in the life of the University,
the accountability of the University is at least to that
extent moral accountability. To put it more strongly, but
strictly in accordance with what I have been saying so
far, the core accountability of the university is moral
accountability.
This is supposed to be a celebratory occasion – the
convocation of the university. It marks the successful
end of a phase of your academic engagement and the
beginning of a different phase of academic engagement
for some of you. This is a time certainly to celebrate, but
also to pause, look back and reflect on your time here
and the difference it has made to you as a person. I hope
what I have said finds a small place in your reflections.
Thank you all.
Jai Hind!
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