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The University Institution as
an Autopoietic System!

ALBERTO FEBBRAJO

I.

en the concept of “institution” is discussed in sociological literature it
lly entails a - somewhat problematic ~ combination of two elements:
prevalently positive, related to an activity, and one prevalently negative,
erning a limitation. On one hand, we may refer to a set of functions
red through organisational structures, roles and behavioural patterns,
are harnessed to the pursuit of a social mission often defined in ab-
t terms. On the other, we may refer to a capacity to resist change from
urrounding environment, by means of which every institution attempts
defend its identity in the long run.
[nstitutions, indeed, appear to obtain the consensus they need by pres-
nting themselves as a durable point of reference for action and by avoiding
ging in the constant adaptation of their general missions to changing
mstances. This enables them to provide their members with recogni-
‘and acceptance, not so much because of what they actually do in vari-
s situations as because of the role that they happen to have within the
Istitution.
Institutions are generally considered as islands in a process of social change
d are compelled to protect themselves by selective screens. Reasons for
eir relative indifference to social change are underlined in profoundly dif-
erent sociological perspectives.
- From a functional standpoint, which tends to emphasise the basic com-
Wﬂmgmcﬁml&\ of various areas of social life, institutions may be endowed
- with different adaptive capacities as a way of increasing the possible strat-
egies of reaction available to the social sphere as a whole. From a conflictual

! 'The concept of autopoiesis is without any doubt one of the most successful in the lexi-
con of new systems theory. For a sophisticated and convincing application, see G. Teubner
Recht als autopoietisches System, Frankfurt am Main 1989. On the same subject see also
G. Teubner and A. Febbrajo (eds.), State, Law, and Economy as Autopoietic Systems. Regu-

lation and Autonomy in a New Perspective, “European Yearbook in the Sociology of
Law”, Milan 1991-1992.
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perspective, which tends to emphasise contradictions between the varjgy,
social spheres, processes of change are usually seen as the result of confrop.
3

tation, where institutions are often considered as an anachronistic obstaal

to future adaptations. In other words, institutions are placed vaﬁsmnmn,w
traditional model of the community, characterised by enduring and M o
tional relations, and a model of society, built around impersonal and 5“””

mental ties.

From the most recent systemic standpoint, individual institutions are
seen to pursue a variety of strategies for reacting to their environment :m_.bm.
3 ¢

specific filters which are able to select the huge amount of internal and
ternal demands which could threaten their survival.? 3

One of these filters ensures the ability, essential for an institution,
control memory. It hardly needs to be said that this capacity for BmBV 3
control is an essential instrument not only for emphasising in various émwM
everything which may be useful in a coherent reconstruction of the EWM,
tution’s “identity”, but also for rewriting its history, so as to omit or rein-
terpret single events that might damage its image, i.e. to “remember to
forget”. The tendency to channel institutional consciousness, followin
widely shared and highly selective criteria of relevance, is mgmogmbﬂ som
only to the past but to the future, giving rise to an “official” institutional
memory concentrated almost exclusively on certain portions of reality sub-
mitted to opportunistic interpretations, able to blank others out as if they
had never happened.

Another filter is the ability to “delegitimise delegitimisation”, using forms
of argumentation which can give an unsustainable appearance to individual
behaviour and attitudes that may be dangerous for the institution. Wide-
spread use is thus made of procedural forms of control of conflict. Pro-
cedures, which are often managed by the institutions themselves, may indeed
be considered as an essential tool for seducing of individual disappointments
and thus isolating and denying support to the ensuing protests.>

A third filter is the capacity of the institution to select internal interests so
as to make them appear as an expression of the interests of the potential re-
cipients of the institution’s services. This exchange often derives from a kind
of institutional ideology behind which there may lie less noble practices that
ﬁmom:om double standards, or at least justify the fact that those working in
the institution are subjected to privileged criteria of accountability.

A fourth filter consists of limiting the perception of the effects of insti-
tutional decisions so as to enable the institution to “learn” if and when it

2 The importance of institutionalisation processes in the systems theory has been con-
mnwﬁm_v\ emphasised. See N. Luhmann Institutionalisierungs-Funktion und Mechanismus im
sozialen System der Gesellschaft, in H. Schelsky (ed.), Zur Theorie der Institution, Diis-
seldorf 1970, pp. 27-42. |

3 See N. Luhmann Legitimation durch Verfahren, Frankfurt am Main 1983.
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ary “not to learn”. The formalisation of the features of institu-
e which are considered worth protecting, means that deviant be-
. even when repeated, produces, not a change of the regulation,
tions designed to manifest the persistence of the regulation in-
Sanctions are thus an essential part of institutional life. They help
stect the parts of institutional life which have to be defended from
st change.
h filter is the institution’s ability to limit reactivity to external de-
\ds by using criteria on the basis of which it may “decide not to decide”.
stitution has to have a shared area of expertise so as not to run the risk
sosing itself in its commitment to act. In both cases the institution may
crises more severe than those that would be produced as a result of
. erroneous reactions.
These filters contribute to seeing the institution as a place - essential for
society — where order and social change, stability and adaptation, the
Id of rules and the world of events, converge. It therefore comes as no
srise that the sociology of law has devoted considerable attention to the
y of institutions. In particular, comparisons have been drawn between
itutions (families, churches, professions, political parties, and so on)
- up spontaneously by society to perform certain essential functions, and
se established by formal interventions of the state, which regulates them
th greater precision but at times with less effectiveness.
' The socio-legal study of institutions therefore comprises the study of the
leural variables able to shape the genesis, effectiveness and evolution of
the social and/or statutory norms that affect them.
" The above-listed characteristics of institutions do not preclude - indeed
they entail - that an institution be endowed with an independent capacity to
change its own rules and thus to practise a sort of “nomogenesis” in order to
absorb external demands and succeed in “regulating the rules”. In an insti-
 tution as complex as the state, this requires the use of structures made up of
a number of normative strata which are culturally linked in such a way that
the conservation of one, such as the constitutive rules of the institution, may
be balanced by change in the others.

The framework of institutions in a complex society is historically ex-
tremely variegated, and may involve not just different levels of acknowl-
edgement by the state but also the alternation of phases of stabilisation
and destabilisation in a single institution. The sociology of law has thus
developed a sophisticated set of theoretical and conceptual instruments to
represent relations between rules and facts in a circular fashion that is tak-
ing account of both the adaptability of facts to norms and of norms to
facts.

In this context the university may be considered an institution not only in
the juridical sense, as frequently happens in the name of its constitutionally
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guaranteed independence from the state, but also in the
in the name of its ability to remain relatively deaf to ﬁwmmo
change emanating from the environment and from other instj
any omrQ.. Institution, the university is relentlessly selective it
of the noises from the outside world, adapting them to i o
and functions. -
In the m.ozo&mcm sections, after consideration of the main ch :
of Hr.m university system, identified as a culturally conditio n&mmmn.”
Ammoﬁ_ws 2), attention will be drawn to some of the problems me h
peculiar to the university will have to solve to achieve the H&MMMH M i

nAH. 2 » ¥
imited change” that is necessary i i tu
: ary in order to preserve its institgt; nal
acter (section 3). el -

capacity in the interests of the best performance of its func-
also able to develop the characteristics which correspond to an
. (self-perpetuating) model of institution.

del is based specifically on: a) the construction of an identity
ecognisable to its members on the strength of a generally shared
If-observation); b) a perception of its functions by means of
ads to legitimise itself in relation to its public (self-legitimation);
of selection criteria able to combine interests coming from within
ts coming from outside (self-representation); d) a tendency to as-
astitution itself as the supreme interpreter of its relations with the
rld (self-referentiality); e) a body of programmes, diversified ac-
to a wide range of possible situations, to define the horizon of its
(self-specification). All together, these elements require a system
to act on potentially disruptive environmental factors. They are
nforce each other guaranteeing the stability and duration of the in-

ciologics
signals

¥ ;

II.

The university is an institution endowed with its own essential spec
Its place at the summit of the educational processes, its vocation mow car
as é.o: as m&wmsno& training, its tendency to organise itself m:ﬁonwwmm«
and its capacity to issue generally recognised certificates to those %ro« !
88@5& such training processest, are all characteristics - laboriousl
Wﬁmbmmm in the past or emerged gradually in more recent times - that de
its identity. .
It is thus not by chance that the university is given a position in the
context which is crucial and strategic, but at the same time relatively
tected and secluded, so that it is not directly and automatically MES_W\
mmoﬁoa.o.m change which might obscure its functions. In such a Huo&m
érawm It is able in the long term to absorb and select changes coming
outside, it may affect society by the paradoxical production of innova
through tradition.
Among the university’s many peculiarities, one should be pointed
wr.mﬂ it mﬁm.:mm as a “total” institution. It brings its cadres forward from tf
initial training and provides them, in their institutional passage from s
mﬁ.:m to scholars, experience and skills which are generally distributed
university alone. Within the world of the university, the distinction betv
?:-S,Bm and part-time staff, between those who invest all their time an
.mozm in the university and those who entertain professional relations ou
1t, assumes, therefore, a high degree of cultural significance.
The _n.vmmm.o legal and sociological concept of institution may imply tha
university 1s an institution to which legislators have assigned a certain de

ation of an institution in the legal sense is not simply the cause,
the consequence, of a process of social institutionalisation. In
promote an image of independence from its environment, the uni-
tends to minimise possible influences deriving from contacts with
titutions, and to translate them into its own “language”. This insti-
language has the peculiar characteristic of being rhetorical rather
criptive, full of symbolic suggestions, and therefore so intrinsically
us that it may be used, without any substantial changes, both to
ct and reinforce an internal identity and to defend that identity
e outside world.
university as an institution tends to adopt a prevalently defensive at-
and to be unwilling to accept any outside judgements which may not
atible with, or may be a menace to, the perception of its own iden-
ticularly worth emphasising is that, adopting this cultural attitude, it
y difficult to develop any constructive or incisive capacity for self-criti-
Che key terms used by universities to describe themselves hide poten-
inomies, and so facilitate the gradual and unaware building of ideo-
barriers.
example is the term “autonomy”, which in the university world is
a whole range of applications (normative autonomy, financial au-
didactic autonomy, etc.). On one hand, it is usually related to an
a of freedom which is curtailed only by the law and thus, on the prin-
€ that whatever is not forbidden is allowed, it seems to express a basic
rance for constraints not explicitly laid down. On the other hand, it is
expressly related to the principle of “accountability”, thereby under-
external constraints able - more in an ethical-deontological than a ju-

4 1 i 1 Ll . . . )
Taking into account, as in other parts of this article, the Italian experience, we have
sense - to limit the exercise of freedom through considerations

mention that this capacity is guaranteed by the state. 9
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regarding the implications (consequences and variously defined
certain decisions. o st
The ambiguity of the concept of autonomy, hanging between the abse
and presence of external constraints, prevents any clear specification of éﬂoo
m&.;o of action is required, who or what should perform it, or with rmﬂ
Q\;m.&m .Hﬁoﬂ, the reduction or increase of constraints. But it mm precisel éﬂrwﬂ
.wB?mE&\ of the concept of autonomy that favours its circulation m:%é. ;
it to be used dogmatically in the widest variety of situations. V 0
. A similar duality is intrinsic to the term “system”, often used to empha-
sise ﬁr.m complexity resulting from the plurality of universities, but m_mm w
cbﬂmmrbn their unity in a body supposed to be endowed éww at Mow
rationality. This fluctuation between multiplicity and unity does Dowﬂ&m
clarify whether the whole prevails over the parts within the university “s %
tem” and whether and to what extent the parts may act independent] ¢ f
one another. ’ 4
Moreover, it becomes extremely difficult, under these presuppositions
to S.o_.&m the question of the “functions” of the university with mcmmomasm
precision. From this perspective it would be useful to distinguish between
an abstract level, concerning research and teaching considered as ideal
types to be pursued but never entirely achieved, and a concrete level, con-
cerning H.ro various performances allowed in the objective conditions of
single universities or by the decisions of their different internal bodies (de-
partments, .mmos_ﬂom.u schools, courses). Indeed, the generic attribution of
the two main functions of research and teaching to the university system
as a whole prevents any sensitive and realistic tackling of concrete prob-
lems and prevents the development of strategies to manage the various de-
Bm.:&m wrmﬂ may influence the different levels of governance within single
universities.
m.mBmm.n observations may be made in an analysis of the terms “inter-
b.mﬁOb&&w&Ob: and “localisation”, used with increasing frequency to in-
m_o.mﬁ.m.arm prospects upon which the world of the university builds its
activities and programmes. The university’s official lexicon does little to
promote, and may even obstruct, a realistic description of the university
world. It rather seems suited to set up a curtain that inhibits a clear vision
of the implications of change and hinders a culture endowed with the de-
tachment needed to deal properly with the recurring debate on university
reform.
The university, therefore, generally seems to have little inclination to de-
velop consciously any plan to change itself.

487
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II1.

~ Returning to the initial hypothesis, it may now be stated that the recent

‘history of the university shows, perhaps more than in the past, that many of

e main obstacles still standing in the way of the adoption of abstract mod-

s of rationality are linked to the cultural characteristics that make the uni-

ersity an institution in the sociological sense of the word.

" In studying the university as an institution, instead of resorting to linear

analyses (according to the model of external causes — internal effects, or in-

ternal causes — external effects), use should therefore be made of circular

analyses on at least three closely connected levels (behavioural, structural

and functional).

We start from the assumption that an institution, in itself able to select
changes brought about by other institutions, including the state, may change
' jts dynamics when there is a generally shared perception of the difficulties
~involved in the management of such changes.’ We should focus not so much
* on the frequently discussed light and shadow of academic life, isolating this
" or that particular typology of behaviour, as on the cultural factors that may
influence such behaviour.

On the differentiated body of academic cultures rest most of the chances
of acceptance and practical development of the reforms proposed at various
times. University reforms should be administered like any medicine - that is
to say with the utmost respect for the possible negative reactions of the
body which has to ingest it. This explains why, in the drafting of legislative
plans for reform, attention should be concentrated not so much on the tech-
nical features of the measures as on the context in which they are to be ap-
plied and the cultural factors which will absorb them in the name of the sta-
bility of the institution.

This brings us to the important issue of socialisation, which in the uni-
versity, as in any institution, should enable actors to apply the selection
criteria necessary to perform the essential task of limiting change by means
of cultural instruments, and to bridge the passage from one generation to
the next.

This is an issue which in Italy is worthy of further exploration. It can be
said, with regard to the socialisation of selection criteria, that the university
institution has, as a result of the expansion of the teaching corps, undergone
a series of adjustments of which it has not always been aware. And it can
also be said that the signals of change in the internal culture, by some con-
sidered — perhaps too hastily - as regressive, appear in some respects to be

¥

5 On the distinction between linear and circular theories see A. Febbrajo From Hier-
archical to Circular Models in the Sociology of Law. Some Introductory Remarks, in
“European Yearbook in the Sociology of Law”, Milan 1988.
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contradi 1
T WMOQ. How can it be Mow& to produce good researchers if socialj
cesses now seem to favour uncriti ]
: itical or even openl i
: : : penly acquies
om%ww@mm ﬂwémn.mm the establishment - in an often vcam:onm%mmsz oamnwam
and with co-opting practices i i 3
( n which the ass it
sometimes subordinated to the membership to a @mnﬁ.mmm_amnﬁr& M:m:ﬁ i
; 1cular school? H,
can it 1 L
n it be reasonably G&um.ﬂ& to provide each academic structure 2:4_”
Wmo M&Bmsmmmgma stemming from the teaching body if the problems to b
o seem to grow steadily in complexity and the skills needed to sol ;
MBmmH.M :.oﬂrmnbmam:% compatible with the academic culture? E
€rw Tmo , 1t ma&v\ mmoam to be said that the emerging culture of evaluatio
ich presents itselt as superior to th i insti s
. e consolidated institutional
" Iperiol al cultur
mo»W be liable to the same limitations as the latter. The culture of QS_CNSOM
mw.m not mwoqr at the moment, to be a viable cultural instrument for tri
ﬁmo Mm a o% Mcnm_ nwbm%m_ that would be able to propagate its positive omoomm
e whole institution, to the extent icati
that the application of
. . these -
b . . ro
c mwaomm is oommamnma more as an object than an instrument of a<m_cmaom It
erefore t ocmr.ﬁ .ﬂrmﬁ putting evaluation procedures in place is, in #mm_m 3
:m,n%m.mm_‘% and sufficient condition to justify a positive evaluation. i
M .. . :
4 s BM% be mwma.:@rm& v% a .HEBVQ. of problematic features related to
yﬂwﬁw characteristics of university institutions listed above
) &m rst m_m_m:._a\ is &»ﬁ ﬁ.wm university institution usually represents itself
:W.m opting MME% M,\r_mw is able to communicate a distorted image of the
wversity world. The characteristic iversi
s of the university-system i
. . . are inter-
@nm.ﬁ& Mﬁbormﬁ_% defensively in relation to any element that may damage the
it : i :
éo%w of t o.mmmﬁmb\r. This makes any realistic evaluation of the university
rld especially :ELS._% because it does not allow taking account of the
<mEocm &.%o_om_wm.om situations and actors by means of which the system
mcm.oMm s in ?.o,.:nf:m different responses to different demands.
- ?m mwnoEm difficulty is that ﬂ‘rm university institution usually legitimises
iy W.oﬁwomm y means of o_ocm.Em rhetoric about the effects they produce.
. igh degree of segmentation of university organisation has consoli-
ated a process of bureaucratisation which makes the management of uni-
N .
mM\mEom leading Ho.mrm m&&uzos of easy short-cuts for the merely formal
ach 6<m.53m of defined objectives. For instance, as to the declared aim of
” : .
moycm%m:gm t M proportion AM students graduating from a university, the first
1on might seem to make the exams easi I i
! asier rather than im =
fectiveness of teaching. provinghe )
The thi : .
mcﬁOSmO ﬁrimr?ozma is that the university institution tends to reinforce its
my throu 1 - 1 i
y gh a series of self-representations which not only preclude

6Forar 1 j
Wi Mmﬁozwgc_mﬁou of the m:Emnﬁm. here expounded, with greater attention to the Ita-
fian univers y system, see A. .N.,mv?,a\q Valutazione universitaria come problema istitu-
nale, in “Rassegna Italiana di Valutazione”, 38/2007,

The University Institution as an Autopoietic System 489

mparison with external criteria of rationality but also, rather than correct-
g consolidated practices, end up accepting the pursuit of endogenous
pmpartmental interests. The university’s horizon of meaning may easily be
mambﬁmmw as we have seen, into a further series of interests and organs,
h of which entails its own institutional loyalties, behavioural models and
cision-making criteria. These various components are patently too many
> be accommodated in any vision which has the ambition of looking
yond the borders of the university system.”

The fourth difficulty is that the university institution tends to consider
overnance as the forum for asserting identity at the various levels of insti-
utional representation makes the institution itself the central point of refer-
nce, as if — and this is less comprehensible from the outside — the university
vished to talk to itself.

_ The fifth difficulty is that in its relations with the outside world, the uni-
rsity institution tends to adopt a highly ambiguous horizon of meaning,
which may transcend state borders but at the same time becomes active at a
regional level for consolidating its relations with other local institutions and

their social environment.

IV.

. Summarising what has been said thus far, it may be stated that a socio-
 Jogical study of the university should not ignore the drawbacks and the po-
tential deriving from the cultural specificities that the university possesses as
' an institution. With regard to any sociologically informed reforms of uni-

versity institutions, this necessitates taking account of those cultural specifi-
cities, turning them from possible obstacles into valuable assets to support
processes of adaptation of the university institution. Institutional theory
supplemented by systems theory may succeed in producing satisfactory hy-
potheses, in particular on the dynamics of cultural institutions, on the con-
ditions in which a cultural change may consolidate new meanings which en-
able actors to take on an innovative fashion; on the definition of the borders
between transformation and the loss of institutional identity.

In this context, the university system which tries to change without be-
traying itself, needs the following preconditions: a) the internal rhetoric based
on the concept of the system, which underpins the institution’s identity, must
be able to promote an approach at once unified and differentiated — able to
take account of the practical complexities of a university system; b) the

7 For a documented discussion of the Italian university system from the point of view of
its differentiation, see R. Moscati Universita: fine o trasformazione del mito? Nuovi signifi-

cati e funzioni nelle diverse Italie, Bologna 1983.
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external rhetoric, oriented to the typical functions of the institution, must b

able to support the legitimation of the university not indiscriminately by

nra.smr a reflexive approach which is able to include elements of criticism in
the implementation of those functions; c) the separateness of the cs?nam»ﬂ% as
institution from society, based on the concept of autonomy, must be compa-
tible with the adoption of criteria of relevance which are both internal and ex-
ternal, provided that an open approach is able to select and combine different
closure criteria on a case-by-case basis; d) the self-referential quality of the
governance must contribute to overcome bureaucratic procedures and rituals,
provided that it allows a goal-oriented and self-correcting approach at the same
time; e) the complexity of the university institution’s horizon of meaning
must be able to sustain a plurality of loyalties and perspectives of the various
actors, involved without thereby relinquishing a global approach which is able
to pursue links and interactions beyond the borders of a single institution.

A similar combination of prerequisites should be put in place by the uni-
versity in the light of a cost-benefit ratio taking account of the positive or
negative consequences that such an institution would produce on other so-
cial systems. For its part, the state should be able, especially in times of cri-
sis, to stress the importance of a concept of common good which might
overcome the barriers of meaning defined by aims, purposes and plans of
the single institutions or of parts of them.

It is therefore not surprising that the university has not yet been able to
grasp the need for a more complex relationship between training and work.
The proposition may thus be formulated that there no longer seems to be
any justification for postponing entry into the world of work beyond ac-
ceptable psychological and biological limits - as is generally accepted in
many advanced industrial countries by an expansive interpretation of wel-
fare and of the right to education. It is clear that, as a consequence of this in-
ability of the university institution to achieve a realistic assessment of costs
and benefits from the users’ standpoint, the age at which it is possible to
start with a professional and scientific career was significantly postponed in
comparison to former generations.® What is already implied in the prin-
ciples of lifelong learning, could justify more alternating periods of study
and work, and/or better selections in the admission to the highest levels of
specialisation, thus shortening the average time lapse before the first work
experience. It is obvious that people learn how to study by studying, it is
also true that they learn how to work by working. There is no sense, even
from the broader point of view of the social system, in investing about forty
percent of the lifespan exclusively in training, as unfortunately is the case for
most of the current generation of students.

8 In Ttaly, where this age has become in most cases 28/29, the situation becomes increas-
ingly negative.
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short, the challenge facing the ﬂwamnm.w&\ is @3&055»5#% a 9.;.83_
The university must not believe in mrn. Esm_.OD of monopoly mompwosmv
.h are no longer sustainable, nor must it fall into nr.m temptation o <omm
into fields of didactics and research ﬂr.mnm potential oogwwaoﬂm .oo_m

e usefully be turned into valuable substitutes OR.oo_._wvoH,mﬁo&m. TSm Y,
opian transnational harmonisations, 1t will have to

ing the wave of ut ational har isati
A d historical limits within which its structures could

gnise the cultural an

successfully modified. ! in . -
or an institution entrusted with such continuity and faith to pure learn

. this means devoting an intense ooBB:Bm.E to a Q,Eo.& m&m'ovmm?_»-
' which can overcome the barriers of ooaorﬂmﬁ& rhetoric, and vﬁmmm&r%
hing the level of self-irony. In other words, it becomes nmnmmmmﬂ,ww Oa&a e
versity to reconsider, from a cognitive point of view, the subtle borders
ween innovation and alienation, HnOncm.&:mv not so Bco.r on what was ac-
mplished, with a sort of ideological satisfaction, but, ﬂ:& a more cﬁM?mB
dtude, on what could, or should, be done for .mmﬁmnsm_ interests and ex-
ctations, or for the social system as a whole. This is a task that seems 8.7@

sential for an autopoietic system in transitional phases, when the m.a_mnsoc
,xm sustainable change is not confined to a wnOO.mm:n& approach, but involves
a radical rethinking of the institution’s functions through a mutual adap-
tation of internal and external cultures.



