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ABSTRACT
University governing bodies, especially academic boards, play 
a crucial role in policy formation. However, due to the predominance 
of managerial values over academic values in the policy-making 
process, a persistent divide exists between policy formulation and 
implementation. This divide results from the marginalisation of aca-
demics and the dominance of managerial authority figures within 
these bodies. Our study investigates the latter to determine the 
precise Foucauldian apparatus used by authority figures to influence 
policy-making meetings. Using an innovative arts-based method, we 
analyse ethnographic vignettes through a Foucauldian lens and 
transform them into collages depicting the apparatus used by 
authority figures: Strategic Managerial Monumentalism, Managerial 
Historical Revisionism, Managerial Discursive Dominance, Managerial 
Panoptic Surveillance, and Managerial Normalisation. We contend 
that only a well-defined separation of governance powers can effec-
tively counter the encroachment of managerialism and uphold the 
democratic representation of academic values in university policies 
to bridge the policy-practice divide.
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Introduction

In the theatre of life, we often find ourselves playing the part of either the puppet or the 
puppeteer. Our title borrows the term ‘pulling the strings’ from the world of puppetry, as 
it effectively captures the dynamics of power described by Foucault (1972, 1982) and 
those observed in our research. Foucault’s theory of power describes a complex interplay 
of control and submission pervading all social interactions. Our actions are constantly 
being shaped by the actions of others (we have our strings pulled), and our own actions 
also shape the choices of others (we pull the strings). All of us, on the Foucauldian view of 
power, alternate between being a puppeteer and a puppet, and this often happens without 
conscious knowledge or intent.

Universities (being part of society) are a site of power relations (Deem et al., 2007). At 
the core of these relations are institutional policies, often required by government 
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regulation (‘Higher Education Standards Framework (Threshold Standards)’, 2021) and 
endowed with formal authority and symbolic power (Bleiklie & Kogan, 2007). However, 
a gap exists between the articulated policies and the practices of academic and profes-
sional staff. This is known as the policy-practice divide (Margetts et al., 2023a; Shore & 
Wright, 1999) and manifests as resistance to policy requirements by both professional 
and academic staff. This paper focuses on the experience of the academy; i.e., all academic 
staff. The existing literature espouses the academy’s limited sway within governance 
entities that are responsible for the development and approval of these policies (Kolsaker,  
2008). Consequently, institutional policies often project an image of aligning with 
academic values while, in reality due to the policy-practice divide, they do not (De 
Boer et al., 2007).

In order to gain a deeper understanding of the policy-practice divide, the literature 
calls for empirical research into the power dynamics present in university governance 
practices, specifically academic boards and their equivalents (Rowlands, 2013a). This is 
the aim of this paper. Based on an ethnographic study of the process of policy develop-
ment over several academic board meetings, we combine a Foucauldian analysis of power 
relations with the arts-based technique of collage (Margetts et al., 2023) to visualise the 
power relations at play. This allowed us to capture how power relations were established 
and how they influenced the discourse that unfolded on what was akin to a theatrical 
stage during the ‘production’ of a new policy by an academic board.

Our findings reveal a stage filled with actors who, depending on the circumstances, 
exert control or are controlled. Puppeteers exercise power when pulling the strings of 
others, but their behaviour is structured, enabled, and constrained by internal and 
external pressures which serve to reinforce the values of managerialism. While it is 
known that university academic boards produce institutional policies that reflect man-
agerial rather than academic values (Giroux, 2002; Shattock, 2005), our findings shed 
light on the power mechanisms and strategies employed by senior figures to influence the 
actions of others and steer the course towards managerial outcomes.

Academic boards and the policy-practice divide

Numerous scholars have analysed the policy-practice divide (Baak et al., 2021; Freeman,  
2014a, 2014b; Harvey & Kosman, 2014; Maassen & Stensaker, 2019; Margetts et al.,  
2023a; McCaffery, 2018; Morley & Gandin, 2010; Singh et al., 2014; Skerritt et al., 2021; 
Trowler, 2002). In higher education, this divide is frequently attributed to two factors: the 
exclusion of academic staff from the policy-making process (Sabri, 2010), which leads to 
resistance to policy in practice (Becher & Trowler, 2001; Jayadeva et al., 2021; Margetts 
et al., 2023a; Petersen, 2009; Raaper, 2016), and the dominance of senior actors over the 
operation and decision-making processes of the policy-making bodies (Rowlands,  
2013b). Empirical research suggests this dominance takes the form of governance and 
organisational structural change leading to tighter ‘vertical steering’ and ‘tightly coupled’ 
organisations through which the move to ‘organisational policies’ ‘has been less success-
ful’ (Maassen & Stensaker, 2019, pp. 456,465). On these views we would posit the modern 
university has been captured by a managerialist ideology which has coercively excluded 
traditional academic values. Additionally, these portrayals potentially oversimplify the 
issue and may disregard the intricate interplay of power dynamics, ideologies, and latent 
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structures. These elements intricately shape the policy process ‘behind the scenes’ to 
assert influence and control. If these subtle forms of power remain in place, the quest for 
greater academic involvement in decision-making may prove futile.

A key governance mechanism of all Australian universities is the academic board (also 
called academic senate or academic council) (Rowlands & Rowlands, 2017). As the case 
study university is Australian-based, we use the term ‘academic board’. These boards are 
perceived to serve several purposes, including the maintenance of academic standards 
and, particularly within the case study university, the review and provision of advice on 
the development and effectiveness of policy relevant to teaching and research. Typically, 
academic boards consist of members appointed by the university council and those 
elected by academic staff (Dooley, 2007). They are often conceived as an independent 
body that functions to balance the authority of university councils and executive manage-
ment, despite these other entities also maintaining a presence on the board. In this 
regard, academic boards are considered ‘the embodiment of bicameral governance’ 
(Dooley, 2007, p. 5), hailed as ‘the voice of the academy’ (Winchester, 2007, p. 1).

Theoretical background

Power

We often think of power in terms of conscious and overt control. This view aligns with 
many influential accounts of power in the social sciences, which define power as the 
ability to make others behave in ways they would prefer not to (Dahl, 1957), or to exclude 
others from decision processes (Bachrach & Baratz, 1962). This type of power is no doubt 
important, but power can also be exerted in more subtle ways. Foucault provides a useful 
framework for conceptualising and identifying these less visible forms of power.

At the most general level, Foucault sees power as a mode of action which does not act 
directly on other people, but rather on their actions. Power, in contrast to violence, does 
not aim to directly move or change the physical body (e.g., by physically moving a person 
into a jail cell) or other elements of the physical world (e.g., by locking the cell door). The 
threat of force may be an instrument of power, but the defining feature of power is the 
attempt to influence behaviour (Foucault, 1982). Foucault illustrates this concept 
through the dual meanings of the word ‘conduct’: one meaning being to guide or direct, 
and the other referring to an individual’s manner of behaving (Foucault, 1982, p. 789). 
When we exercise power, we essentially conduct (i.e., guide) someone else’s conduct (i.e., 
behaviour); we pull their strings.

Power assumes diverse forms. As the ‘total structure of actions’ used to influence 
others ‘it incites, it induces, it seduces, it makes easier or more difficult; in the extreme it 
constrains or forbids absolutely’ (Foucault, 1982, p. 789). Power is not something 
possessed by individuals, but rather arises from collective social interactions. ‘Power 
exists only when it is put into action’ (Foucault, 1982, p. 788).

Power does not simply flow downwards from rulers to the ruled but is a force 
exercised by everyone over everyone else. Power is a fundamental aspect of social 
existence, not an anomaly to be removed in the pursuit of justice. Thus, when we 
claim in this study that one actor exercises power this should not be taken as 
a condemnation of their actions. Since power exists in all social relations, one cannot 
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criticise a social relation simply by pointing out that power is involved. This is not to 
say that particular configurations of power cannot be criticised; only by identifying 
power relations can they be questioned and resisted (Foucault, 1982, pp. 791–792). 
From a normative perspective, our concern is focused on enduring and oppressive 
patterns of power, not power as such (Foucault, 1982, pp. 791–792; Hindess, 2006, 
p. 116).

For Foucault, power can exist without conscious intent or the awareness of those on 
either end of the strings (Akram et al., 2015, pp. 356–357). This crucial insight shapes our 
analysis. When we claim that one actor exercises power over another or perpetuates 
power through processes like monumentalisation, we are not claiming that this occurs 
with deliberate awareness or intention. Instead, following Foucault, we claim that actors 
are influenced by the discourse and institutional context in which they are embedded. 
This influence often elicits actions that inadvertently reinforce existing power (Foucault,  
1982, pp. 30–33; Lukes, 2021).

Enunciative fields

To provide a framework for our analysis of power relations within the context of an 
academic board, we must acknowledge Foucault’s ‘archaeological’ approach (Foucault,  
1972), which seeks to unearth the concealed structures that define the actions available to 
actors in a specific setting. These structures establish the prerequisite conditions for 
action, including the exercise of power. Foucault calls these concealed structures ‘dis-
cursive formations’ (1972, p. 34) or ‘enunciative fields’ (1972, p. 57). We opt to use the 
latter term.

The enunciative field is constituted by the interaction of ‘statements’ and ‘monuments’ 
(Foucault, 1972, pp. 7, 89–98). Statements are not mere utterances; rather, they combine 
language and symbols to evoke emotional reactions or create monuments. Statements 
direct our thoughts and behaviours to serve the interests of the power structure. 
Consequently, the enunciative field emerges as a structure that sets the limits for what 
can and cannot legitimately be stated.

Monuments are not passive relics of the past, but rather tangible evidence or material 
remnants of past discourses, such as documents or other artefacts and structures, that can 
actively shape our perceptions of the past, present, and future through the historical 
process (Foucault, 1972, pp. 50–63). Monuments serve as crucial anchors within dis-
courses, providing coherence and stability, and influence the boundaries of discourse, 
manifesting in various forms such as statements within documents, architectural 
arrangements of meeting spaces that highlight preferred behaviours, and institutional 
frameworks that dictate what should be discussed.

Foucault (1972, p. 137) argues that history is a tool wielded by power entities, as it is 
the process by which they select significant monuments and use them to form new 
statements about the present. He describes the practice of history as ‘historical retro- 
version[ing]’ (Foucault, 1978, p. 150), in which an authority figure constructs a truth of 
the past by strategically summoning monuments into the present to influence our 
thoughts and actions. Consequently, monuments can serve as potent historical symbols 
and play a crucial role in shaping collective memory. By evoking certain narratives more 
than others, monuments determine which narratives endure and obscure an alternative 
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historical perspective, a process known as historicising or historical revisionism (Krasner,  
2019).

To explain how the enunciative field relates to power, we draw an analogy from 
dramaturgy (Goffman, 1959): imagine the enunciative field as a theatrical stage, complete 
with props, costumes, lighting and sound design, as well as the rigging and machinery of 
the backstage area. This space, or field, as Foucault calls it, functions as an apparatus that 
shapes and regulates what can be said and done (enunciable), while at the same time 
acting as a mechanism that restricts or prevents other possible performances from 
occurring. Foucault (1972) argues that if one holds the controls over an enunciative 
field – the apparatus – not only can one control what is said and done, but one can also 
craft what is recognised as historical knowledge, which exerts a profound influence on 
our interpretations of both the past and present and acts as a monument or guide to our 
future actions.

Foucault (1972) believed that discourse unfolds within an enunciative field guided by 
established norms, similar to a theatrical production in which actors adhere to scripts and 
cues to convey a narrative. In this context, a discourse can be viewed as a choreography of 
ideas, concepts, and subjects that shapes our understanding and interpretation of the 
world; a stage on which power struggles are enacted through a series of interconnected 
statements and monuments.

Theoretical framework – a Foucauldian analysis of university managerialism

The discourse of contemporary university policy has come to be dominated by the 
assumptions and values of managerialism. In essence, statements, monuments and 
practices are managerial because they exaggerate or overemphasise (at the expense of 
other functions) the efficacy and power of ‘the manager’ of an organisation (Klikauer,  
2023a).

In higher education, academics experience the effects of managerialism through the 
implementation of ‘absurd’ policy which does not cohere with academic values or 
the day-to-day realities of teaching and research (Ball, 2021; Croucher & Lacy, 2020; 
Deem, 2004; Margetts et al., 2023a, p. 1; Marginson, 2013; Marginson & Considine, 2000; 
Shattock et al., 2019; Webb, 2014). Managerialism in the contemporary university 
emphasises neoliberal value and business-like operations, reducing academics to service 
providers and students to consumers (Anderson, 2008; Bosetti & Heffernan, 2021; 
Bottrell & Keating, 2019; Connell, 2019; Kinman, 2014; Marginson & Considine, 2000; 
Morley, 2001; Naidoo & Jamieson, 2005; Warren, 2017; Wheeldon et al., 2023b; Winter 
et al., 2000). It also centralises operations and instals an audit culture of performance 
monitoring which privileges quantifiable outcome measures (Deem & Brehony, 2005; 
Jones et al., 2020; Parker et al., 2019). This undermines the academic values of knowl-
edge-seeking, open and critical discourse, and collegial decision-making (Wheeldon 
et al., 2023a, 2023b, 2023c). Of note is that senior academics do take on academic 
leadership roles and may lead policy development. This complication is acknowledged 
but is outside the scope of this paper.

As we emphasised earlier, power in the Foucauldian sense is an inherent part of 
social life. We argue, however, that managerial discourse in contemporary universities 
has produced a stable and repressive set of power relations. To provide a theoretical 
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framework for our analysis, we take a Foucauldian lens to university managerialism 
and identify its basic commitments. We call this ‘the managerialist charter’. It can be 
divided into three Foucauldian elements: the monumental, the historical, and power 
relations.

The managerialist charter

Monumental beliefs
Monumental beliefs ascribe monumental significance to the manager as a subject and 
emphasise their power and authority.

● Managerial hierarchy as the sole source of decisions: Only managers organised in 
hierarchical structures have decision-making authority and the decisions of senior 
managers take precedence (Klikauer, 2015; 2023a, p. 78).

● Implementation, not influence: Although never explicitly stated, employees are only 
responsible for implementing decisions and should have very little input in deci-
sion-making processes; it can be beneficial if they believe they do however (Goh,  
2017; Margetts et al., 2023b).

● Intra-hierarchical evaluation: Performance evaluations flow from top down, with 
senior managers evaluating those who directly report to them; this reinforces the 
power dynamics and preserves the hierarchy (Fleming, 2021).

● Privileged voices and spaces: Managers are solely responsible for certain organisa-
tional tasks, and their voices should be privileged through various means (Locke & 
Spender, 2011), such as the architectural layout of offices and meeting spaces 
(Våland & Georg, 2018).

Historical beliefs
Historical beliefs maintain and uphold the universality, virtue, and moral rectitude 
of the manager as a necessary and beneficial force to be valued by society over 
time.

● Universality of managerial capabilities: Only managers possess the sophisticated 
skills and abilities necessary to run organisations (Locke & Spender, 2011). Their 
capabilities are universally applicable to all types of organisations because differ-
ences in the nature of the work are irrelevant (Klikauer, 2023b).

● Managerial virtues: Profitability is a virtue (Gare, 2019). And for the purpose of 
maximising profit through cost reduction, efficiency is also virtuous (Pollitt, 2016). 
However, the greatest virtue is to respect and not question (Courpasson et al., 2012) 
the decisions of superiors (Klikauer, 2023a, pp. 176, 201).

● Morally commendable: Managers play a vital role in the operation of organisations 
by making decisions that affect the lives of many (Mirvis, 2014); consequently, 
managers as moral agents have the right to manage (Shepherd, 2018) and should 
be commended and remunerated for their efforts (Braverman, 1998).
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Power relation beliefs

Power relation beliefs highlight the establishment and perpetuation of the hierarchical 
managerial system, with an emphasis on power concentration at senior levels and 
differential treatment between levels. These beliefs also emphasise surveillance, control, 
and senior-level immunity.

● Panopticon of managerial hierarchy: It is only permitted for superior managers to 
appoint subordinate managers (Diefenbach, 2013). Consequently, managerial 
values permeate organisational layers, resulting in the formation of a surveillance 
network in which individuals serve as both the subject and the agent of power.

● Senior immunity: Senior managers are exempt from the rules that apply to their 
subordinates and employees (Magee & Galinsky, 2008). Power is exercised through 
a series of subtle micro-practices, such as ignoring meeting protocol and speaking 
without directing comments through the chair.

The case

Like other Australian universities, our case university operates within an increasingly regu-
lated environment (Marginson & Considine, 2000) and its constituting act requires that the 
university’s council establish an academic board, determine the membership and decide who 
is the chairperson. The university’s academic freedom policy is the focus policy of this 
research study. It investigates the development process by an academic board and its self- 
appointed working group, as tasked by the university council in response to a request by the 
Australian Government’s Minister for Education. The request was that all universities 
develop an academic freedom policy (Department of Education, 2021) and base it on 
a model code (French, 2019). This was subsequently followed by the ‘Review of the 
Adoption of the Model Code on Freedom of Speech and Academic Freedom (Walker, 2020).

Methodology

We combine the arts-based method of collage (Mannay, 2010; Margetts et al., 2023) and 
Foucauldian analysis to unearth and visualise power relations based on ethnographic 
observation. As Foucault (1978, p. 86) puts it: power ‘mask[s] a substantial part of itself ’ 
and ‘is proportional to its ability to hide its own mechanisms’. By using collage to 
visualise the Foucauldian apparatus, we can reveal the mechanisms of managerial 
power within a policy-making body.

Following collage techniques of Margetts et al. (2023), ethics approval was 
obtained and the policy’s development was observed through ten meetings of an 
academic board. Field notes were gathered and transformed into corresponding 
vignettes provided in the findings (below). This provided a detailed and rich 
description of specific moments and interactions, including nuances, contextual 
information, and emotions, especially those that portrayed the social dynamics 
and power relations at play. By subjecting each vignette to our Foucauldian 
questions (Appendix A), each vignette was transformed into a reflexive collage 
(Figures 1–10) and assigned a thematic Act and Scene emulating the structure of 

JOURNAL OF HIGHER EDUCATION POLICY AND MANAGEMENT 7



a performance. Each Act represents a meeting that was observed, for a total of six 
selected meetings that fundamentally correspond to the policy development phases 
(Althaus et al., 2018); there is no Act 2 because no developments were reported at 
that meeting. Scenes visually depict the progression of activities within each Act 
and present the Act’s narrative from beginning to end.

As part of the collage-making procedure, we derive questions from Foucault (1972) 
to analyse the language, rhetoric, and behaviour portrayed in the vignettes. The 
questions sought statements that reflected and reinforced managerial values, investi-
gated the power dynamics wielded by authority figures in the meetings, and probed 
how these figures framed discussions and decision-making processes. In addition, 
they investigated how dissenting voices or alternative perspectives were silenced or 
discouraged, and how authority figures controlled the enunciative field by applying 
the power they held to influence the perception of issues and decisions to align with 
managerial values. To improve the visual representation of the findings, we created 
collage iconography (Appendix B).

Findings

Following the creation of the collages, we were able to apply our theoretical framework and 
search for the manifestation of managerialist beliefs: the monumental (monumentalising), 
the historical (historicising), and the power relations. Our findings, presented in Acts and 
Scenes, reveals each of these and we draw attention to the relevant icons in brackets.

Act 0 scene 0 – behind the puppeteers’ curtains

This vignette was based on post-hoc policy development insights. The collage was 
developed retrospectively to reflect the stage, props and policy development 
structures. The management of academic board meetings involves subtle mechan-
isms through which managerialist values are reinforced. These performances 

Figure 1. Act 0 Scene 0 – Behind the puppeteers’ curtains.
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create the impression of open and inclusive leadership for the university’s highest 
academic governance body (Group 4) and the Australian Government (Group 7 
and Actor 29).

The spatial arrangement of the physical meeting chamber monumentalises the manage-
rial hierarchy by positioning senior members in the inner circle equipped with micro-
phones (Figure 1, left panel). Voting is generally conducted through the raising of physical 
hands, making conduct visible. The board’s executive committee (Group 8) controls the 
agenda (purple book) for all meetings. This allows them to shape the enunciative field by 
favouring in-person meetings and controlling the topics and motions under discussion. 
These factors allow senior managers to exercise power over others in the meeting chamber 
to garner their support. The appearance of collective decision-making is maintained, but in 
reality, the stage is set to steer the board towards managerial outcomes.

The transition to online Zoom meetings during the COVID-19 pandemic 
(Figure 1, right panel) temporarily disrupted this staging and challenged the hier-
archy. A meeting protocol (purple document) was developed to ‘guide’ meeting 
behaviours, including the muting of microphones unless asked to speak and use of 
the ‘raise hand’ button if seeking to speak. During these meetings, only the individual 
administering the vote (Actor 7, committee support person) could see individual 
polling choices, reducing the pressure to support the motions put to the meeting by 
the chair (Actor 4) from the agenda (purple book). Meanwhile, the chat function 
allowed members to communicate privately with one another.

Act 1 scene 2 - power plays and discursive dominance

When Actor 5 seeks permission to speak and questions the policy consultation process 
(question mark icon), Actors 1 and 6 quickly intervene, bypass the chair (Actor 4) (red face 
icon) to defend the approach and refer to standard process and the authority of Group 4 
(white line icon) to ensure the policy moves forward. This disregard of meeting protocol 
reveals the immunity of senior managers and clearly signals a gap between ‘de facto’ power 

Figure 2. Act 1 Scene 2 - Power plays and discursive dominance.
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and ‘de jure’ authority within the context of the meeting. The capacity to intervene at will 
suppresses alternative viewpoints and prioritises managerial perspectives.

Actor 6’s defence of the work of Group 4 also involves historicising. Past events are 
interpreted favourably to justify the approach and are, like all actions in academic board 
meetings, recorded in the meeting minutes. This has the effect of validating actions and 
alters the context of future meetings, shaping the enunciative field and creating discursive 
resources which can later be drawn on. Actor 6 is thus creating monuments which bolster 
their future authority and influence (monarch icon and dark red ‘power’ hat).

Act 3 scene 1 - carrying the torch for managerialism

Actor 6 is absent from this scene, and they are not explicitly mentioned. Nevertheless, the 
managerial values they had previously expressed and monumentalised were carried for-
ward by Actors 4 and 1. Actor 4 (chair) referred to Group 4’s role in approving the policy 
and Actor 1 (working group chair) used authoritative and persuasive language to emphasise 
the significance of the policy, adding weight to this by referring to numerous validating 
documentary artefacts, including government documents, legislation, the policies of other 
universities, the university’s policy repository and previous policy drafts (document icons).

In Foucauldian terms, this scene illustrates the intricate linkage between knowledge, power, 
and the enunciative field. Documentary artefacts like legislation, policies, scientific findings, 
and expert judgements are perceived as objective knowledge and authority. However, their 
impact on behaviour is contingent on their application within specific social contexts, thus 
serving as a tool of power. Here, it is important to remind ourselves that power in the 
Foucauldian sense is omnipresent and often benign. The use of evidence and arguments to 
put one’s case forward is an exercise of power in the sense that it attempts to influence the 
behaviour of others, but it is also in an obvious sense consistent with academic values. The fact 

Figure 3. Act 3 Scene 1 – Carrying the torch for managerialism.
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that power is being exercised here is not itself a problem. However, since access to the 
instruments of power is unevenly distributed, the result may be one of dominance.

Three prerequisites underscore Actor 1’s invocation. First, the availability of author-
itative documentary artefacts within the enunciative field. Second, Actor 1’s knowledge 
in procuring and utilising these artefacts. Lastly, the audience’s acceptance of these 
artefacts as proof of the statement made.

In this context, the use of artefacts with epistemic or normative force exem-
plifies ‘ideational power’, as defined by Carstensen and Schmidt (2016). This form 
of power involves the use of evidence and persuasion to validate an idea or 
compel an audience to accept an idea, even without complete conviction 
(Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016, pp. 326–327).

The material conditions under which statements are made play a pivotal role. According 
to Foucault (1972, p. 96), statements must be understood in relation to their discursive 
environment and the material conditions of their existence. For instance, a senior manager 
or a working group chair derives authority from their title, which also presents opportu-
nities to gain knowledge of available discursive resources (Margetts et al., 2023b). The other 
board members, who are working academics, may not have the resources or incentives to 
acquire such knowledge, thus emphasising the unequal distribution of power.

In one sense, the uneven distribution of knowledge and the subsequent variance in 
influence should come as no surprise and should not necessarily raise objections. 
Particularly in academic settings, the strength of arguments should ideally steer 
debates. However, a concern arises when those with greater access to authoritative 
knowledge wield it to advance a particular set of values and interpret evidence in 
a manner that favours their perspective, potentially leading to the dominance of their 
viewpoint within the discourse.

Act 3 scene 4 - how to speak when kings are present

Figure 4. Act 3 Scene 4 - How to speak when kings are present.
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This meeting reveals a change in power dynamics with the presence of Actor 11 (large 
monarch and gold hat), a member of the powerful Group 4. Actor 6 had previously 
disregarded meeting protocol in bypassing the chair but now follows protocol. Actor 6’s 
deference to and praise for Group 4 and its members (Actors 11, 13 and 15) (solid and 
dashed line icons) can be interpreted as further monumentalisation of the group.

The previous disregard by Actor 6 of meeting protocol contrasts starkly with their 
current behaviour of waiting to be invited to speak by the chair (Actor 4). This can be 
interpreted as historicism where present conduct influences perceptions of history when 
Group 4 is represented. In terms of revealing power relations, Actor 6’s altered behaviour 
in the presence of Group 4 members indicates that Group 4 possesses substantial power 
(dark red group icon), with a dominant figure (Actor 6) now having their strings pulled.

Act 3 scene 6 - the clock is ticking

In terms of power relations Actor 6 seemingly relinquishes discourse control and voting 
to Actor 4 (chair) however Actor 4 is guided by an agenda (purple book), set by a group 
comprised of actors who form the board, including Actor 6. As previously mentioned, 
this group is comprised of senior leaders and can decide what is and is not up for 
discussion and decision, and the sequence of those considerations. They formulate the 
motions that form monuments and manifest as the second dimension of power.

Actor 4 also engages the pressure of time and political pressure from Group 7 (Australian 
Government), tactics which from a Foucauldian perspective steer members to take a certain 
course of action – to vote in favour of the motion, which they obligingly did (white ticks).

As discussed above, power relations in the meetings had already narrowed the range of 
allowable discourse and discouraged contrary views. The additional discursive con-
straints of the agenda and the time pressure further limited the range of possibilities 
and steered the process towards the preferred outcome.

Figure 5. Act 3 Scene 6 - the clock is ticking.
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Act 4 scene 2 – back on top of the managerial agenda

Actor 1 enthusiastically expresses gratitude to Actor 6 (dashed white line icon), mon-
umentalising and reinforcing the authority of the latter. Actor 1 again invokes the 
authority of several powerful groups (Groups 2, 5, 6 and 7) and artefacts to affirm the 
importance of the policy. They particularly referred to the work of Group 7 (Australian 
Government) in reviewing the implementation status of academic freedom policies in 
Australia’s universities. Actor 1 also emphasised past achievements and endorsed past 
strategies in the policy process, historicising to put a positive spin on history as recorded 
in the meeting minutes and collective memory.

Act 4 scene 5 - verbal jousting: pressing towards the managerial goal

Figure 6. Act 4 Scene 2 - Back on top of the managerial agenda.

Figure 7. Act 4 Scene 5 Verbal jousting: Pressing towards the managerial goal.
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Actor 4 invites questions from the meeting in this scene. A specific and potentially 
challenging question (question mark icon) is posed by Actor 10 (elected member) about 
the policy. Actor 1 (working group chair) responds dismissively and poses a rhetorical 
question. Actor 2 (working group member) seeks permission to speak through Actor 4 
(chair) and provides a substantive response to the question along with some additional 
background to reassure Actor 10.

The contrasting discursive styles of Actors 1 and 2 are noteworthy. Actor 1 transpar-
ently asserts power through condescending and dismissive language (fine orange line 
icon), while Actor 2 uses knowledge and accepted forms of conduct (thick orange line) to 
placate the same potential challenge. Both are pursuing the same end of purporting to 
upholding the legitimacy and quality of the policy process, but with very different 
apparatuses of power. For Foucault (1982, p. 789), power is the ‘total structure of actions 
brought to bear upon possible actions’ and can thus take many forms. Actor 1 incites 
while Actor 2 seduces.

Additionally, Actor 2’s alternative strategies indicate a challenge to the power of Actor 
1, hinting at the ongoing struggle for influence within the institution.

There were no further questions in response to actor 4’s invitation.

Act 4 scene 7 - power plays and polite pretences on the board stage

Actor 6 speaks without directing comments through Actor 4 (chair) (red face icon) and 
expresses profuse appreciation to Actors 1 and 2 and acknowledges the contribution of 
powerful members of the governing body (Actors 11 and 15) in the policy’s development 
(dashed white lines). The possible risk of negative feedback from Group 7 (the Australian 
Government) is simultaneously averted and Actor 6 notes they have had input (curved 
arrow) into an external report (light blue document). All other members remain silent 
except for Actor 4 who extends additional thanks to Group 2 (working group) and notes 
that endorsement and recommendation of the policy to the governing body at the 
previous meeting had been a positive outcome.

Figure 8. Act 4 Scene 7 - Power plays and polite pretences on the board stage.
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Act 5 scene 3 – management to the rescue

Actor 6 speaks without directing comments through Actor 4 (chair) to update the meeting on 
the policy’s progress and alert members to some possible negative attention from Group 9 
(external media). Members are reassured that any reports of delayed completion are erro-
neous – unlike some members of Group 10 (all other Australian universities) – and the policy 
will be submitted by the required deadline (hourglass) set by Actor 29 (Australian 
Government minister/red gavel), as earlier advised by Actor 6 to Actor 29 and Group 11 
(external review panel). The meeting is updated on plans for implementation and gratitude is 
once again extended to all contributing parties.

This situation presented an opportunity for Actor 6 to monumentalise themselves as 
a source of power and authority. Their display of power was in their uninvited update on 
recent information circulated by the media and reassurances to the meeting that the university 
was compliant and not on the ‘bad list’. Here Actor 6 monumentalises their ability to handle 
challenges effectively and protect the university’s reputation – whereas the academic board 
could not. This intervention was a form of historising, as Actor 6 positions themselves as 
a problem-solver and saviour, a role that might historically have been attributed to the board.

Act 6 scene 2 - silent strings and unspoken commands: a masterclass in academic puppetry

Figure 9. Act 5 Scene 3 - Management to the rescue.

Figure 10. Act 6 Scene 2 - Silent strings and unspoken commands: A masterclass in academic puppetry.
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Enter for the first time, Actor 20 (ex officio member of the board and governing body) who 
expertly influences Actor 4 (chair) to provide an update on an external meeting related to 
Actor 4’s role as chair; i.e., Group 12 (national academic board chairs). A somewhat miffed 
Actor 4 quickly recovers, provides the requested update and takes the opportunity to 
congratulate the case study university on its satisfactory development of an academic 
freedom policy, incidentally noting that other members of Group 10 (all other Australian 
universities) were not so well placed. Actor 4 notes that the case study university had met 
the timeframe set by Actor 29 (Australian Government minister/red gavel), and referred to 
the roles of Group 9 (external media) and Group 7 (Australian Government). They again 
express thanks to Group 2 (working group) for helping achieve this outcome.

Here we see both power relations and monumentalism, as Actor 20 directs Actor 4 
(chair) to shape the discussion in a particular way, demonstrating Actor 20’s use of power 
and authority to strategically influence the outcome of the meeting. Historicising is 
evident in the crafting of a positive perspective by Actors 4 and 20, limiting any 
receptivity to diverse viewpoints. This subtle act reminds and revises the meeting’s 
perception of power dynamics and decision-making processes. The scene highlights 
the influence of perhaps previously hidden ‘higher authorities’ in the strategic decision- 
making processes within the academic board, challenging any previous assumptions 
members may have had about its powers.

Discussion

Our aim in this paper has been to identify the Foucauldian apparatus (the strings) that senior 
managerial figures used to influence academic board. This is important because when 
a person in a position of institutional authority is involved in the policy-making process, 
but not presiding over it using direct governing methods (Bacchi & Goodwin, 2016), they can 
strategically direct and control the enunciative field through a variety of means.

The ideal of the academic board is to provide an academic voice into institutional 
policy development. If academic boards provide the appearance, but not the reality, of 
academic inclusion in this process they may in fact reinforce rather than moderate the 
power of managers and the dominance of managerial values. Much like ‘managed 
democracies’ use rigged elections to provide the appearance of, but not the reality, of 
democracy (Wegren & Kinitzer, 2007), an academic board which is ‘managed’ towards 
managerial outcomes may in fact disempower those it claims to represent. Managed 
academic inclusion may legitimate managerial outcomes by obscuring the power rela-
tions which give rise to them.

This management of inclusion need not involve any malicious intent to undermine 
the independence of the board. On the Foucauldian account, power is omnipresent and is 
often exercised without any conscious awareness or intent through established practises, 
norms, and discourses which define the boundaries of accepted knowledge and beha-
viour. Power in this sense is not a purely negative force. Although it can be repressive, 
power is also a precondition for any form of knowledge and collective action.

Using a Foucauldian lens to create collages that visually represent key moments in the 
policy-making process, we have identified five elements of the apparatus, which we refer to 
as: Strategic Managerial Monumentalism, Managerial Historical Revisionism, Managerial 
Discursive Dominance, Managerial Panoptic Surveillance, Managerial Normalisation.
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First: authority figures strategically build managerial monuments through discursive 
framing (Fairhurst & Sarr, 1996) by employing emotionally charged statements (Foucault,  
1972). This strategic managerial monument building is accomplished by fashioning state-
ments that invoke higher sources of authority to influence their perception and significance. 
These statements are transcribed into written records, thereby enshrining them as historical 
monuments, such as agendas and documented minutes of meetings. It also simultaneously 
prohibits the building of alternative monuments that may challenge or oppose their viewpoint 
(Mettler, 2016). This strategic act of monument building by an authoritative figure serves not 
only to define current priorities but also lays the groundwork that will, in due course, wield 
considerable influence in shaping the board’s history. We coin the term ‘Strategic Managerial 
Monumentalism’ to describe the deliberate building of enduring monuments by an authority 
figure to consolidate their influence and control over a body over time.

Second: authority figures deliver interpretive statements about existing monuments, 
thereby reinforcing the prescribed interpretations, and controlling the narrative. While 
this practise of delivering interpretive statements about existing monuments is known as 
‘Historical Revisionism’ or memory politics (Wulf, 1989), our study revealed how an 
authority figure performs this by utilising statements that invoke currently standing 
managerial monuments or higher-ranking managerial authority figures. This practice, 
which we call ‘Managerial Historical Revisionism’, enables them to reconfigure the 
present within the context of historical monuments to suit their purposes, to remind 
participants of what was important and by inference what was not, and to influence 
narratives to maintain or shift power dynamics as required. It is also a method for 
creating the appearance of consistency and coherence in their actions. Act 3 Scene 1 
was an example of this, as Actor 1 emphasised the policy’s historical significance by 
referencing past efforts and developments, thereby justifying its significance within the 
university’s larger story, and reinforcing its monument-like status and authority.

Third: from a Foucauldian perspective, our analysis uncovers a phenomenon we term 
‘Managerial Discursive Dominance’ in the behaviour of authority figures. This manifes-
tation involves a strategic exercise of managerial control over discourse. By intertwining 
language with their authoritative physical presence, they construct themselves as an 
institutional monument within the designated enunciative field. This monument reso-
nates with the essence of their language, reinforcing their identity and position as 
a symbol of authority within the institution. Within this framework, an authority figure’s 
discourse becomes a tool for asserting power and shaping discourse itself, aligning with 
Foucault’s (1972) insights into the intricate interplay between power, discourse, and the 
establishment of monuments within the enunciative field.

Fourth: authority figures employ Foucault’s panopticon-derived ‘Managerial Panoptic 
Surveillance’. This is accomplished by devising means to make the membership of such 
bodies feel as though they are under constant surveillance by authority figures, especially 
during voting and preamble discussions. To avoid potential consequences, individuals 
are more likely to conform to the dominant discourse when they are aware they are being 
observed.

During our observations, we determined that it was preferred that members be 
physically present during voting and discussion preceding a vote. In the context of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, virtual meetings presented difficulties for this mechanism, as they 
were unable to continue in the panoptic spatial configuration of the meeting chamber, 
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and the ability to monitor voting and member interactions diminished. Due to an 
insistence on the resumption of in-person meetings, the concept of Managerial 
Panoptic Surveillance was revealed more explicitly, highlighting its role in maintaining 
control within the enunciative field.

Fifth: when viewed through a Foucauldian lens, our investigation reveals a final layer 
of observation – ‘Managerial Normalisation’ - in which authority figures uphold com-
munication guidelines, behavioural standards, and interaction models that align with 
their managerial beliefs, but believe they are exempt from these norms. In our study, 
while board members waited to be acknowledged by the chair before speaking, Actor 6 
almost constantly did not follow the protocol.

This reinforcement of existing hierarchical power dynamics not only regulates dis-
course but also marginalises voices of dissent, preserving the dominance of senior 
managerial figures. This dynamic suggests that members of these university bodies 
have internalised, or been conditioned, to communicate and engage in meetings in 
manners sanctioned by those in power. This signifies a form of disciplinary control, 
echoing Foucault’s insights on how institutional mechanisms shape behaviour and 
establish the boundaries of acceptable participation. In practice what this looks like is 
that members of these academic boards know no other ways of behaving.

Concluding remarks

Our analysis inspires a nuanced perspective that transcends the characterisation of any 
one actor as a lone antagonist. Instead, it highlights the intricate web of power dynamics 
that ensnares all senior members of the university administration under the pervasive 
influence of managerialism. They operate within a discursive framework in which 
conformity to managerial norms is crucial to maintaining their positions and salaries. 
Viewing the actions of Actor 6 as responses to the disciplinary mechanisms embedded 
within managerialism acknowledges their dual role as both puppeteer (agent) and puppet 
(subject) within this larger managerial apparatus.

Managerialism’s disregard for the doctrine of the separation of powers is one of its 
most notable characteristics (Clarke & Newman, 1997; Davies, 2003; Deem et al., 2007). 
This is reflected in the hierarchical committee structure adopted by universities, that 
allows governing bodies such as academic boards to be managed by university executive 
officers like vice-chancellors. The terms of reference for academic boards often imply that 
these bodies advise the university executive, which puts senior actors in a power position 
where they can exert their dominance of the decision-making processes and operations 
(Rowlands, 2013b). Our study’s visualisation of power dynamics within policy-making 
meetings has lifted the curtain on the very apparatus through which these authority 
figures consolidate their dominance. It reveals the intricate interplay between manage-
rialism, institutional structure, and individual behaviour. It exposes how authority 
figures wield power while simultaneously being shaped by its constraints.

This study stands as a call to action, echoing Foucault’s stance on understanding and 
critiquing power dynamics. It urges a reconsideration of how universities structure their 
governance to ensure a separation of power. Only then will we see a recalibration of power 
structures and any meaningful change where academic values are embodied in policy. Until 
then, managerial values will predominate, and the policy-practice divide will persist.
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Appendices

Appendix A – Foucauldian questions posed to the vignettes to assist with 
collage creation

(1) Statements and Monuments
● Does the language and rhetoric employed by actors influence the framing of discussions and 

policy directions, shaping the discourse within the meetings?
● Are there recurring statements or phrases used by actors that reflect and reinforce manage-

rial values, contributing to the formation of specific discursive patterns?
● Do the monuments (e.g., policies, decisions, documents) generated within the meeting 

reflect the influence of specific actors and emphasise managerial values, solidifying their 
power in the institutional discourse?

(2) Power Relations and Authority
● Does the presence of any actor or actors influence the power dynamics within the meeting, 

shaping the hierarchies and determining who holds the authority to speak, propose ideas, or 
influence decision-making?

● In what way does the institutional authority of a dominant actor impact the distribution of 
power and authority within the meeting?

● Are there instances where an actor’s position of authority is used to shape the discourse and 
suppress alternative viewpoints, controlling the narrative within the meetings?

(3) Framing of Discussions and Decision-Making Processes
● Does an actor influence or shape the framing of discussions within the meeting, shaping the 

formation of knowledge and discursive practices?
● Are certain topics or perspectives prioritised or marginalised based on an actor’s influence, 

and does this reflect the power dynamics at play?
● In what ways does an actor advocating for their own will and/or managerial values impact 

the decision-making processes, and how does this shape the overall discourse?
(4) Control of Discourse and Receptivity

● Do specific actors control the flow of discourse within the meetings, employing mechanisms 
or practices to limit what can be said or discussed?

● Are dissenting voices or alternative perspectives suppressed or discouraged in the meetings, 
shaping the overall receptivity to diverse viewpoints?

● Do other members of the meetings respond to the directions of a dominant actor, and what 
factors contribute to their apparent receptivity or resistance to those directions?
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Appendix B – Collage Iconography Legend

Icon Indicator

Light brown person Participant
Light brown larger person Formal role in meeting not used consistently
White person Not present at meeting
Red mouth Constantly unmuted
Red face/mouth/megaphone Speaks without seeking permission through the chair or with unexpected authority
Red cross on mouth Positive feedback
No mouth Muted (required to press button to indicate desire to speak)
No tick (when voting) Observational status
White tick Invisible voting when all meetings via Zoom 

Voting by show of hands when split across Zoom and in person
Red hat High institutional power
Purple hat Medium institutional power
Pink hat Low institutional power
Dark green hat High informal power
Medium green hat Medium informal power
Light green hat Low informal power
Yellow hand Raised hand seeking permission to speak
Group red/red hat Group with high power
Group pink/pink hat Group with low power
Group purple/purple hat Group with medium power
Yellow book Referenced policy/procedure other than in-focus policy
Gold crown Member of higher authority (Group 2)
White line Invoking authority
Dashed white line Acknowledging contribution
Yellow scroll Policy Library (policy repository)
Blue document French Report (draft code)
Orange documents Meeting record
Blue double wave Relevant literature
Light blue document Academic freedom report
Grey subprocess Implementation activities (unseen)
Black queen/king Actor with most evident power in scene
Large black queen/king When two powerful actors, actor displaying most power
Brown documents Legal documents/legislation
Pink document Enterprise bargaining agreement of case study university
Green documents Policies of another university
Question mark Number of questions asked by questioner
Orange line Derisive question answerer
Thick orange line ‘Real’ question answerer
White curved arrow Self-reference as expert
Hourglass Time pressure invoked by actor pointing to hourglass
Red gavel Applying external pressure to finish policy
Purple lined document Motion in agenda
Purple document Zoom meeting protocol

JOURNAL OF HIGHER EDUCATION POLICY AND MANAGEMENT 25


	Abstract
	Introduction
	Academic boards and the policy-practice divide
	Theoretical background
	Power
	Enunciative fields

	Theoretical framework – a Foucauldian analysis of university managerialism
	The managerialist charter
	Monumental beliefs
	Historical beliefs

	Power relation beliefs

	The case
	Methodology
	Findings
	Act 0 scene 0 – behind the puppeteers’ curtains
	Act 1 scene 2 - power plays and discursive dominance
	Act 3 scene 1 - carrying the torch for managerialism
	Act 3 scene 4 - how to speak when kings are present
	Act 3 scene 6 - the clock is ticking
	Act 4 scene 2 – back on top of the managerial agenda
	Act 4 scene 5 - verbal jousting: pressing towards the managerial goal
	Act 4 scene 7 - power plays and polite pretences on the board stage
	Act 5 scene 3 – management to the rescue
	Act 6 scene 2 - silent strings and unspoken commands: a masterclass in academic puppetry

	Discussion
	Concluding remarks
	Disclosure statement
	ORCID
	References
	Appendices
	Appendix A – Foucauldian questions posed to the vignettes to assist with collage creation
	Appendix B – Collage Iconography Legend

