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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: 
 
 

Traditional conceptions of academic freedom and institutional autonomy are under threat 

both within South Africa and elsewhere.  This is rooted in the growth of market-driven 

economies from the late-1970s onwards; in South Africa, the ending of apartheid and 

GEAR have fed government concern in an HE sector which faces immense pressures to 

transform. South African institutions are being asked to do more with less, under greater 

public scrutiny.  

 

While accepting it is reasonable to expect efficiency and public accountability, the 

emerging “audit-culture” within the sector equates to micro-management by the State; the 

Rhodes experience suggests that this detracts from the core business of higher education. 

 

Although Rhodes University escaped the worst of the government’s restructuring exercise, 

the great uncertainty around this initiative was debilitating for the higher education sector, 

not to mention time-consuming.  The government’s encouragement of  programme-based 

curricula in the late-1990s marked a particularly intrusive and detrimental form of 

intervention; although Rhodes managed to avoid its negative consequences. 

 

More than government interference in higher education, the greatest single danger 

remains under-resourcing of the sector by the government which could result in 

universities ceasing to produce the skilled graduates or generate the developmental 

research countries like South Africa so desperately need.  Rather than expecting the 

sector to do more with less, the government should be enabling higher education to do 

more with more. 
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Introduction 

 In South Africa, and in many other parts of the world, a familiar incantation has long 

been heard within the university:  academic freedom and institutional autonomy must be 

defended from external threats, especially those emanating from the state.  During the 

apartheid era this position was constantly invoked as the state strove to shape and 

regulate higher education along ideological lines.  Eleven years into the post-apartheid era 

the state, according to some critics, continues to  “interfere” in the higher education sector. 

 The relationship between government and universities, however agreeable it might 

appear to be on the surface, is inherently tense. Straightforward appeals to the principles 

of academic freedom and institutional autonomy generally do not resolve this tension.  In 

part this is because the concepts, academic freedom and institutional autonomy, 

themselves are indeterminate or invoked in different contexts and discourses. 

 In one standard formulation, academic freedom amounts to a university’s right to 

decide, free of external interference, who shall teach, what and who shall be taught, and 

how teaching should be conducted.  As André du Toit argues, this formulation is not as 

unproblematic as it may appear at first sight.  He shows how “the terminology of ‘academic 

freedom’ may be adopted by, and can function in, a range of different discourses”, from a 

traditional liberal discourse, to apartheid discourse, to a progressive discourse of the left 

(Du Toit, 2000, p.77).  Du Toit also suggests that current attempts to appeal, from a liberal 

perspective, to the principle of academic freedom in the face of perceived state 

interference, are misguided and inappropriate. He points out that institutional autonomy 

does not guarantee academic freedom, as an autonomous university which is 

autocratically (or poorly) managed from within can severely undermine academic freedom 

of its own accord. 

 Moreover, it has to be asked, should a university enjoy full autonomy and freedom 

from state involvement when the state itself provides a proportion of the university’s 

income?  When taxpayers’ money is being paid to universities surely the state should have 

a voice in their internal affairs, and hold a reasonable expectation that the institutions will 

be responsive to the needs of the public as these are articulated through the constitution? 

Our position tends towards this latter view.  Given that Rhodes University in 2004 derived 

over 50% (?) of its income from government subsidy, we concede that the government has 

a reasonable expectation of involvement in the university.  The crucial question then 

becomes, what might be the appropriate nature and extent of such involvement?  This is 
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the question that most likely gives rise to tension between the government and the higher 

education sector – and the key question to be addressed in this submission. 

 

Historical background
 During the apartheid era, particularly in the 1960s and 1970s, the tertiary education 

sector was deeply corroded by state policy.  Universities were subject to racial segregation 

with strict racial prohibitions on student admissions (in all universities, with a few 

exceptions) and on academic staff appointments (in the historically white universities).  

Each “homeland”/bantustan was to have its own university, as were the Indian and 

coloured “groups”.  While the white Afrikaans-medium universities voluntarily serviced the 

needs of the apartheid state, the white English-medium universities adopted a more or 

less liberal, oppositional stance towards apartheid (often “less” rather than “more”).  The 

government exercised strict authority over the “homeland” universities by ensuring  that 

senior appointments in the institutions went to government supporters. 

 While the overall university system was organised along apartheid lines, it was also 

very well funded by the state: universities derived 80%(?) or more of their income from the 

state subsidy.  In the 1960s and 1970s there was a high level of capital expenditure in the 

sector, as the new black ethnic universities were constructed, and as the white universities 

were able to expand their infrastructure significantly.  Moreover university staff salaries 

were then much more competitive with those in other comparable sectors than they would 

be in the decades ahead. 

 

The post-apartheid era
 In the post-apartheid era the government has faced mounting challenges in its 

dealings with the higher education sector.  First, it has had to bring some overall rationality 

to a sector which had been designed not according to any acceptable educational, social 

or demographic rationale.   Although possessing a strong physical infrastructure, its siting 

and spatial spread lacked any firm logical basis beyond the imperatives of apartheid.  

Quite simply, the country had too many tertiary institutions, some located too close 

together, others in inappropriate, remote areas. 

 The government thus had to bring some overall logic to the higher education sector.  It 

could do this in one of two ways: either by allowing market forces to reshape the system; 

or by intervening directly and restructuring the sector through state direction and control.  
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We recognise that this was a difficult choice.  Each option carried its own particular 

problems and costs.  In the event  the latter path was chosen. 

 In our view this was an acceptable path, even though there are grounds for criticising 

the details of specific mergers.  Moreover the actual process of amalgamating institutions 

was bumpy, as it was sure to have been, given the varying cultures, resources, 

demographics, and finances of the different  institutions.  The costs of the process have 

been higher than originally estimated.  And the decision to end the so-called binary divide 

between universities and technikons was almost certainly mistaken, given the country’s 

pressing need for persons with practical and technical  skills.  Notwithstanding these 

difficulties, we maintain the view that there was a strong case for the state to exercise 

initiative in the restructuring of the higher education sector. This intervention was, we 

suggest, the “lesser of two evils”: the fate of the sector could not be left to market forces 

alone to determine. 

 While the post-apartheid government has intervened to restructure the higher 

education sector, it has also striven to transform tertiary institutions and to bring them in 

line with national policy agendas.  Transformation has centred on four main concerns.  

First, to broaden student access to tertiary institutions, and to change the demographic 

profile of student bodies in historically white institutions.  Second, to ensure that the 

principle of equity is applied in the process of appointing staff, again with a view to 

changing the demographic profile of academic and support personnel.  Third, to impel 

tertiary institutions,  through pressure and incentives, to gear their teaching and research 

towards meeting the needs and goals of national  development.  And fourth, to make 

institutions more efficient and cost-effective. 

 While these are reasonable goals, taken together they do generate difficulties for 

universities. Given contradictions between some of the goals, and shifts in policy 

formulation, their implementation can become a problem.  For instance, it is difficult for 

universities both to broaden student access and become more efficient and cost-effective 

at the same time.  As state policy-makers have become more conscious of this kind of 

tension there has been a shift of emphasis away from student access towards student 

success.  Student graduation rates have become more important  than student admission 

rates. 

 A brief overview of some key state policy documents of the past decade gives an 

indication of some of the shifts.  The National Commission on Higher Education (NCHE) 

Report of 1996 and the government White Paper on Higher Education of 1997 laid down 
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some key government positions and policies.  Between them they reiterated the stress on 

increasing student access to universities, but the White Paper advanced a further 

commitment “to ensuring that public funds earmarked for achieving redress and equity 

must be linked to measurable progress toward improving quality and reducing the high 

drop-out and repetition rates” (quoted in Libhaber, 2005, p.19). 

 Both documents also emphasised the imperative that universities become more 

responsive to societal needs, producing graduates with more relevant knowledge and 

skills, and becoming more accountable to taxpayers, even if this meant sacrificing the 

more traditional concern of universities to impart and develop canonical information and 

new ideas.  Towards this end the 1997 White Paper proposed that universities shift away 

from long-established disciplines and departments and move towards offering more 

vocationally oriented “programmes”.  Furthermore, to show themselves to be properly 

responsive to the broader needs of post-apartheid South Africa, universities were 

expected to co-operate and collaborate among themselves and with the state, according to 

“the principle of autonomous institutions working co-operatively with a proactive 

government and in a range of partnerships” (quoted in Bundy, 2005, p.92). 

 Colin Bundy has highlighted the ambiguity in the demands being made of universities: 

 South African universities were expected to be vehicles of social redress: broadening 
access, setting targets for improved racial and gender balances, tending to the 
educational needs of first-generation students, improving success rates, and 
inculcating democratic values of tolerance, citizenship and the common good.  They 
were simultaneously required to excel in the market place: to diversify their funding 
base, establish niches, add value, hustle for clients, out-compete their neighbors, 
service industry and commerce, and produce employable graduates (Bundy, 2005, 
p.92). 

 
This would be a tall order. 

 

 Notwithstanding the ambiguity inherent in these imperatives, the government has 

persisted in pursuing a policy which is premised on the belief that the higher education 

sector must undertake to achieve a range of diverse objectives.  In 2001 the government 

produced a national plan for the sector.  The main component of the plan was the detailed 

outline of the specific institutional mergers to be carried through.  But it also laid down a 

set of challenges for higher education institutions.  These included imperatives which had 

long been proclaimed: redress, transformation, responsiveness to national needs.  At the 

same time, however, the plan gave fuller recognition to the need for enhanced efficiency in 

the sector.  Universities should be imparting the skills and competencies vital to the 
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function of a modern society, especially computer literacy, information management, 

communication and analytical skills.  And they should be preparing graduates to meet the 

challenges of globalisation and the knowledge-economy (Bundy, 2005, p.94). 

 Commentators have noted a further shift to an even greater emphasis on efficiency in 

higher education in this plan (Libhaber, 2005, p.19).  The existing graduation rate of 15% 

was deemed to be unacceptably low, 30% being the international norm.  The National Plan 

established graduation rate targets that institutions would have to meet. 

 Moreover universities would be subjected to greater state regulation with a view both 

to assuring quality and efficiency, and to bringing the operation of universities more in line 

with the needs of the state.  Along with the merger process, this nascent culture of auditing 

would prove to be contentious and add further fuel to the charge of state “interference”. 

 The external responsibility for quality assurance would be entrusted to the Higher 

Education Quality Committee (HEQC) of the Council on Higher Education.  Its tasks would 

include the accreditation  of academic programmes and the quality audit of individual 

institutions.  The institutions themselves would be required to submit annually three-year 

rolling plans in which they outlined targets and strategies for meeting the goals of national 

policy.  One such goal, determined by the state, was for the balance in student enrolments 

to be altered over the following five to ten years, away from the humanities towards 

commerce, science and technology. 

 

 The government is able to enforce these increasing demands on universities because 

it possesses leverage in the form of the annual subsidy that it pays to higher education 

institutions.  Herein, though, lies a paradox.  As the government has placed heightened 

pressure on universities in recent years – to increase student access, to produce more 

relevant research in greater abundance, to be more accountable by assuring the quality of 

its operations – so has the proportion of university income derived from the government 

subsidy steadily declined.  It is somewhat ironical that during the apartheid era universities 

enjoyed higher levels of government funding and were under less pressure than they are 

now to quantify their productivity and measure the quality of their activities. 

 This double bind is not peculiar to South Africa – it has been a growing international 

trend over the past two decades or more.  Universities have come to be expected to do 

more with less.  In Britain, for instance, in the 1980s the Thatcher government subjected 

universities to a new higher education order which amounted to cuts in state funding 

combined with greater accountability to the state for performance in teaching and 
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research.  This double squeeze had severe consequences for universities – rising 

student:staff ratios, lower pay for staff, declining standards, and widespread 

demoralization among academics.  Public spending per student fell by 40% in two 

decades (Bundy, 2005, p.87). 

 There was a further paradox.  Just as the heavy hand of the state was landing on 

universities, at the same time they were becoming more and more subjected to market 

forces.  It was a double whammy  -  the state was engaging in greater regulation of 

universities, and simultaneously letting loose upon them the forces of deregulation.  In 

Britain, and in many other industrialised countries, the pattern has been for university-state 

relations to be “recast in terms of greater accountability and performance audits.  As the 

proportion of funding for universities from the public purse has fallen, so the proportion 

from other sources has had to increase” (Bundy, 2005, p.87).  Universities had to become 

more market-oriented, to operate more like “businesses”.  Students became customers, to 

be targeted through successful marketing and branding.  Researchers had to obtain more 

outside funding, for which they would have to be able to demonstrate the relevance or 

utilitarian value of their work. 

 

The impact of government policy on Rhodes University
 What has been the specific impact of government policies and international trends on 

Rhodes University?  Do we see ourselves as having been victims of government 

“interference”?  Our initial answer to the latter question is that for the most part we do not 

see ourselves as such.  Inevitably Rhodes University has felt the impact of external forces 

and pressures, and government has made increasing demands of the institution in recent 

years.  We believe, though, that it is out of place to characterise these demands as 

straightforward “interference”.  However, we do see developing problems and tensions, 

likely to worsen in the future unless there is a reversal in government action, and an 

improvement in the material conditions of South African universities. 

 In recent years the most significant and direct form of government involvement in the 

higher education sector has been the merger process.  For Rhodes University this has led 

to the loss of its East London campus.  While the loss has been much regretted, the logic 

of incorporating this campus into Fort Hare was accepted. The relative proximity of East 

London to Bhisho and Alice allows for the possible growth of a multi-campus university 

centred in the East London metropole.  The potential for the future development and 

expansion of the East London campus was likely to be limited as long as it was part of 
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Rhodes University.  The merger process itself was difficult and trying for Rhodes 

University, as it was for all institutions, making for three years of uncertainty and anxiety.  

But the final outcome, although painful for some sections of the university, is rational.  

 In the late 1990s there was one particular government “policy” towards universities 

that appeared to amount to “interference”.  This was the demand that universities 

introduce interdisciplinary programme-based curricula in place of the more traditional 

system based on single discipline-based departments.  The thinking was that 

“programmes” would better inculcate in students the multiple skills and breadth of thinking 

required for the new “knowledge economy” of the (post-)modern age.  This thinking has 

been shown up as largely misguided – so much so that some universities are now 

reverting back to the former discipline-based system.  Rhodes University never went the 

programme route, leaving departments to operate largely as individual entities.  While we 

believe that government policy in this instance did constitute “interference”, we are 

gratified that Rhodes University was able to avoid its negative consequences. 

 There has been, though, one other more specific curriculum change imposed by the 

government and the profession that we have not been able to avoid.  Rhodes, like other 

universities, has been compelled to introduce a four-year undergraduate Ll.B  Normally in 

the past students have taken a three-year bachelor’s degree before moving on to a two-

year postgraduate Ll.B.  We believe the latter option preferable as it provides future 

lawyers with a broader education, albeit at the cost of an extra year at university.  We are 

finding that, given the choice between the two routes, students at Rhodes are still opting 

for the latter. 

 Since 1994 all historically white tertiary institutions have been under pressure to 

change their demographic profile, both at the staff and student levels.  We believe that the 

requirement, although often problematic, is reasonable, and that the pressure to fulfil it has 

not been excessive.  There are, though, tensions and contradictions in government policy; 

these are increasingly evident.  The recent shift in the emphasis of policy away from 

expanding student access to tertiary institutions towards ensuring student success might 

make it more difficult to meet demographic targets given the inadequate schooling 

available to disadvantaged groups.  Rhodes University will further strive to increase its 

intake of black students while maintaining a high graduation rate. 

 Efforts to extend the proportion of black staff at Rhodes University are handicapped 

by another contradiction in government policy – the contradiction between requirements of 

nationality and “race”.  The Department of Home Affairs makes it very difficult for 
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universities to hire people who are not South African citizens.  The processing of work 

permit applications generally takes several months, during which time waiting applicants 

lose patience and turn down their job offer.  This has happened in a number of cases at 

Rhodes.  It thus becomes very difficult to appoint well qualified black staff who are not 

South African citizens.  The government must decide whether its priority is to increase the 

proportion of staff who are South African citizens or to change the demographic profile of 

tertiary institutions.  If it is to be the latter the process of obtaining work permits for non-

South Africans must be speeded up. 

 The South African government has further involved itself in the higher education 

sector by demanding that institutions become more efficient and more accountable.  We 

do not think this is unreasonable, although the growing “audit culture” does create 

problems.  Rhodes University has recently undergone an HEQC audit, the results of which 

will be known in the months ahead.  Prior to the audit the university engaged in a process 

of self-examination and self-reflection. 

 At the same time it has to be recognised that the external auditing process is both 

burdensome and imperfect.  Rhodes University has managed for some years with a small 

planning office.  But the constant demand for feedback, information and statistics places a 

considerable burden on the university administration and on academic staff – so much so 

that the capacity to undertake the prime functions of teaching and research is weakened, 

often considerably. 

 Moreover there must be doubts as to how accurately quality can be measured through 

an auditing process. The success of the process depends in part on the audited 

institution’s capacity for honest self-critique.  How honest will an institution be when it is 

determined to project itself in a favourable light?  And how easily can quality be 

measured? Statistics inevitably lend themselves to quantitative forms of measurement that 

often reveal little about inherent quality in the field of knowledge.  Auditing can become 

formulaic, and somewhat removed from the intellectual endeavour that is the core of 

university life. 

 The auditing of tertiary institutions carries with it certain dangers, some of which will 

be discussed in our concluding remarks.  The dangers are particularly great if the growing 

audit culture continues to be accompanied by an ongoing decline in state subsidies to 

universities.  Over the past fifteen years the proportion of its income that Rhodes 

University derives from the state subsidy has fallen significantly (see Appendix A for 



 
 
 
 Submission to Higher Education Council                                                                                                     10 of 13 

figures).  The state may have reasonable expectations of the country’s universities, but it 

also has fiscal responsibilities towards them.  Are these responsibilities being met? 

 

Conclusion
 It is our view that in trying to formulate what should be an appropriate relationship 

between government and universities in South Africa, straightforward appeals to the 

principles of institutional autonomy and academic freedom are often limited.  Universities 

cannot be wholly autonomous institutions when they depend so heavily on state funding.  

At the same time they should never become instruments of the state. Universities have 

good cause to defend their right to decide who will teach what to whom, but this freedom 

must be located within a broader social, political and constitutional context.  Both the 

universities’ sources of income and the needs of a developing country have to be taken 

into account. 

 The principles of institutional autonomy and academic freedom do not stand by 

themselves, unproblematised, as adequate shields against government involvement/ 

interference in the affairs of universities.  So one then has to ask to what extent, and in 

what ways should the South African government involve itself in the affairs of the country’s  

universities? 

 In a developing country universities, especially when so dependent on state funds, 

cannot expect to enjoy unfettered autonomy and unbridled academic freedom. It is 

reasonable for the state to expect universities to address to some extent national 

developmental needs in what is taught and researched.  For this expectation to be met the 

state should provide incentives rather than issue directives.  Moreover tertiary institutions 

should be given considerable freedom to engage in teaching and research activities that 

have no obvious or immediate utilitarian value. It is on this score that the principles of 

institutional autonomy and academic freedom come into play. 

 As already stated we recognise as reasonable the government’s insistence that 

tertiary institutions be efficient and accountable.  However, we also see dangers in the 

expansion of the audit culture and its growing intrusion into university life.  So far in South 

Africa it has not intruded as much as it has in other countries.  In those countries where it 

has intruded significantly, such as the UK, its damaging consequences are becoming 

apparent.  Regular reading of the Times Higher Education Supplement reveals just how 

irksome and demoralising, for academics in particular, has been the constant auditing of 

research and teaching at universities in the UK. 
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 The South African ministry of education, and its associated bodies, should therefore 

be extremely careful in how they direct regulatory mechanisms towards higher education 

institutions: excessive auditing will be counter-productive, demoralising and demotivating 

those whose work is being measured. 

 Right now the higher education sector in South Africa may well be at a critical 

juncture.  Although there is uneven quality within the sector, it functions well in places.  Its 

more efficient components produce quality research and graduates whose degrees meet 

international standards.  However, if the state persists in expecting universities to be ever 

more efficient with ever less resources the whole sector is likely to deteriorate.  Over the 

past two decades or more there has been a steady decline, in real terms, in university 

salaries, especially when compared to those in the private sector and other branches of 

the public service. If this trend continues, together with the growing demands of the audit 

culture, universities will cease to attract the best young minds into the academic 

profession. A steady downward spiral can set in, as has happened at universities in many 

other African countries. If this happens, experience sadly suggests that universities cease 

to produce the skilled graduates or generate the developmental research that countries 

like South Africa so desperately need. 

 This, then, is the great danger – not excessive government “interference” or 

involvement in the higher education sector, but rather under-resourcing of the sector by 

the government, so much so that the whole system deteriorates.  Only when the 

government stops expecting the sector to do “more with less”, and instead encourages it to 

do “more with more”, can this danger be averted. And only this can obviate the necessity 

for conversations over academic freedom and institutional autonomy. 

 

 

 

Paul Maylam and Peter Vale 

23 September 2005 



APPENDIX A: FIGURES INDICATING TOTAL INCOME AND GOVERNMENT SUBSIDY 
FOR RHODES UNIVERSITY 1990-2004 

 
 
 

  
Government 

Funds     
Total 

Income       

 Column 1 Column 2     Edu & Gen Other Residence 
Total 

Income   Ed & Gen/ Gov funds/ 

 Edu & Gen Other Total           
Total 

Income 
Total 

Income 

 A B C   D E F G   A/G C/G 

2004 126,741 24,584 151,325   209,514 137,485 54,001 401,000   32% 38% 
2003 125,927 19,718 145,645   211,282 109,800 48,464 369,546   34% 39% 
2002 120,876 17,732 138,608   202,462 108,567 37,986 349,015   35% 40% 
2001 102,535 21,097 123,632   169,443 93,032 34,621 297,096   35% 42% 
2000 100,699 17,699 118,398   163,470 81,330 31,792 276,592   36% 43% 
1999 87,800 16,390 104,190   143,000 66,606 26,700 236,306   37% 44% 
1998 80,600 11,615 92,215   132,200 58,923 23,500 214,623   38% 43% 
1997 76,021 9,319 85,340   144,715 23,165 3,185 171,065   44% 50% 
1996 61,183 7,160 68,343   119,242 19,979 2,620 141,841   43% 48% 
1995 54,841 6,602 61,443   107,424 18,776 1,737 127,937   43% 48% 
1994 50,754 5,940 56,694   102,652 16,744 1,499 120,895   42% 47% 
1993 48,691 4,471 53,162   115,780   115,780   42% 46% 
1992 40,899 4,259 45,158   96,235   96,235   42% 47% 
1991 35,626 4,015 39,641   85,159   85,159   42% 47% 
1990 31,396 3,865 35,261   69,103   69,103   45% 51% 

              

 1,144,589 174,466 1,319,055   2,071,681 734,407 266,105 3,072,193     
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Statement on Academic Freedom 
May 26th, 2005 

 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
I.  The Context of Academic Freedom 
 
The Purposes of Universities 
The international community recognizes the important role played in society by universities and 
other institutions of higher learning and research.  Indeed, all states are expected to provide 
higher education in fulfillment of Article 26 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(1948) and Article 13, paragraph 2(c), of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (1966). 
 
Modern societies now entrust universities with greater responsibilities than ever before.  
Universities are charged with preserving the knowledge of the past and transmitting it to the next 
generation; educating tomorrow’s citizens, professionals, and leaders; and fostering the 
discovery of new knowledge that may either strengthen or challenge established ideas and norms 
-- all with the aim of deepening human understanding and bettering the human condition.  They 
also function as engines of economic development, foster technological and scientific 
innovation, stimulate creativity in the arts and literature, and address urgent global problems 
such as poverty, disease, ethno-political conflict, and environmental degradation.  
 
The Principles of Universities 
At the International Conference convened by UNESCO in 1950, in Nice, the Universities of the 
World articulated three interdependent principles for which every university should stand:  
 

• The right to pursue knowledge for its own sake and to follow wherever the search for 
truth may lead. 

 
• The tolerance of divergent opinion and freedom from political interference. 

 
• The obligation as social institutions to promote, through teaching and research, the 

principles of freedom and justice, of human dignity and solidarity, and to develop 
mutually material and moral aid on an international level.  

 
These principles reflect the central role that university-based research and education play in the 
cultural, social, political and economic development of societies.  They apply regardless of 
whether universities are state-funded, state-regulated, or private institutions. 
 
 
II. The Meaning of Academic Freedom 
 
The Foundations of Academic Freedom 
The principles upon which universities, and the academic activities they embody, stand are 
widely recognized.  These principles are morally, legally, and politically grounded in the values 
that define the role of scholars in all academic disciplines (including the humanities, the natural, 



 1 
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biological, and social sciences, the arts, engineering, law, medicine, etc.) as professionals and the 
universities in which they work, study, and teach as important social institutions that enable, 
support, and protect scholars’ professional activities.  
 
The activities of preserving, pursuing, disseminating, and creating knowledge and understanding 
require societies to respect the autonomy of universities, of the scholars who research and teach 
in them, and of the students who come to them to prepare for lives as knowledgeable citizens and 
capable leaders.  The autonomy of universities is the guarantor of academic freedom in the 
performance of scholars’ professional duties. 
 
Academic freedom is therefore distinct from -- and not a mere extension of -- the freedoms of 
thought, conscience, opinion, expression, assembly, and association promised to all human 
beings under Articles 18, 19, and 20 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and other 
international covenants.   
 
The Definition of Academic Freedom 
At its simplest, academic freedom may be defined as the freedom to conduct research, teach, 
speak, and publish, subject to the norms and standards of scholarly inquiry, without interference 
or penalty, wherever the search for truth and understanding may lead. 
 
The Importance of Academic Freedom 
The value of academic freedom is closely linked to the fundamental purposes and mission of the 
modern university.  The expanding role that universities are playing in the Information Age only 
increases its significance.  The emergence of a world-wide knowledge economy, the unparalleled 
transnational flow of information and ideas, and the growing number of young democracies, all 
make necessary the continued re-examination and articulation of the nature and importance of 
academic freedom.  Indeed, across the globe, the defense of academic freedom remains at the 
heart of ongoing political and economic battles over the role and autonomy of universities.   
 
Academic freedom benefits society in two fundamental ways.  It benefits society directly, and 
usually immediately, through the impacts and benefits of applied knowledge, the training of 
skilled professionals, and the education of future leaders and citizens.  It benefits society 
indirectly, and usually over longer periods of time, through the creation, preservation, and 
transmission of knowledge and understanding for its own sake, irrespective of immediate 
applications. 
 
Thus, academic freedom has both intrinsic and practical value.  Above all, by facilitating critical 
thinking and open discourse, academic freedom provides the foundation for the continued 
intellectual and social value of the university as a place of unfettered debate and the free 
exchange of ideas.  It thereby enables universities to produce citizens equipped to thrive in and 
sustain free and open societies.   
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III. The Practice of Academic Freedom 
 
Academic freedom applies to the activities of faculty and students that are closely related to or 
impact upon the educational, scholarly, and research purposes of universities.  Academic 
freedom is not applicable to every activity, and without accountability it can be barren and 
unproductive.  The “freedom” in “academic freedom” is qualified or bounded by what can 
reasonably be counted as “academic.”  In practice, this means that universities are best able to 
gauge the parameters of academic freedom and therefore must be responsible for a considerable 
degree of self-regulation.  All of the relevant individual actors, governance bodies, and 
constituencies within the university must use their freedom not only to advance the university’s 
goals of education, research, and service, but also to contribute positively to an environment of 
academic freedom, defending its privileges and fulfilling its obligations. 
 
Like other professional privileges, academic freedom confers both rights and responsibilities on 
universities, individual scholars, and students:   

 
• The Rights of Scholars and Students 

Academic freedom is fundamental to the central values and purposes of universities, 
which must in turn protect freedom of inquiry and speech, without which neither faculty 
nor students can flourish or achieve the ends that academic freedom is designed to serve. 
Scholars and students must be able to study, learn, speak, teach, research, and publish, 
without fear of intimidation or reprisal, free from political interference, in an 
environment of tolerance for and engagement with divergent opinions.  The teacher is 
entitled to freedom in the classroom in discussing his or her subject, and when speaking 
or writing outside the classroom as an individual, the teacher must be free from 
institutional censorship or discipline. 
 

• The Responsibilities of Scholars 
Academic freedom carries with it a concomitant responsibility of scholars to resist 
corrupting influences on their research and teaching, to transcend partisanship and 
prejudice, and to foster intellectually vigorous and open discussion within the classroom, 
adhering to the highest norms and standards of scholarly inquiry and teaching.  In their 
academic duties, faculty are responsible to further the learning of students and should 
avoid statements and actions that may inhibit students’ freedom of inquiry and 
expression, thereby compromising the university’s most fundamental values. 
 

•  The Rights of Universities 
Academic freedom requires the institutional autonomy of universities, which enables 
them to preserve the human record of knowledge and ideas, to advance the discovery and 
interpretation of new knowledge, to educate students, and to serve the larger society.  
This autonomy includes the right of the university to determine for itself, on academic 
grounds, who may teach, what may be taught, how it shall be taught, and who may be 
admitted to study.  Likewise, this institutional autonomy should determine the framework 
for statutory provisions that govern or impact universities. 
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• The Responsibilities of Universities 
Academic institutions bear a heavy responsibility to protect the scholars and students 
who work within them from improper pressures, whether political, cultural, economic, or 
ideological.  Universities must maintain and encourage freedom of inquiry, discourse, 
teaching, research, and publication, and they must protect all members of the academic 
staff and student body against external and internal influences that might restrict the 
exercise of these freedoms.  
 

The Operational Meaning of Academic Freedom 
Though national realities inevitably shape perspectives on the meaning and practice of academic 
freedom, at minimum, the performance and expressions of faculty in the classroom and other 
educational settings must be subject solely to the professional judgment of scholarly colleagues. 
Freedom of expression inside and outside the classroom must be strongly defended by the 
university, regardless of the popularity or content of the views expressed.  It is essential that each 
university have established guidelines and procedures that address and safeguard academic 
freedom.  The structure of relationships, responsibilities, and accountabilities among the 
constituents of the institution (students, faculty, administrators, and trustees or governing 
council) should be of a nature that facilitates the full implementation of and respect for such 
guidelines and procedures. 
 
Although academic freedom can be threatened from a variety of sources, both internal and 
external to the academic community, historically the most fundamental threats to academic 
freedom have come from the state, whose political power and disposition to regulate often stands 
in opposition to the university’s need for institutional autonomy.   
 
Common practices and institutions of civil society may also threaten the integrity of academic 
freedom.  For example, the pressures and lures of commercial initiatives and alliances, or attacks 
by outside groups on the freedom of the academy (particularly, but not only, in periods of 
national crisis), can seriously threaten the autonomy of universities and the academic freedom of 
their faculty and students.  Universities must be free of obligation to external groups, alumni, 
community leaders, the media, or other elements of civil society who may object to or seek the 
suppression of viewpoints expressed by faculty members, students, public speakers, and others 
who participate in the academic and educational activities of universities.   
 
University authorities themselves, by bending to political pressures or popular will, can also 
weaken the environment of academic freedom within the university, stifling student dissent or 
the unpopular views of controversial professors.  In addition, disciplinary orthodoxy in some 
academic fields may pose a threat to the university’s environment of free dialogue by compelling  
scholars or students to conform to established lines of thought.  Among the most important 
mechanisms for maintaining scholarly standards and protecting academic freedom are peer-
review systems that determine how research is funded, conducted, and results published, but peer 
review systems must never be allowed to become vehicles to enforce blind adherence to 
dominant viewpoints or silence those perspectives that deviate from established, orthodox ideas. 
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It is our hope that the principles set forth in this document will help to clarify the nature of 
academic freedom, reaffirm its value, strengthen its practice, and resist threats to the academic 
freedom of scholars, students and universities around the world. 
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