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From words to actions: A call 
for international guidelines on 
implementing academic freedom

Abstract
According to the latest data in the global Academic 
Freedom Index, while 94% of the global population live 
in countries that have legally pledged to respect aca-
demic freedom (de jure protection), only about 20% 
live in countries where academic freedom is well res-
pected in practice (de facto protection). The gap exists 
despite many state and institutional pronouncements 
on the importance of academic freedom.  The last two 
years alone have seen  reports, statements,  decisions, 
declarations, resolutions, and communiqués on  aca-
demic freedom at the EU, the Council of Europe, the 
Inter-American Commission and the United Nations. 
All of these are important and welcome. But they point 
to the need for authoritative, international guidelines 
on  implementing  academic freedom; guidelines that 
cover the core elements of academic freedom, inclu-
ding legal protection; institutional autonomy; equitable 
access; professional and personal expression; sanctions, 
restrictions or loss of privileges; student expression; 
and shared responsibilities to protect academic 
freedom. Such implementation guidelines would provide 
a roadmap for increasing respect and protection, and a 
checklist for assessing adherence to existing state-level 
obligations. International guidelines on implementing 
academic freedom could be developed by an interna-
tional expert working group, but greater impact would 
result from responsible state actors endorsing the guide-
lines concept and leading efforts to secure recognition 
and promulgation at the state level through regional or 
global institutions. 

According to the latest data contained in the global 
Academic Freedom Index (Kinzelbach, K. et. al., 2021), 
while 94% of the global population live in countries 
that have legally pledged to respect academic freedom 
(de jure protection), only about 20% live in countries 
where academic freedom is well respected in practice 
(de facto protection) (Chart 1). Why the gap, and what 
can we do about it?

The core of the right to 
academic freedom is clear, 
but not well understood

Academic freedom - the freedom of teaching faculty and 
researchers to set instructional and research agendas 
based on evidence, truth and reason, and to commu-
nicate findings to colleagues, students and the public 
– is a guarantor of quality and a driver of innovation that 
empowers the academic community to serve the public 
good. As such, academic freedom matters not just to 
academics, but to everyone.

Academic freedom is protected under the Internatio-
nal Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
(United Nations General Assembly, International Cove-
nant on Economic Social and Cultural Rights [UNGA, 
ICESCR], 1966) in Articles 13 (right to education) and 
15 (right to benefits of scientific progress), which has 
been ratified by 171 countries with only 22 non-signa-
tories (United Nations Office of the High Commissioner 
for Human Rights [OHCHR], 2022). Like press freedom, 
the outer boundaries of academic freedom can be 
fluid and contextual, but the central core of the right 
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Chart 1:  Data from the global Academic 
Freedom Index (Kinzelbach, K., et. al. (2021).
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is clear: members of the academic community are 
free “to pursue, develop and transmit knowledge and 
ideas, through research, teaching, study, discussion, 
documentation, production, creation or writing.” It also 
includes “the liberty of individuals to express freely opi-
nions about the institution or system in which they work, 
to fulfil their functions without discrimination or fear of 
repression by the State or any other player, to participate 
in professional or representative academic bodies, and 
to enjoy all the internationally recognised human rights 
applicable to other individuals in the same jurisdiction” 
(Kaye, 2020) (citing the United Nations Committee on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights [CESCR], 1999).

Recognising its importance, states, higher education 
systems, institutions, associations, faculty and student 
unions have long committed to respecting and promo-
ting academic freedom, through such instruments as 
the UNESCO Recommendation concerning the Status 
of Higher-Education Teaching Personnel (UNESCO 
RSHETP, 1997), the UNESCO Recommendation on the 
Status of Science and Scientific Researchers (UNESCO 
RSSR 1974, 2017), the Declaration on Rights and Duties 
Inherent in Academic Freedom (International Asso-
ciation of University Professors and Lecturers [IAUPL], 
1982),  the Lima Declaration on Academic Freedom and 
Autonomy of Institutions of Higher Education, (World 
University Service [WUS], 1988), the Magna Charta Uni-
versitatum (Standing Conference of Rectors, Presidents 
and Vice-Chancellors of European Universities [CRE], 
1988, 2020), the Dar es Salaam Declaration on Acade-
mic Freedom and Social Responsibility of Academics 
(Ardhi Institute Staff Assembly [ARISA] et. al., 1990), 
the Kampala Declaration on Intellectual Freedom and 
Social Responsibility (Council for the Development of 
Social Science Research in Africa [CODESRIA], 1990), 
the Amman Declaration on Academic Freedom and the 
Independence of Institutions of Higher Education and 
Scientific Research (Conference of Academic Freedom 
in Arab Universities, 2004), and the Juba Declaration on 
Academic Freedom and University Autonomy (CODES-
RIA, 2007).

Two threats to academic 
freedom: obstruction 
and neglect

All of these are important and welcome. But despite 
numerous pronouncements, academic freedom 
remains under attack in many places. Scholars at Risk’s 
most recent annual monitoring report, Free to Think 
2021 (Image 1), analysed 332 attacks on higher educa-
tion in 65 countries, while noting that these are only a 
small sample of the total number of attacks (Scholars at 
Risk, 2021). 

This is in part intentional. Some players – states and 
non-state alike –, despite public pronouncements in 
support of academic freedom, fear the consequences 
of allowing free inquiry and open debate. Their power 
depends on controlling information and ideas, and they 
do not hesitate to use it. Scholars and other members of 
higher education communities are routinely subject to 
harassment, intimidation, surveillance, imprisonment, 
even violence and death, merely for serving the public 
in their professional capacities. In short, for asking 
questions and sharing their views. Scholars at Risk, our 

Image 1: International guidelines on implementing academic freedom 
could be informed by and support international and national-level efforts 
to document infringements of the right, such as the incident-data in the 
annual Free to Think reports of the Scholars at Risk Academic Freedom 
Monitoring Project. Since 2011, the project has documented over 2,579 
attacks on scholars, students, and HEIs in 122 countries.
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rican Principles on Academic Freedom (Inter-American 
Commission on Human Rights [IACHR], 2021).

Forward-looking action 
for academic freedom

All of these initiatives are welcome, and some even 
begin to hint at forward-looking action, principa-
lly based around monitoring respect for academic 
freedom, such as the Rome Ministerial Communiqué 
(European Higher Education Area [EHEA], 2020) and 
its reporting findings, and the quadrennial reporting 
mechanism under the updated UNESCO Recommenda-
tion on the Status of Science and Scientific Researchers 
(UNESCO RSSR 1974, 2017), with its first reports due in 
2021. These are important steps forward that go beyond 
the question of definitions towards actions which might 
ensure that academic freedom is fully operationalised 
in global, regional and national practices. We must 
ensure that academic freedom can be meaningfully 
practised everywhere, but especially in the countries 

that have already legally pledged to respect academic 
freedom. We must meet the need and hunger for trai-
ning, guidance and highly practical suggestions on this 
issue right now. 

At institutional level, faculty and administrators can 
implement training programmes, workshops and 
course offerings on academic freedom for students 
and academic staff. Examples include Dangerous 
Questions, a free online course (MOOC) on acade-

network member institutions and partners around the 
world are committed to assisting those most at risk. 

Yet in many places, academic freedom is not so much 
obstructed as it is neglected. Lofty statements in 
support of academic freedom often fail to go beyond 
mere words. Many universities have mission or value sta-
tements that mention academic freedom. Many might 
also have dispute mechanisms for addressing academic 
freedom issues in the context of tenure, employment 
contracts or student enrolment. But few if any have 
policies, procedures or training programmes in place 
to create an affirmative culture of respect for acade-
mic freedom. Few teach the meaning and responsible 
practice of academic freedom to their students and 
academic staff, let alone to university leadership or the 
public at large.

Similarly, many multi-state bodies have issued pro-
nouncements on the importance of academic freedom. 
In 2020–2021 alone we saw new reports, statements, 
decisions, declarations, resolutions and communi-
qués on academic freedom from the EU, the Council 
of Europe, the Inter-American Commission and the UN. 
In July 2020, the United Nations Special Rapporteur on 
the promotion and protection of the right to freedom 
of opinion and expression, David Kaye, issued a report 
summarising the existing legal protections for academic 
freedom in international human rights law (Kaye, 2020). 
In October 2020, the Research Ministers of the Euro-
pean Union adopted the Bonn Declaration, committing 
to strengthening academic freedom and institutional 
autonomy and encouraging research organisations 
“to promote and anchor the principles of academic 
freedom in their international relationships” (Ministe-
rial Conference on the European Research Area [ERA], 
2020). In November 2020, the Parliamentary Assembly 
of the Council of Europe adopted a recommendation 
and resolution on threats to academic freedom and 
autonomy of higher education institutions in Europe, 
creating strong support for monitoring and assistance 
instruments with concrete next steps (Parliamentary 
Assembly on the Council of Europe [PACE], 2020). In 
December 2020, the European Commission’s European 
Democracy Action Plan explicitly committed to ensu-
ring “academic freedom in higher education institutions 
is also at the core of all higher education policies deve-
loped at EU level” (European Commission, 2020). And 
in September 2021, the Inter-American Commission on 
Human Rights adopted a new statement of Inter-Ame-

Image 2: Animation from Dangerous Questions: Why Academic 
Freedom Matters, a free, online course (MOOC) for students, 
academic staff, administrators, and the public, promoting a proactive 
approach to building a culture of respect for academic freedom (UiO 
& SAR, 2018). Over 5,000 learners from 130 countries have attended 
the course since 2018. 
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mic freedom (University of Oslo [UiO] & Scholars at 
Risk [SAR], 2018) (Image 2), and workshops using case 
studies from SAR’s Promoting Higher Education Values 
guide (Image 3). 

At international level, implementation guidelines are 
the obvious next step. There are many good models 
for such international guidelines, including EU guide-
lines on how states can implement their freedom of 
expression commitments (Council of the European 
Union, 2014) and UN operational guidelines in the field 
of business and human rights (United Nations Human 
Rights Council [HRC], 2011), which have been taken up 
in national action plans around the world. States and 
institutions need the same practical guidance on how 
to operationalise respect for academic freedom. 

Toward that end, the following basic principles are 
offered as the core content of such guidelines. Adopted 
by higher education institutions, associations and 
states, such guidelines would not only offer a roadmap 
for those looking to increase protection for academic 
freedom, but also a checklist for assessing adherence 
to existing promises to respect and promote it.

Principle 1: Academic 
freedom is a right and must 
be legally recognised

Academic freedom is protected under international 
and regional human rights legal standards. The roots 
for such protection are clearly grounded in existing 
protections for freedom of thought, freedom of opinion 
and expression, the right to education and the right to 
the benefits of scientific progress (also known as the 
right to science), among other established rights. Inter-
national and regional human rights commissions and 
courts, and national human rights institutions, should 
guarantee recognition of academic freedom and its 
importance in their recommendations, reports, policies 
and decisions. 

Academic freedom must also be protected under 
domestic law in national constitutions, basic laws and 
controlling legislation. Domestic protections must, at a 
minimum, conform to international standards and recog-
nise a broad right of academic inquiry and expression. 
Limitations or restrictions, if any, are only appropriate to 
protect public safety or the rights of others, and must 
satisfy established conditions of necessity and propor-
tionality. Moreover, domestic legal protections must go 
beyond words on paper (de jure protection) and include 
implementing regulations and procedures to ensure 
the effective exercise of the right and adequate reme-
dies for violations (de facto protection).

Proper implementation of academic freedom requires 
that laws, policies or practices which sanction acade-
mics engaged in critical discourse or inquiry alone, 
without additional violent, coercive or fraudulent 
conduct, should be presumed suspect, and must be 
subject to rigorous evaluation of their intent and appli-
cation. Examples of laws often inappropriately used to 
hinder academic freedom include civil and criminal 
defamation, lèse-majesté, insulting the state (or the 
nation or its leadership, culture or heritage), sedition 
and anti-terror laws which sanction academic inquiry 
and expression, including public expression. Such laws 
violate the principle that ideas are not crimes, and that 
critical inquiry is not disloyalty, but a scholar’s duty. 

Similarly, laws which restrict scholars’ and students’ 
freedom of movement, including movement within 
a country or territory, on entry or exit, on return after 
exit, or on expulsion from a country or territory, and 

Image 3: International guidelines on implementing academic freedom 
could be informed by and support local- and institutional-level efforts 
to build vocabularies and cultures of respect for academic freedom, for 
example through workshops using case examples from SAR’s Promoting 
Higher Education Values guide. (Image shows the cover and an inside 
chart from the guide.) (SAR, 2019).
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Proper implementation requires that laws, policies 
and practices concerning the appointment, tenure 
and removal of higher education leaders, oversight 
boards and governing councils respect the principle of 
self-governance, which is an “essential component of 
meaningful autonomy” (UNESCO RSHETP, 1997, V.A.21). 

Systems of public accountability for funds or other 
privileges entrusted to higher education institutions 
– whether public or private, not-for-profit or for-profit 
– can be fully consistent with institutional autonomy 
and self-governance provided that these systems are 
not overly intrusive and do not interfere with institutio-
nal decision-making. Systems of accountability which 
allow players outside the higher education sector to 
control, sanction or privilege the content of teaching, 
research or discourse clearly fail to meet minimum 
acceptable standards of autonomy. Rather than intrude 
into content, acceptable systems of accountability 
should focus on evaluating reports and communica-
tions provided by higher education leaders, with an 
emphasis on assessing institutional adherence to prin-
ciples of quality, transparency, management of public 
funds, equitable access, anti-discrimination, inclusivity 
and social responsibility, the latter including “effective 
support of academic freedom and fundamental rights” 
(UNESCO RSHETP, 1997, V.B.22(c) & (a)-(q)). 

Laws, policies or practices which sanction higher edu-
cation institutions or leadership based on the content 
of academic discourse or inquiry alone, without addi-
tional violent, coercive or fraudulent conduct, should 
be presumed suspect, and must be subject to rigorous 
evaluation of their intent and application. Similarly, 
state authorities, including executive and legislative 
officials, and members of oversight boards and gover-
ning councils, should never sanction or threaten to 
sanction higher education institutions or leadership, 
including by removing leadership from office or withhol-
ding or threatening to withhold or reduce budgetary 
allocations or other resources or privileges based on 
the content of academic discourse or inquiry alone. 
Systems of public accountability with due regard for 
institutional autonomy should provide for the recusal 
or removal of any authority with actual or apparent res-
ponsibility for higher education budgetary allocations, 
resources or privileges who sanctions or threatens to 
sanction them based on the content of research, tea-
ching or discourse alone.

which punish, deter or impede academic speech, 
content or conduct, or otherwise sanction a member 
of the higher education community for their exercise 
of protected rights, should be presumed suspect and 
likewise similarly evaluated with regard to their intent 
and application.

Proper legal implementation of academic freedom 
requires the availability of adequate legal and procedu-
ral remedies. Sanctioned higher education personnel 
should have an opportunity to challenge laws, policies 
or practices that punish, deter or impede academic 
freedom, and for any punishment or sanctions to be 
lifted. Following a prima facie show by the sanctioned 
party of the impermissible intent or impact, the burden 
of defending the law, policy or practice should shift to 
the state or other sanctioning party, which must either 
demonstrate that it does not punish, deter or impede 
academic freedom, or justify any such restrictions as 
consistent with domestic and international standards of 
necessity and proportionality. 

Principle 2: Institutional 
autonomy is essential 
for academic freedom

Legal protections for academic freedom at internatio-
nal and domestic level must also include affirmative, 
de jure and de facto protection for the autonomy of 
higher education research and teaching institu-
tions. As recognised by the UN Special Rapporteur for 
Freedom of Expression, “States are under a positive 
obligation to create a general enabling environment for 
seeking, receiving and imparting information and ideas. 
Institutional protection and autonomy are a part of that 
enabling environment” (Kaye, 2020) (citing the United 
Nations Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Opinion and 
Expression [UNSRFOE] et. al., 2018). Autonomy is recog-
nised by UNESCO as “the institutional form of academic 
freedom and a necessary precondition to guarantee 
the proper fulfilment of the functions entrusted to 
higher-education teaching personnel and institutions” 
(UNESCO RSHETP, 1997, V.A.18). Autonomy is defined as 
“that degree of self-governance necessary for effecti-
ve decision-making by institutions of higher education 
regarding their academic work, standards, management 
and related activities” (UNESCO RSHETP, 1997, V.A.17).
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Principle 3: Academic 
freedom is incomplete 
without equitable access 
to higher education

As noted above, full implementation of academic 
freedom requires that entry to and successful partici-
pation in higher education and the higher education 
profession, whether as leadership, staff, researchers or 
students, should be “based solely on appropriate aca-
demic [or professional] qualifications, competence and 
experience, and be equal for all members of society 
without any discrimination” (UNESCO RSHETP, 1997, 
VI.A.25) (See also the UNESCO Convention against Dis-
crimination in Education [CADE], 1960, and the protocol 
thereto (recognising the affirmative duty to promote 
equality of opportunity and treatment for all in educa-
tion at all levels); the UNESCO Recommendation against 
Discrimination in Education [RADE], 1960; the UNGA 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 
Discrimination [CERD], 1965; the UNGA Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women [CEDAW], 1979; UNESCO RSSR, 1974, 2017). 

Equitable access is both essential to full enjoyment 
of academic freedom and a contributor to quality 
teaching, research and discourse. It encourages the 
widest range of intellectual talent to enter higher 
education and provides a safeguard against the 
corrupting effects of bias and limited perspectives. 
Laws, policies or practices which expressly or in prac-
tice inhibit full participation in the higher education 
sector on grounds of race, gender, language or religion, 
or economic, cultural or social distinctions or physical 
disabilities, fail to meet minimum acceptable standards 
of access, without which full implementation of acade-
mic freedom is impossible.

Equitable access also requires active facilitation of 
entry to, and successful participation in, higher edu-
cation for members of traditionally underrepresented 
groups, including women; indigenous peoples; ethnic, 
cultural, linguistic, and religious minorities; economi-
cally or otherwise disadvantaged groups; and those 
with disabilities, whose participation may offer unique 
experience and talent that can be of great value to the 
higher education sector and society generally. Measu-
res which aim to accelerate de facto equity for such 

groups should not be considered discriminatory, “pro-
vided that these measures are discontinued when the 
objectives of equality of opportunity and treatment 
have been achieved and systems are in place to ensure 
the continuance of equality of opportunity and treat-
ment” (UNESCO RSHETP, 1997, IX.A.41 (with regard to 
teaching personnel)).

Principle 4: Academic 
freedom requires 
protection for professional 
and personal expression

Full implementation of academic freedom implicates 
a number of other protected rights, especially freedo-
ms of thought (UNGA International Covenant on Civil 
and Political Rights [ICCPR], 1966, Art. 18), opinion and 
expression (UNGA ICCPR, 1966, Art. 19), which “shall 
include freedom to seek, receive and impart informa-
tion and ideas of all kinds, regardless of frontiers, either 
orally, in writing or in print, in the form of art, or through 
any other media.” Academic freedom protections must 
include not only professional expression within the 
higher education community (intramural expression), 
such as in classrooms, lecture halls, laboratories, and 
academic publications, but also professional expres-
sion aimed at individuals outside the higher education 
community (extramural expression), including media, 
policymakers and the public.

Academic freedom protections must also recognise 
and defend the essential link between professional 
expression (academic freedom) and personal expres-
sion (free expression). Higher education professionals, 
“like all other groups and individuals, should enjoy 
those internationally recognised civil, political, social 
and cultural rights applicable to all citizens” (UNESCO 
RSHETP, 1997, VI.A.26). These include “freedom of 
thought, conscience, religion, expression, assembly 
and association as well as the right to liberty and secu-
rity of the person and liberty of movement” (UNESCO 
RSHETP, 1997, VI.A.26). Higher education professionals 
should never suffer threats, sanctions or retaliation for 
exercising these rights. Censorship, loss of position 
or privileges, travel restrictions (including entry, exit, 
intra-territorial travel, or expulsion) and expulsion from 
study, among others, infringe on the academic freedom 
of the subject individual when imposed for the purpose 
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tices and enforceable remedies to protect the exercise 
of academic freedom and related rights.

Principle 5: The academic 
freedom of students 
must be protected

Full implementation of academic freedom is impossi-
ble without clear recognition of the academic freedom 
and free expression rights of students, individually 
and collectively. Students are essential to the teaching, 
research and discourse functions of higher education. 
The academic freedom of higher education students 
extends not only to the classroom, laboratory and 
campus, but to the content of research, publications 
and commentaries. It also includes expression on con-
ditions within education systems — such as access to 
education, fees, educational content, dormitories and 
other facilities, student services, campus activities and 
institutional governance — as well as the wider public 
systems and structures which impact higher education, 
including national higher education laws and policies. 
Like higher education professionals, students enjoy the 
internationally recognised civil, political, social and 
cultural rights applicable to all citizens, including the 
freedom to organise and express themselves on issues 
of concern to them and the wider public. This includes 
the freedom to organise public demonstrations and 
protests, so long as these are exercised responsibly 
and with due regard for public safety and security.

International guidelines for the full implementation of 
academic freedom should encourage laws, policies and 
practices which recognise the academic freedom and 
free expression rights of higher education students. 
They should emphasise that although state and univer-
sity authorities have a responsibility to maintain public 
order and safety, they must do so in ways that respect 
these rights and guard against harm to students or 
others. This includes as a matter of policy avoiding the 
use of force whenever possible, and ensuring that any 
force used is limited and proportionate to the situation. 
Disproportionate use of force, especially in the context 
of student expression, undermines academic freedom. 
Such guidelines should likewise recognise that stu-
dents have a responsibility to exercise their rights 
peacefully and responsibly. 

of deterring or sanctioning the exercise of free expres-
sion or other civil, political, social or cultural rights.

Moreover, when such threats or sanctions are imposed 
publicly, such as the firing of a professor or expul-
sion of a student leader, they can infringe upon the 
academic freedom of entire communities. They can 
trigger self-censorship, where higher education pro-
fessionals refrain from examining specific research 
questions, teaching specific topics or sharing specific 
theories, evidence or ideas because of threats or fear 
of professional, legal or physical retaliation. Self-cen-
sorship is not about fear of being wrong. Rather, 
academic freedom is an essential driver of quality pre-
cisely because it protects scholars’ and students’ right 
to be wrong, to explore theories and evidence which 
may not pan out. Self-censorship is “about fear of losing 
one’s job or position, about harassment and threats of 
violence — whether in-person or remote (such as by 
phone or online) — including racist, sexist, and homo-
phobic threats; ‘doxing,’ or the malicious publication of 
personal details online; and conscious efforts to destroy 
reputations and livelihoods. Fear of actual violence, 
including beatings, rape and killings. Fear of actions 
by the state, including wrongful arrest, prosecution 
and imprisonment. Fear of non-state players, including 
mob violence without adequate protection from public 
authorities. Fear not only of actions against yourself, but 
against family members or colleagues, including inti-
midation of children and parents and judicial hostage 
taking — the prosecution or imprisonment of a loved 
one to punish the expression of another” (Quinn, 2021).

Threats or sanctions on professional and personal 
expression can also trigger brain drain — when higher 
education professionals and students are forced to 
seek opportunities in territories with greater respect 
for academic and other freedoms, depriving their com-
munity of origin of the benefits of their talents — and 
brain drag— “the lost personal, professional and crea-
tive productivity [for the people who remain in place] 
that would have been, but for the rational fear of retalia-
tion; fear that does not exist in places where academic 
freedom is well protected” (Quinn, 2021).

International guidelines for the full implementation 
of academic freedom should guard against self-cen-
sorship, brain drain, brain drag and other negative 
consequences of conduct which denies the essential 
link between professional and personal expression, 
and encourage the development of laws, policies, prac-
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Who bears responsibility 
for implementing 
academic freedom?

International guidelines embracing the above five prin-
ciples would go a long way towards full implementation 
of academic freedom. Ultimately, the responsibility for 
deploying such guidelines must fall to states, whose 
sovereign authority gives them the capacity to orga-
nise national legal and higher education systems that 
respect academic freedom. Minimum state responsi-
bilities in this area include (1) refraining from direct or 
complicit involvement in attacks on academic freedom 
and higher education; (2) protecting higher educa-
tion communities against present and future attacks; 
(3) assisting the victims of attacks; and (4) working to 
deter future attacks, including by investigating and 
holding perpetrators accountable (Global Coalition to 
Protect Education from Attack [GCPEA], 2014). States 
should preferably encourage the development of such 
implementation guidelines and work towards the disse-
mination and adoption thereof through their bilateral 
and multilateral relations.

However, states are unlikely to initiate the development 
of well-crafted guidelines on implementing academic 
freedom. Badly-behaving states have little incentive 
to establish policies and practices to protect a right 
they regularly violate, whereas generally well-behaving 
states might refrain from delving deeply into the imple-
mentation of academic freedom out of appropriate 
deference to the autonomy of higher education.

Responsibility for initiating and developing internatio-
nal guidelines for the full implementation of academic 
freedom will therefore likely fall to the higher education 
sector itself; to the institutions, associations, profes-
sionals and students that may possess greater insight 
into the many challenges of implementing academic 
freedom, and may see a more immediate self-interest 
in the implementation of academic freedom.

This is not to suggest that states do not have an interest 
in the full implementation of academic freedom. On the 
contrary, academic freedom is essential to teaching 
and research quality, and therefore essential to state 
interests with regard to national competitiveness in 
knowledge-production, innovation, and scientific, tech-
nological, economic and cultural advancement. But 

these interests are less immediate than the interests of 
those exercising academic freedom in the first instance.

Indeed, grounding the process of articulating academic 
freedom guidelines within the academic sector — with 
institutions, associations, professionals and students — 
is an important safeguard against improper limitations 
on the scope of academic freedom imposed by players 
outside the sector. The role of the sector in articula-
ting the scope of academic freedom is not unlimited, 
however, but rather bound by core values of institutio-
nal autonomy, professional and social responsibility, 
accountability for public funds, and equitable access/
anti-discrimination. States and other players outside 
the higher education sector acting in good faith may 
properly question any proposed international guide-
lines on the implementation of academic freedom to 
ensure adherence to these values. 

Finally, the general public has a responsibility for imple-
menting academic freedom. At a minimum, the public 
has a responsibility to resist state or other attempts to 
recruit the public into attacks or pressures on academic 
freedom and higher education communities. The public 
would preferably develop a sense of responsibility to 
protect the institutions, leaders, professionals and 
students in their communities whose personal pursuit 
of knowledge and skills in higher education promises 
to serve the broader public good. And in exchange 
for such protection, members of the higher education 
sector must live up to this promise and ensure that they 
use the academic freedom and autonomy afforded by 
public and state not only for their own advancement, 
but for society as a whole. 

Final remarks

As has been noted, academic freedom is not only a 
driver of innovation that “enhances the capacity of 
scholars and students to generate ideas” (Kaye, 2020). 
It also “safeguards societies’ capacity for self-reflection, 
which is intimately linked to both social and economic 
advancement and to self-preservation” (Kaye, 2020). 
The time has come to do more than simply recognise 
the importance of academic freedom through words. 
The time has come for action. The time has come for 
international guidelines on the full implementation of 
academic freedom. 
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