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Academic freedom


Academic freedom makes sense in an academic environment. It deals with the right members of a university have to express their own views (be it in teaching or research activities) inside their university, or, as an expert in their field, in the media or addressing a broader audience. Academic freedom can be defined as the form taken by universal rights (freedom of opinion, of expression, of beliefs, etc.) when applied to the activities of an academic carrying on his job.


In this regard, academic freedom can be limited in the same way universal rights might be: for instance, freedom of opinion or of expression does not allow an individual to defend racist or xenophobe ideas, or to deny historical facts. Therefore, an academic could not claim academic freedom to propagate these ideas in the university.


The second limit which might be imposed upon academic freedom deals with the need to work in a collective environment. An university is not a mere juxtposition of individuals working side by side but independently from one another. What creates a university is collaborative work, team work, and group managing. Each individual thus has to find his place in a group, and to contribute to the development of a collective approach of science and knowledge, although each one is bringing to that process his own skills, his own personality and views. Combining the expectations of the individuals with the needs of the groups is a major issue in university managing (especially in the field of human resources), and is closely connected to the definition of academic freedom.


As is often the case, academic freedom becomes an issue when problems arise (think of the media, which speak more of the trains arriving late than of the ones which are on time). Academic freedom is called upon when an individual (or a group) feels he is challenged in his beliefs or in his freedom to carry on his activities the way he wants. As a consequence, academic freedom mainly becomes an issue when an individual disagrees with the lines defined by the academic authorities. More precisely, academics most often make a pretext of academic freedom for refusing changes in their activities or close environment.

./..

./..


I am well aware that the above mentioned reflections might not be relevant for all universities in all countries. They reflect the peculiar situation of universities in Belgium, which can be summarized in the following way:

- Belgium has universities with different inspirations: 


- free catholic university (not religious, but of catholic tradition); 


- free laic university (in direct opposition to catholic);


- state university: organized by the public authorities.

- all these universities are equally recognized by the public authorities, and equally funded by the state.

- the main regulations are imposed by the public authorities, while each university has some autonomy for the definition of internal regulations.

- choice of a university, for students and academics, is free.


Consequently, the three hypothetical challenges suggested in L. Bollinger’ and M. Doyle’s note find an easy answer in the case of Belgian universities:

1) universities will not answer to requests made by members of political bodies asking for a more favorable presentation of their activities.

2) no member of the universities can work for the direct and confidential interest of outside bodies. Although many researches are now funded by such bodies, an agreement has to be signed by both parties stating the intellectual property of the university and the rights and plights of the academic and of the other contractant.

3) universities will not answer to demands from outside bodies trying to impose their views in the teaching or research activies carried on by academics.


The situation of universities in Belgium is a fortunate one for academic freedom, and I hope that we will be able to extend it in aid of academics working under less favorable circumstances. 

