12 December 2004

Attention President Lee C Bollinger and Professor Michael Doyle 

From Richard Descoings  (Sciences Po)

Global Colloquium of University Presidents

Academic Freedom

(Academic freedom \ University autonomy)

1/ What questions arise from the concept of academic freedom?

Generally speaking, the principle of academic freedom consists of not imposing limits on the scope of scientific research and, more broadly, free expression of ideas within the academic community.

Initially, this principle was intended to guarantee scholars/academics real independence with respect to the political and religious authorities. History shows that both have had substantive reasons to curb academic freedom. In its broader sense, academic freedom is connected with freedom of thought and expression.

This academic freedom was also guided, authorised and protected by university autonomy.

Some examples are useful in illustrating the problems raised by the exercise of academic freedom.

· In France, for instance, revisionist research and teaching immediately led to a debate on the limits of freedom of thought and expression in the academic world and outside it.

· Should we authorise research on human embryos?

· Can the State intervene to prohibit certain publications, or, more subtly, decrease the funds allocated to research themes that it believes should not be developed? 

2/ In a less obvious -- and sometimes contradictory -- way, certain action on the part of the public authorities can be an obstacle to academic freedom:

a) the question of funding. The orientation of public funding, or in some cases, tax incentives for private funding of the university or foundations can interfere with untrammelled exercise of academic freedom.

On another level, the substantial increase in private funding of higher education and research may disadvantage fundamental research in favour of applied research and be perceived as interfering with the exercise of academic freedom.

b) The current question of safeguarding university autonomy is sometimes an obstacle to the innovation and competition necessary for the exercise of academic freedom:

( the public status of teachers which defines career-evaluation rules

( the problem of certification of diplomas, which imposes strict limits on the autonomy of universities.

This brings up the question of the protective role of university status: is it a guarantee of satisfactory exercise of academic freedom?

c) Finally, is peer control of the exercise of academic freedom effective?

Certainly not in small scientific communities, where respecting the positions of one's colleagues guarantees the survival of the community as a whole, a situation that can encourage intellectual orthodoxy.

Today we can observe the problem of the -- at times tyrannical -- pressure exerted by the disciplines in the academic world, which has at least two consequences:

· worldwide impoverishment of thought and inventiveness by linguistic segmentation of cultural dissemination. The monopoly of the big UK/USA scientific reviews sharply limits academic freedom and exercise of this freedom.

· the difficulty of putting in place multidisciplinary and transdisciplinary research and teaching, which creates a substantial obstacle to reflection around some of the more complex issues facing our world. 

In conclusion: four questions

1. How can we guarantee academic freedom in relations between the State and the universities?

2. How can we guarantee academic freedom given the pressure exerted by funding requirements in a competitive universe?

3. How can we set limits to academic freedom if its expression runs counter to demonstrated truths?

4. How can we liberate academic freedom from the hold of the university disciplines?
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