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Academic freedom 
 
Supporting students and academics’ in their fight for academic freedom is at the core of 
SAIHs work, at home and abroad. In order for this work to be as effective and relevant as 
possible it is necessary to concretize SAIH’s view on academic freedom. This document will 
be used in SAIH’s information and advocacy work.  
 
Higher Educational Institutions and academia are central actors in the promotion of 
knowledge based and critical debate in society. As such academic freedom is closely linked to 
freedom of speech. When freedom of speech is restricted in a society so is academic freedom, 
and vice versa1. Academic freedom is also closely connected to the right of peaceful assembly 
and the right to freely associate, including through the formation of trade unions. Academic 
freedom is therefore recognized by international bodies such as UNESCO as a guarantor for 
other human rights2. 
 
SAIH believes that academic freedom is students, academics and institution’s right to pursue 
knowledge without fear of reprisals. 
 
Student’s academic freedom encompasses their right to discuss, be critical, research, and 
oppose religious, political or historical presentations in academia and in society without fear 
of own or others’ safety by doing so. In many of SAIH’s partner countries, students and 
academics experience attacks on their academic freedoms, students and academic activists 
risk their own safety through their struggle for academic freedom. Many of SAIH’s partners 
report cases where students are expelled from school, and are not able to complete their 
degrees.  
 
There are also reports of students being surveilled, restricted, harassed and threatened. Some 
experience unlawful arrests, imprisonment, and torture. SAIH supports students’ non – violent 
fight for their rights, both from a human rights perspective, and as a tool for change in order 
to establish democratic societies. Students in Norway can play an important role through 
solidarity and through advocating a zero tolerance against human rights violations of students, 
teachers and academics, towards the Norwegian government, as well as through international 
structures3.   
 
It is SAIH’s opinion that:  

• It is important to protect students and academics’ rights when they are threatened.  
• Academic institutions, civil society and state actors all have a responsibility when 

violations occur. 
• That the Students At Risk (STAR) program should be made permanent 

                                           
1 SAIH, 2012: Language of the Police Battons, attacks on teachers and students in Zimbabwe. 
2 Karren, Terence, 2009: Academic Freedom: In justification of a universal idea. Studies in Higher education. Vol 
34, No 3:263-283 
3 SAIH, 2015-2018: Political Plattform 
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• That more Norwegian universities and colleges should join the Scholar at Risk (SAR) 
network.  
 

Academics and teacher’s academic freedom encompasses their right to freedom to teach and 
discuss, carry out research, disseminating and publishing research results, to express their 
opinion in institutional matters, and to participate in academic bodies4. These academic rights 
should be exercised without risking censorship or retaliation of any kind. Through SAIH’s 
partner organizations it is important to support monitoring and documentation of human rights 
violations committed towards these groups5. 
 
Students and academics are often attacked because they are perceived as a threat to those in 
power. They are pressured by various dominant groups to present and promote specific 
historical or political views. In the period from January 2011 to May 2015 the international 
network Scholars at Risk (SAR) documented a total of 333 attacks on academics, based on 
247 verified incidents in 65 countries6. This only constitutes a small subset of the total 
number of attacks against academics in the reporting period, due to the limited resources 
available for research and documentation of violations. Attacks have serious implications not 
only for the academic’s directly affected. Over time, they also lead to an erosion of higher 
education as an arena of critical debate, and knowledge based debate. It can also affect the 
numbers of academics and students seeking higher education institutions. 
 
Academic freedom is closely linked to the notion of university itself. The universities have a 
special position in society, as their mission consists of an independent and systematic search 
for knowledge. Academic freedom is in that respect closely linked to the notion of autonomy 
of universities. Autonomy defines the degree of self-governance that universities need in 
order to be effective in managing their academic work, standards, and accountability. 
Universities should have both organizational, financial, staffing and academic autonomy7. 
Indigenous peoples´ right to self-determination over own institutions and knowledge 
production based on own value systems and technologies should be recognized as having an 
equal status as national educational institutions8. 
 
A significant responsibility is the promotion of and the protection of academic freedom. As 
part of exercising this responsibility, universities should not let government funding or 
corporate funding affect research priorities, and publishing. Academic freedom is essential to 
create scientific break-throughs, and for societal development to be based on knowledge and 
rationale.  
 
It is SAIH’s opinion that:  

• Universities and schools should be neutral non-military zones. 

                                           
4 UNESCO, 1997: Recommendations Concerning the Status of Higher Education Teaching Personel.  
5 SAIH, 2015 -2018: Political Plattform 
6 https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/SAR-Free-to-Think.pdf 
7 Nelson, Carry, 2010: Defining Academic Freedom. www.insidehighered.com 
8 UN Declaration on the rights of Indigenous Peoples and ILO-convention 169 
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• Norwegian academia and Higher Education Institutions have a responsibility to have a 
human rights dialogue with its partners, and that this is incorporated in ethical 
guidelines.  

• Norwegian academia and higher education institutions must be promoters and drivers 
for student’s and academic’s freedom of speech, assembly and organizational 
freedom, as well as their general labor rights.  

• Norway should support and promote institutional partnerships across borders and 
emphasize the importance of academic freedom through these.  

• Norway should support and create opportunities for higher education for refugees, and 
protect their academic freedom both nationally and internationally. 

 


