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Posisjonsnotat: Academic Freedom 
I vedtektene omtales posisjonsnotater slik: “Styret kan vedta posisjonsnotater på temaer som omtales i 
SAIHs flerårige strategier, og disse følger samme tidsramme som strategien de utgår fra.”. SAIHs 
posisjonsnotater er dokumenter vedtatt av SAIHS styre, og intensjonen bak dem er å konkretisere og 
forklare SAIHs standpunkt i temaer/konsepter som er sentrale i SAIHs arbeid, samt gi mer 
bakgrunnsinformasjon. Posisjonsnotater skal ikke skape nye politiske standpunkter for SAIH.  
 
Supporting students and academics in their fight for academic freedom is at the core 
of SAIHs work, at home and abroad. For this work to be effective and relevant it is 
necessary to bound SAIH’s view on the right to academic freedom.  
 
Higher Education Institutions (HEI) play an important societal role by promoting 
knowledge-based debate. Unfortunately, HEI’s role and the integrity of their 
members can be hindered if the right to academic freedom is limited and 
consequently lead to further deterioration in other areas since academic freedom has 
been recognized by international bodies as a guarantor for other human rights1. 
 
Often, has academic freedom been exclusively linked to freedom of speech. And 
research has shown that whenever freedom of speech is restricted in a society so is 
academic freedom, and vice versa2. However, such a definition is limited, and we 
believe that academic freedom must be interpreted in a more comprehensive way.  A 
more integral view into what comprises academic freedom has been developed by 
the Global Public Policy Institute, in collaboration with V-Dem, through the 
development of the Academic Freedom Index3. They define academic freedom as a 
right constituted by five key elements: (1) Freedom to research and teach; (2) 
Freedom of academic exchange and dissemination; (3) Institutional autonomy; (4) 
Campus integrity; and (5) Freedom of academic and cultural expression. 
 
We agree with this comprehensive definition which shows cohesion with our 
existing view of including (1) the right of peaceful assembly and to freely associate, 
e.g., through the creation of student democracies or trade unions, and (2) students’ 
and academics’ right to pursue knowledge without fear of reprisal, as integral parts 
of any definition of academic freedom.  
 

 
1 Karren, Terence, 2009: Academic Freedom: In justification of a universal idea. Studies in Higher education. Vol 
34, No 3:263-283 
2 SAIH, 2012: “Language of the Police Battons, attacks on teachers and students in Zimbabwe.”  
3 https://www.gppi.net/2021/03/11/free-universities  

https://saih.no/assets/docs/The.language.of.the.police.battons.pdf
https://www.gppi.net/2021/03/11/free-universities
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Student’s and Academics’ Academic Freedom  
Student’s academic freedom encompasses their right to discuss, be critical, research, 
and oppose religious, political, or historical presentations in academia and in society.  
Academics’ and teachers’ academic freedom encompasses their right to freely teach 
and discuss topics of their interest, carry out research, disseminate and publish 
research results, express their opinion in institutional matters, and participate in 
academic bodies4. 
 
All the beforementioned rights should be exercised without risking censorship or 
retaliation of any kind and without having to fear for one’s or others’ safety. It is 
important for SAIH to support the monitoring and documentation of any violations 
towards these rights, especially those committed towards academics and students, in 
collaboration with our partner organizations.  
 
Breaches of Academic Freedom: Attacks on Students, Academics and Academia 
The elements that make up the right to Academic Freedom are mutually reinforcing 
but independent from each other. Meaning that breaches, or deterioration, of 
academic freedom can happen in some elements while the others are not affected at 
all. It is therefore important to consider the contexts under which a breach or attack 
took place. We consider all elements of academic freedom to be equally important 
and strongly condemn any attack, big or small, to any of them.  
 
Breaches of academic freedom can be seen across all regions in the world and in 
many of SAIH’s partner countries, students and academics have suffered attacks and 
risk their own safety through their struggle for upholding this right5. Clear examples 
of such attacks can be seen in the reports from our partners where students have 
been expelled from their institutions due to their activism. These students are often 
not able to complete their degrees and have their right to education denied because 
of a breach of academic freedom.  
 
Students and academics are often attacked because they are perceived as a threat to 
those in power. In the period from September 2019 through to August 2020, Scholars 
at Risk reported 341 attacks on higher education6. This number includes killings, 
imprisonment, prosecution, loss of position, travel restrictions and more. 

 
4 UNESCO, 1997: Recommendations Concerning the Status of Higher Education Teaching Personel.  
5 SAIH, 2021: “Students by day, rebels by night” and CLADE, 2020: “Criminalization and violation of students` 
human rights in Latin America and the Caribbean.”  
6 Scholars at Risk, 2020: Free to Think.  

https://saih.no/assets/docs/Pol-kampanje-2021/Students-by-day-rebels-by-night_SAIHrapport-2021.pdf
https://saih.no/assets/docs/Rapporter/Criminalisation-and-violations-of-students-HR_CLADE_Eng.pdf
https://saih.no/assets/docs/Rapporter/Criminalisation-and-violations-of-students-HR_CLADE_Eng.pdf
https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/resources/free-to-think-2020/?fbclid=IwAR0mbf9SBG47hh9Fzd0drYAKTn6QUf6thke5lcis14Zojs4qnTpB1pWPewM
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Nonetheless, it is argued that this number 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. The consequences 
of attacks on students and academics surpass the personal level since they lead, over 
time, to an erosion of higher education as an arena of critical debate. Additionally, it 
can also affect the numbers of academics and students seeking higher education 
institutions.  
 
State and non-state actors, such as paramilitary groups, have often violated campus 
integrity, and the militarization of HEI’s has been used as a measure to intimidate 
and silence critics to the government. Governments must ensure that universities and 
schools remain as non-militarized zones. Non-militarization is also a fundamental 
element of HEI’s autonomy in many contexts where we work, such as Latin America.  
 
Academic Freedom and Autonomy 
We believe that academic freedom is inherent to the notion of university itself. 
Universities have a special position in society through their mission of independently 
and systematically searching for knowledge. Academic freedom is therefore an 
essential element to justify such independence and the notion of institutional 
autonomy that is found in today’s universities. This institutional autonomy entails 
the degree of self-governance that universities need to manage their academic work, 
standards, and accountability. Universities should have organizational, financial, 
staffing, and academic autonomy7; it is impossible to achieve this without academic 
freedom.  
 
Support to Students and Academics 
Reports of students being surveilled, unlawfully arrested, imprisoned, tortured, 
harassed, and threatened entail some of the beforementioned breaches on academic 
freedom. SAIH supports students’ non – violent fight for their rights, both from a 
human rights perspective, and as a tool for change to establish democratic societies. 
Students and academics play an important role as human rights defenders, and they 
need to be protected as such by their states and the international community. 
 
The Students at Risk program in Norway and the global Scholars at Risk network are 
examples of protection mechanisms for students and academics whose rights and 
academic freedom has been breached to such an extent that they are hindered from 

 
7 Nelson, Carry, 2010: Defining Academic Freedom. www.insidehighered.com 



Vedtatt SM08 20/21 

continuing their studies or research in their home countries. These programs are 
important for the individuals that receive protection through them and constitute an 
important symbol for students and academics in similar situations; they serve as a 
safety net and a light of hope. Additionally, these types of programs send a strong 
message to oppressors by showing them that their attacks are futile. 
 
Students in Norway can play an important role through their solidarity and by 
advocating a zero-tolerance stance against human rights violations against students, 
teachers, and academics, towards the Norwegian government, and towards 
international bodies. To support students and academics it is important to promote 
the protection of academic freedom.  
 
Lastly, in order to defend and promote academic freedom, universities should not let 
government funding or corporate funding affect research priorities or the publication 
of academic works. 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:  

• Academic freedom entails: Freedom to research and teach; (2) Freedom of 
academic exchange and dissemination; (3) Institutional autonomy; (4) Campus 
integrity; and (5) Freedom of academic and cultural expression. 

• Universities and schools should be neutral non-military zones. 
• Norwegian higher education institutions have a responsibility to have a 

human rights dialogue with its partners and promote academic freedom. 
• Norwegian 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.  

• It is important to protect, monitor and document students and academics’ 
rights when they are under attack.  

• 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 and 
expanded to other countries. 

• That more Norwegian universities and university colleges should join the 
Scholar at Risk (SAR) network. 


