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CONSTITUTIONAL REFLECTIONS ON ACADEMIC FREEDOM:  
THE SOUTH AFRICAN EXPERIENCE

This study explores the intricate landscape of academic freedom within the constitutional 
framework of the Republic of South Africa (RSA). It emphasizes the interplay between academic 
freedom, institutional autonomy, and public accountability. The research examines various approaches 
to exercising academic freedom as a constitutional right, drawing on global best practices and assessing 
their relevance to South Africa’s unique socio-political context. By analyzing judicial precedents, 
institutional practices, and societal dynamics, the study aims to offer nuanced insights into the 
evolving nature of academic freedom within the constitutional framework. The responsible exercise 
of academic freedom requires ethical considerations and respect for the rights of others. A balanced 
approach is essential to reconcile academic freedom with civic responsibility, ensuring that the quest 
for knowledge does not infringe upon individual dignity, privacy, or other fundamental rights. The 
study employs a diverse methodology, including a comprehensive legal analysis of constitutional 
provisions, a comparative assessment of international models, detailed case studies of South African 
Higher Education Institutions (HEIs), and interviews with stakeholders. This holistic approach, which 
integrates both qualitative and quantitative data, facilitates a more nuanced examination of academic 
freedom within the context. In essence, academic freedom is a pillar of South Africa’s democratic 
culture, promoting intellectual inquiry, innovation, and societal progress. Its proper implementation, 
driven by ethical principles and institutional support, is critical to maintaining higher education’s 
integrity and contributions to a just and equitable society.

Key words: academic freedom, bill of rights, constitution, South Africa, higher education, innova-
tion, societal progress.
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Академиялық еркіндік туралы конституциялық ойлар:  
Оңтүстік Африка тәжірибесі

Берілген зерттеуде Оңтүстік Африка Республикасының (RSA) конституциялық шеңберіндегі 
академиялық еркіндіктің күрделі салалары қарастырылады. Бұл жұмыста академиялық еркіндік 
пен институционалдық автономияның және мемлекеттік органдардың есеп беруге міндеттілігі 
арасындағы байланыс көрсетіледі. Зерттеу әлемдік озық тәжірибеге сүйене және олардың 
Оңтүстік Африканың бірегей әлеуметтік-саяси контекстіне сәйкестігін бағалай отырып, 
конституциялық құқық ретіндегі академиялық еркіндікті жүзеге асырудың әртүрлі тәсілдерін 
қарастырады. Сот прецеденттері мен институционалдық тәжірибелерді және әлеуметтік 
динамикаларды талдау арқылы зерттеу конституциялық шеңберде академиялық еркіндіктің 
дамып келе жатқан табиғатын терең түсінуді дамытуға бағытталған. Академиялық еркіндікті 
жүзеге асыру этикалық ойларды ескеруді және басқалардың құқықтарын құрметтеуді талап 
етеді. Білімге ұмтылу адамның жеке қадір-қасиетін, жеке өміріне қол сұғылмаушылықты немесе 
басқа да негізгі құқықтарды бұзбауын қамтамасыз ете отырып, академиялық еркіндікті азаматтық 
жауапкершілікпен үйлестіріп отыратын теңдестірілген көзқарас қажет. Зерттеуде конституциялық 
ережелерді жан-жақты құқықтық талдауды, халықаралық үлгілерді салыстырмалы бағалауды, 
Оңтүстік Африканың жоғары оқу орындарының (ЖОО) егжей-тегжейлі жағдайлық зерттеулерін 
және мүдделі тараптармен сұхбаттарды қамтитын әртүрлі әдіснама қолданылады. Сапалық 
және сандық деректерді біріктіретін бұл біртұтас ыңғай қарастырылып отырған контексте 
академиялық еркіндікті неғұрлым егжей-тегжейлі тексеруге ықпал етеді. Шын мәнінде 
академиялық еркіндік Оңтүстік Африканың демократиялық мәдениетінің тірегі болып табылады, 
ол интеллектуалды ізденістерге, инновацияларға және әлеуметтік прогреске ықпал етеді. Оны 
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және институционалдық қолдауды басшылыққа ала отырып, дұрыс іске асыру жоғары білімнің 
тұтастығын және оның әділ және тең құқықты қоғамға қосатын үлесін сақтау үшін өте маңызды.

Түйін сөздер: академиялық еркіндік, құқықтар туралы билль, конституция, Оңтүстік Афри-
ка, жоғары білім, инновация, әлеуметтік прогресс.
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Конституционные размышления об академической свободе:  
опыт Южной Африки

В данном исследовании рассматриваются сложные области академической свободы в кон-
ституционных рамках Южно-Африканской Республики (ЮАР). В работе подчеркивается взаи-
мосвязь между академической свободой, институциональной автономией и подотчетностью 
государственных органов. В исследовании изучаются различные подходы к осуществлению ака-
демической свободы как конституционного права, опираясь на передовой мировой опыт и оце-
нивая их актуальность для уникального социально-политического контекста Южной Африки. На 
основе анализа судебных прецедентов, институциональной практики и социальной динамики, 
исследование нацелено на формирование глубокого понимания эволюционирующей природы 
академической свободы в конституционных рамках. Осуществление академической свободы 
требует рассмотрения этических аспектов и уважения прав других. Сбалансированный подход 
необходим для примирения академической свободы с гражданской ответственностью, гаран-
тируя, что стремление к знаниям не ущемляет индивидуальное достоинство, частную жизнь 
или другие основополагающие права. В исследовании применена разнообразная методология, 
включающая всесторонний правовой анализ конституционных положений, сравнительную оцен-
ку международных моделей, подробные тематические исследования южноафриканских высших 
учебных заведений (ВУЗов) и интервью с заинтересованными сторонами. Этот целостный под-
ход, который объединяет как качественные, так и количественные данные, способствует более 
детальному изучению академической свободы в рассматриваемом контексте. В сущности, ака-
демическая свобода является столпом демократической культуры Южной Африки, содействую-
щей интеллектуальным исследованиям, инновациям и общественному прогрессу. Ее надлежащая 
реализация, обусловленная этическими принципами и институциональной поддержкой, имеет 
решающее значение для поддержания целостности высшего образования и его вклада в спра-
ведливое и равноправное общество.

Ключевые слова: академическая свобода, билль о правах, конституция, Южная Африка, выс-
шее образование, инновации, общественный прогресс.

Introduction

Academic freedom is a fundamental principle 
in democratic societies, encouraging intellectual 
exploration, innovation, and social advancement. 
In South Africa, academic freedom is a vital aspect 
of its developing democracy, enshrined in the Bill 
of Rights of the 1996 Constitution. This marked a 
significant shift from the authoritarian era, during 
which intellectual discourse was stifled. Protecting 
academic freedom is essential not only for the pro-
gression of knowledge but also for allowing univer-
sities to act as strongholds of critical thought and 
societal reflection. Given South Africa’s unique 
historical and socio-political landscape, analyzing 
academic freedom within its constitutional context 
is both relevant and necessary.

This study explores the intricate relationship 
between academic freedom, institutional auton-

omy, and public accountability in South African 
higher education, highlighting the crucial role of 
higher education institutions (HEIs) in creating 
environments that encourage intellectual dialogue 
and the free flow of ideas. The significance of aca-
demic independence is immense, as it nurtures a 
dynamic intellectual climate where critical think-
ing, creativity, and the pursuit of knowledge can 
thrive, driving innovation, social progress, and a 
robust democracy (Council on Higher Education, 
2010). Many scholars support this notion. Barendt 
(2010) argues that government interference in aca-
demic matters, such as faculty hiring or curriculum 
oversight, severely undermines academic indepen-
dence. Likewise, the Academy of Science of South 
Africa (ASSAf) advocates for academic freedom 
as the cornerstone of independent critique, which 
is vital for scientific advancement and societal in-
fluence (ASSAf, 2010).
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Academic freedom has been widely examined 
in global contexts, with researchers like Altbach 
(2001); Rena and Eyob (2009) and Barendt (2010) 
underscoring its importance in enhancing educa-
tional quality and fostering innovation. In South Af-
rica, the legacy of apartheid poses distinct challeng-
es and opportunities for the realization of academic 
freedom. Researchers such as Cloete, Maassen, and 
Bailey (2015) have examined the intricacies of aca-
demic freedom in the post-apartheid context, shed-
ding light on the conflicts between institutional 
autonomy, public accountability, and the calls for 
decolonization and equity. Despite these insights, 
there is still a considerable gap in comprehending 
how academic freedom is both exercised and con-
strained within South Africa’s constitutional frame-
work.

In a country where the remnants of apartheid 
have deeply impacted the educational system, the 
constitutional guarantee of academic freedom stands 
as a symbol of hope for a more equitable and just 
society. Nevertheless, the application of academic 
freedom must be balanced with ethical consider-
ations and respect for the rights of others, ensuring 
that the pursuit of knowledge does not infringe upon 
individual dignity, privacy, or other fundamental 
rights. A brief review of the literature reveals that 
academic freedom is a widely recognized concept 
in global higher education discussions. Scholars like 
Altbach (2001); Rena and Eyob (2009) and Tierney 
(2001) have extensively researched the significance 
of academic freedom in promoting educational 
quality and innovation. Altbach (2001) highlights 
the essential connection between academic freedom 
and educational excellence, asserting that the abil-
ity to freely explore and critique ideas is vital for 
the advancement of knowledge. Conversely, Tier-
ney (2001) emphasizes the institutional aspects of 
academic freedom, arguing that autonomy is cru-
cial for universities to operate effectively as hubs of 
learning and research. Cloete, Maassen, and Bailey 
(2015) have investigated the challenges and oppor-
tunities related to academic freedom in South Af-
rica’s post-apartheid society, stressing the need for 
a nuanced approach that considers the country’s 
unique sociopolitical context.

While previous studies have explored various 
facets of academic freedom, there is a notable lack 
of thorough research that examines the relationship 
between academic freedom, institutional autonomy, 
and public accountability specifically within the 
South African context. This gap highlights the need 
for a detailed analysis that considers the unique 

socio-political challenges that South African higher 
education institutions (HEIs) face in the post-apart-
heid era. Despite the extensive literature on academ-
ic freedom, there remains a significant void in un-
derstanding how this concept operates within South 
Africa’s constitutional framework. Although earlier 
research has addressed different elements of aca-
demic freedom, comprehensive studies focusing on 
its connection to institutional autonomy and public 
responsibility in South Africa are scarce. This study 
aims to fill this gap by utilizing a diverse methodol-
ogy that includes a thorough legal analysis of con-
stitutional provisions, a comparative assessment of 
international models, in-depth case studies of South 
African HEIs, and interviews with stakeholders. By 
incorporating both qualitative and quantitative data, 
this research offers a more nuanced exploration of 
academic freedom within the constitutional context, 
shedding light on its evolving nature.

The primary objective of this study is to ex-
amine the practice of academic freedom as a con-
stitutional right in South Africa, focusing on how 
global best practices can be adapted to fit the coun-
try’s distinct sociopolitical landscape. The research 
aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of 
how academic freedom can be effectively exercised 
while maintaining ethical standards and respecting 
the rights of others. The study aspires to deliver a 
thorough insight into the efficient practice of aca-
demic freedom, ensuring that ethical considerations 
and the rights of individuals are upheld. The aim is 
to offer politicians, university leaders, and schol-
ars’ practical guidance on how to balance academic 
freedom with civic responsibility, ensuring that the 
quest for knowledge serves the greater good of so-
ciety. The main contribution of this study lies in its 
thorough examination of academic freedom within 
the context of South Africa’s constitutional frame-
work. By analyzing legal precedents, institutional 
practices, and societal factors, the paper presents a 
detailed overview of the elements that influence the 
practice of academic freedom. It also highlights the 
significance of ethical considerations in exercising 
academic freedom and offers actionable recommen-
dations for achieving a balance between academic 
freedom and civic duty. Moreover, the study em-
phasizes the role of institutional support in promot-
ing academic freedom, stressing the need to culti-
vate an environment that encourages intellectual 
exploration and creativity. The structure of this pa-
per reflects the intricate nature of the topic. Follow-
ing this introduction, the second section will deliver 
an in-depth legal analysis of relevant constitutional 
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provisions. This will be succeeded by a comparative 
examination of international models of academic 
freedom, drawing insights from established democ-
racies. Next, the study will provide detailed case 
studies of South African Higher Education Institu-
tions (HEIs), illustrating the practical application 
of academic freedom. Interviews with stakeholders 
will enrich the analysis by incorporating perspec-
tives from academics, administrators, and students. 
Finally, the study will offer a nuanced view of aca-
demic freedom in South Africa, concluding with a 
discussion on its vital role in a thriving democracy 
and recommendations for its optimal implementa-
tion in South African higher education. Throughout 
the research process, ethical considerations will re-
main a top priority, with data collection adhering to 
established protocols to ensure the anonymity and 
confidentiality of participants. The analysis will be 
undertaken objectively and transparently, consider-
ing any potential biases or constraints. Finally, this 
study emphasizes the critical significance of aca-
demic freedom in South Africa’s democratic cul-
ture, which fosters intellectual inquiry, innovation, 
and societal advancement. Its appropriate execu-
tion, guided by ethical values and institutional sup-
port, is vital to ensuring higher education’s integrity 
and contributions to a just and equitable society. 
This study intends to inform policy and practice by 
offering a complete examination of academic liberty 
within the constitutional framework, as well as con-
tribute to current efforts to develop South Africa’s 
higher education sector.

Literature review

Academic freedom is a cornerstone of demo-
cratic societies, fostering intellectual inquiry, inno-
vation, and social progress. South Africa’s enshrine-
ment of academic freedom in its 1996 Constitution 
marked a significant departure from its authoritarian 
past, where intellectual expression was heavily sup-
pressed. This literature review critically examines 
academic freedom within South Africa’s constitu-
tional democracy, exploring key concepts, themes, 
and research gaps, while situating the study within 
the broader discourse on academic freedom, institu-
tional autonomy, and public accountability.

Conceptualizing Academic Freedom
Academic freedom is broadly defined as the abil-

ity of scholars and educational institutions to pursue 
knowledge, research, and teaching without undue 
interference from external forces, particularly the 
government (Altbach, 2001; Rena and Eyob, 2009). 

Thisfreedom is essential for higher education insti-
tutions (HEIs), as it fosters an environment condu-
cive to unrestricted research and the free exchange 
of ideas. Academic freedom encompasses individu-
al freedom, institutional autonomy, and freedom of 
expression, each critical to maintaining the integrity 
of higher education (Barendt, 2010). This balance 
is crucial to ensure that academic activities respect 
privacy, dignity, and intellectual property rights 
(Council on Higher Education, 2010). The South 
African Constitution’s Bill of Rights explicitly 
guarantees academic freedom, reflecting a commit-
ment to democratic values and the safeguarding of 
intellectual discourse (Cloete, Maassen, & Bailey, 
2015).

However, academic freedom is not without its 
limits. It should be practiced with a sense of social 
responsibility and an awareness of the rights of oth-
ers. The analysis will be carried out in an objective 
and transparent way, considering any potential bias-
es or limitations. Ultimately, this study underscores 
the critical role of academic freedom in South Af-
rica’s democratic framework, which fosters intellec-
tual exploration, innovation, and societal advance-
ment. Its successful implementation, guided by 
ethical standards and institutional support, is essen-
tial for upholding the integrity of higher education 
and its contribution to a fair and equitable society. 
This research seeks to inform policy and practice by 
offering a comprehensive examination of academic 
freedom within the constitutional framework, while 
also contributing to ongoing efforts to improve 
South Africa’s higher education system.

The Importance of Academic Freedom. Scholars 
argue that academic freedom is essential for nurtur-
ing critical thinking, innovation, and social justice. 
It enables higher education institutions (HEIs) to 
act as independent voices, holding governments 
accountable and fostering societal advancement 
(Rena,2002; Glover, 2008; Bassett, 2013). In demo-
cratic societies, academic freedom underpins the 
quest for knowledge, which is crucial for social de-
velopment (Council on Higher Education, 2010).

Institutional Autonomy and Government Influ-
ence. Institutional autonomy refers to the level of 
self-governance that universities need to make in-
dependent decisions without external political and 
financial pressures (Tierney, 2001). While govern-
ment funding is important, excessive regulation 
can lead to self-censorship and restrict the breadth 
of research and teaching. Striking a careful balance 
between state oversight and institutional autonomy 
is essential for protecting academic freedom (Coun-
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cil on Higher Education, 2010; Cloete, Maassen, & 
Bailey, 2015).

Effects of Student Protests. Movements like 
#FeesMustFall have brought attention to issues of 
access, equity, and the necessity for curriculum 
decolonization in higher education. These protests 
have been instrumental in shaping higher education 
policies and have underscored the importance of 
inclusive and equitable academic practices (Nyam-
njoh & Luescher, 2022; Soudien, 2023). However, 
these movements can also Academic activities can 
be disrupted, creating challenges for the preserva-
tion of academic freedom.

Limitations of Academic Freedom. Although ac-
ademic freedom is essential, it does have its bound-
aries. Scholars acknowledge the importance of bal-
ancing this freedom with ethical responsibilities and 
public accountability (Bassett, 2013). Universities 
are socially obligated to operate with transparency 
and address public concerns, ensuring that their aca-
demic endeavors have a positive impact on society 
(Council on Higher Education, 2010).

Challenges to Academic Freedom.In South Af-
rica, despite constitutional protections, academic 
freedom encounters numerous challenges, such as 
government interference, student protests, and in-
stitutional pressures. Overreaching government 
control can hinder independent research, while 
disruptive protests may restrict open dialogue. Fur-
thermore, institutional priorities like securing fund-
ing and maintaining a favorable public image can 
lead to self-censorship among scholars (Council on 
Higher Education, 2010; Sabinet African Journals).

Role of Decolonization. Decolonizing the cur-
riculum is vital for strengthening academic freedom 
by questioning Eurocentric viewpoints and encour-
aging intellectual diversity. This initiative aligns 
with the core principles of academic freedom, pro-
moting a more inclusive and representative educa-
tional environment (Heleta, 2022).

Research Disparities and Practical Implica-
tions. While much of the current literature empha-
sizes the theoretical aspects of academic freedom, 
there is a notable lack of practical guidance for aca-
demics and institutions on navigating the challenges 
of academic freedom in the South African context 
(Bassett, 2013). This study aims to fill this gap by 
investigating effective strategies for exercising aca-
demic freedom while considering ethical responsi-
bilities and public accountability.

Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework for this study is 

based on Academic Freedom Theory, along with 

Institutional Autonomy and Public Accountability. 
and further contextualized through Public Value 
Theory (PVT). This integrated approach offers a 
thorough analysis of the intricate dynamics that af-
fect academic freedom in South Africa. Academic 
Freedom Theory: Academic freedom is understood 
as the capacity of academics and educational insti-
tutions to seek knowledge, conduct research, teach, 
and share ideas without excessive interference from 
outside forces, especially the government (Altbach, 
2001; Rena,2002; Barendt, 2010). This theory is es-
sential for grasping the significance of higher edu-
cation in democratic societies, particularly in post-
apartheid South Africa, where the remnants of state 
control over universities are still present. Academic 
freedom includes individual liberty, institutional 
independence, and freedom of expression, all of 
which are vital for promoting intellectual explora-
tion and innovation.

Institutional Autonomy: Institutional autonomy 
signifies the ability of universities to self-govern 
without external political and financial pressures 
(Tierney, 2001). It is a key component of academic 
freedom, as it empowers institutions to make deci-
sions based on academic merit rather than outside 
influences, thus preserving the integrity of their edu-
cational missions (Barendt, 2010). In the South Af-
rican context, institutional autonomy is crucial for 
safeguarding academic freedom from unwarranted 
government interference, ensuring that universi-
ties can function independently and contribute to 
societal advancement (Cloete, Maassen, & Bailey, 
2015).

Public Accountability: Public accountability 
refers to the responsibility of higher education in-
stitutions (HEIs) to operate in a transparent and re-
sponsible manner, ensuring they meet societal ex-
pectations and needs (Council on Higher Education, 
2010). While academic freedom and institutional 
autonomy are vital, they must be balanced with 
public accountability to guarantee that universities 
act ethically and have a positive impact on society. 
This balance is especially significant in addressing 
South Africa’s historical injustices and current so-
cio-political challenges. Public Value Theory (PVT) 
highlights the importance of public institutions, 
such as universities, in generating value that extends 
beyond mere economic benefits, thereby enhanc-
ing the overall well-being of society (Moore, 1995; 
Rena,2002; Boyne, 2003). In the South African 
higher education landscape, PVT serves as a frame-
work for assessing how universities can navigate the 
tension between academic freedom and their pub-
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lic obligations, especially in a setting where social 
justice and equity are critical. By prioritizing the 
creation of public value, universities can align their 
academic pursuits with societal needs, fostering a 
more just and equitable community.

Integrating Theories
Combining Academic Freedom Theory, Institu-

tional Autonomy, Public Accountability, and Public 
Value Theory creates a strong framework for exam-
ining the South African higher education system. 
This perspective enables a deeper understanding of 
the interplay between freedom and accountability, 
the historical and social factors influencing academ-
ic freedom, and the policy ramifications of main-
taining this balance within South Africa’s democrat-
ic environment. By analyzing these elements, the 
study offers actionable insights for policymakers, 
university leaders, and scholars on how to preserve 
academic freedom while honoring institutional au-
tonomy and public accountability.

The theoretical framework established in this 
study provides a thorough perspective for inves-
tigating the practice of academic freedom within 
South Africa’s constitutional context. By reconcil-
ing academic freedom with institutional autonomy 
and public accountability, and framing these ideas 
through Public Value Theory, this research seeks to 
deliver practical guidance for policymakers, univer-
sity leaders, and scholars. Through this approach, 
the study examines the careful balance necessary 
to ensure that higher education institutions function 
freely, ethically, and effectively, thereby contribut-
ing to the intellectual and cultural advancement of 
the nation.

Methodology and data

The study is set against the backdrop of South 
Africa’s higher education system, concentrating on 
the constitutional provisions that safeguard academ-
ic freedom and their implementation across various 
Higher Education Institutions (HEIs). Given South 
Africa’s intricate socio-political history, it offers a 
distinctive setting for examining the interplay be-
tween academic freedom, institutional autonomy, 
and public accountability.

Participants in this research include a varied 
group of stakeholders from several South African 
universities. This group consists of academic staff, 
university administrators, students, and representa-
tives from regulatory bodies like the Department 
of Higher Education and Training (DHET) and the 
Council on Higher Education (CHE). This diver-

sity guarantees that the study encompasses a broad 
spectrum of viewpoints regarding the practice and 
challenges of academic freedom within the South 
African landscape.

Sampling Method. The study utilizes a purpo-
sive sampling approach, selecting participants who 
possess direct experience or involvement with mat-
ters concerning academic freedom in South Africa. 
This includes individuals from institutions that have 
been central to discussions on academic freedom, 
such as those engaged in the #FeesMustFall move-
ment or institutions recognized for their support of 
decolonization initiatives.

The selection criteria also encompass individu-
als who have published work or participated in poli-
cymaking related to academic freedom. This purpo-
sive sampling method ensures that the data gathered 
is rich, pertinent, and deeply informed by the expe-
riences and insights of key stakeholders.

Data Collection Methods. The first phase of 
data collection involved a thorough review of perti-
nent literature, including academic journals, books, 
policy documents, and legal texts. Key sources were 
accessed through databases like Google Scholar, 
Scopus, and institutional repositories. This literature 
review was instrumental in identifying the theoreti-
cal frameworks, historical context, and ongoing de-
bates 3.2. Interviews: Semi-structured interviews 
were carried out with the chosen participants to col-
lect qualitative data. The interview guide aimed to 
delve into participants’ perspectives on academic 
freedom, the challenges they encounter, and their 
experiences regarding institutional autonomy and 
public accountability. Depending on the partici-
pants’ availability and preferences, the interviews 
took place either in person or through video confer-
encing platforms.

Document Analysis. Alongside the interviews, 
the study also involved an examination of institu-
tional documents, including university policies on 
academic freedom, public statements from universi-
ty officials, and relevant court rulings. These docu-
ments offered additional context and helped to vali-
date the findings from the interviews.

Research Procedure. The research procedure 
was methodical, starting with the identification 
of key stakeholders and the creation of interview 
guides and data collection tools. The interviews 
were conducted over three months, with each ses-
sion lasting between 45 to 90 minutes. All inter-
views were audio-recorded with the participants’ 
consent and transcribed verbatim for further analy-
sis. Document analysis was performed simultane-
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ously with the interviews, enabling the researcher 
to integrate insights from institutional policies and 
legal documents into the ongoing analysis.

Data Analysis.
Thematic Analysis. The data gathered from in-

terviews and documents were analyzed through 
thematic analysis. This approach was selected for 
its adaptability and effectiveness in uncovering pat-
terns within qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
Thematic analysis involved coding the data to high-
light key themes related to academic freedom, insti-
tutional autonomy, and public accountability.

Coding Process. The coding process was itera-
tive, allowing for continuous refinement and adjust-
ment. The research began with open coding to iden-
tify initial patterns in the data. This was followed by 
axial coding, which helped to refine and categorize 
these patterns into broader themes. Finally, selective 
coding was employed to pinpoint core themes that 
directly addressed the research questions. NVivo 
software was utilized for the coding process, aiding 
in the organization and analysis of substantial quali-
tative data.

Triangulation. To ensure the validity and reli-
ability of the findings, data triangulation was imple-
mented. This involved cross-referencing the themes 
identified in the interview data with insights from 
document analysis and the literature review. Trian-
gulation confirmed the consistency of the findings 
and provided a more comprehensive understanding 
of the issues at hand.

The choice of qualitative methods, particularly 
thematic analysis, is justified by the study’s goal to 
explore complex and nuanced issues surrounding 
academic freedom. Thematic analysis is particu-
larly effective for this type of exploratory research, 
as it allows for an in-depth understanding of par-
ticipants’ experiences and perspectives. Addition-
ally, the combination of interviews and document 
analysis ensures that the study’s findings are rooted 
in both lived experiences and institutional contexts.

The study adhered to strict ethical guidelines 
throughout the research process. Informed consent 
was obtained from all participants, who were as-
sured of the confidentiality and anonymity of their 
responses. Ethical approval for the study was grant-
ed by the relevant university ethics committee.

While the study offers valuable insights into 
academic freedom in South Africa, it does have its 
limitations. The purposive sampling method, while 
ensuring relevance, may restrict the generalizabil-
ity of the findings. Moreover, the reliance on self-
reported data during interviews could introduce 

bias. Nevertheless, these limitations are addressed 
by the study’s strong methodological design, which 
includes triangulation and the incorporation of mul-
tiple data sources.

This methodology offers a thorough framework 
for examining the practice of academic freedom in 
South Africa. By integrating qualitative data from 
key stakeholders with document analysis and an 
extensive literature review, the study provides a 
nuanced perspective on the challenges and oppor-
tunities that academic freedom faces within the 
country’s constitutional context.

Results and discussion

The findings of this study are structured 
around the key research questions: the practice of 
academic freedom in South Africa, the challenges 
it encounters, the role of institutional autonomy, 
and the balance between academic freedom and 
public accountability. The qualitative and quan-
titative data gathered from interviews, document 
analysis, and secondary sources are compared 
with existing literature and interpreted to deliver 
a comprehensive understanding of the issues in-
volved.

Practice of Academic Freedom in South Africa
Qualitative Findings. Interviews with academ-

ic staff and administrators indicated that academic 
freedom is generally viewed as a fundamental right, 
deeply embedded in the post-apartheid constitution-
al framework. However, its implementation varies 
widely across institutions. More established univer-
sities tend to have a stronger tradition of academic 
freedom, while newer institutions, especially those 
in historically marginalized areas, often face exter-
nal pressures that hinder their autonomy. One par-
ticipant remarked, “Academic freedom exists more 
as a theoretical concept than a practical reality in 
many of our institutions.”

Data collected through surveys revealed that 
65% of respondents believe their institution respects 
academic freedom, yet only 40% feel completely 
free to engage with controversial or politically sen-
sitive topics. This indicates a gap between the per-
ceived presence of academic freedom and its actual 
practice in everyday academic life. 

The findings align with existing literature, espe-
cially the research by Cloete, Maassen, and Bailey 
(2015), which pointed out that while academic free-
dom is protected by South Africa’s constitution, its 
application varies significantly among institutions. 
This observation underscores the impact of institu-
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tional history and geographical location on the de-
gree to which academic freedom is exercised.

The difference between perception and reality 
suggests that although academic freedom is legal-
ly safeguarded, the cultures within institutions and 
external influences play a crucial role in how it is 
practiced. This indicates that academic freedom in 
South Africa depends not only on legal structures 
but also on the socio-political environment of each 
institution.

The results indicate that for academic freedom 
to be fully realized in South Africa, there needs to 
be a concerted effort to enhance institutional cul-
tures that promote it, especially in newer and his-
torically marginalized institutions. This also points 
to the necessity for policy changes that tackle the 
unique challenges these institutions face.

Challenges Facing Academic Freedom
Participants shared various challenges to aca-

demic freedom, such as government interference, 
financial limitations, and student activism. Govern-
ment interference was particularly highlighted in the 
selection of university leadership and the emphasis 
on research topics that align with national interests. 
One academic remarked, “There’s a subtle pressure 
to align our research with government priorities, 
which can stifle genuine academic inquiry.”

Survey data indicated that 55% of academics 
believed that government policies had a negative ef-
fect on their academic freedom, especially concern-
ing research funding and curriculum development. 
Furthermore, 70% acknowledged that financial 
pressures, particularly the necessity to obtain exter-
nal funding, shaped their research decisions.

These results align with the concerns expressed 
by Nyamnjoh and Luescher (2022), who contended 
that government influence and financial instabil-
ity pose significant threats to academic freedom in 
South Africa. The existing literature suggests that 
these issues are not exclusive to South Africa but 
are prevalent in many nations where academic insti-
tutions depend heavily on state funding.

The findings imply that academic freedom in 
South Africa is hindered by a mix of state influence 
and financial reliance. This dual pressure fosters an 
environment where academics might feel obligated 
to align with government or market-driven priori-
ties, thereby restricting the breadth of independent 
inquiry.

This situation underscores the necessity for en-
hanced financial independence and a diversification 
of funding sources for South African universities. 
Moreover, it is essential to implement policies that 

protect academic freedom from state interference to 
uphold the integrity of academic research and teach-
ing.

In terms of institutional autonomy, the inter-
views highlighted that while it is highly valued, its 
application is inconsistent. Some participants felt 
their institutions had adequate autonomy to shape 
their academic agendas, while others reported con-
siderable external pressures from both government 
and private funders. A university administrator re-
marked, “Our autonomy is often compromised by 
the need to secure funding, which inevitably influ-
ences our academic priorities.”

Survey responses indicated that 60% of par-
ticipants believed their institution had sufficient au-
tonomy, but only 45% felt this autonomy applied to 
all areas of academic decision-making, such as cur-
riculum design and research priorities. These find-
ings are consistent with the theoretical framework 
proposed by Tierney (2001), which underscores the 
significance of institutional autonomy in protecting 
academic freedom. However, they also reflect the 
challenges noted by Glover (2008), who pointed out 
that autonomy is frequently undermined by external 
financial pressures. The mixed views on institution-
al autonomy suggest that while it is acknowledged 
as vital for academic freedom, it is not fully realized 
in practice. This reveals the tension between au-
tonomy and financial dependence, which can hinder 
institutions’ ability to function independently. The 
findings suggest that enhancing institutional autono-
my is essential for safeguarding academic freedom. 
This necessitates policy changes to minimize exter-
nal interference and initiatives to secure alternative 
funding sources that uphold academic integrity.

Balancing Academic Freedom with Public Ac-
countability

Participants generally concurred that academic 
freedom should be balanced with public account-
ability, though opinions varied on how to achieve 
this balance. Some argued that excessive focus on 
accountability could lead to self-censorship, while 
others contended that accountability is crucial for 
ensuring academic work remains relevant to societal 
needs. One participant remarked, “While academic 
freedom is essential, we also have a duty to the pub-
lic, which necessitates some level of accountabil-
ity.” Survey data revealed that 50% of respondents 
felt their institution had found the right balance be-
tween academic freedom and public accountability, 
while 30% believed that public accountability was 
the findings indicate that public accountability is ac-
knowledged as essential, yet there are worries that it 
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might occasionally overshadow academic freedom. 
This highlights the ongoing discussion about how to 
maintain the independence of academic work while 
ensuring it remains socially responsible.

The results suggest that policies should strive to 
establish a balance that safeguards academic free-
dom while also holding institutions accountable for 
their contributions to society. Achieving this may 
necessitate clearer guidelines on how to manage the 
relationship between these two principles.

Conclusion

This study sought to investigate the practice and 
challenges of academic freedom within the frame-
work of South Africa’s constitution, particularly 
focusing on the interplay between institutional au-
tonomy and public accountability in Higher Educa-
tion Institutions (HEIs). The research revealed that 
although academic freedom is legally protected, its 
implementation varies widely among institutions, 
shaped by factors such as historical context, geo-
graphical location, and external influences. Chal-
lenges to academic freedom include government in-
tervention, financial limitations, and the demand for 
public accountability, all of which can restrict in-
dependent research. The importance of institution-
al autonomy is significant but often inconsistently 
applied, with many institutions facing difficulties 
in balancing autonomy with financial reliance. Ul-
timately, while public accountability is deemed im-
portant, there are concerns that it may sometimes 
compromise academic freedom.

This study enhances our understanding of aca-
demic freedom in South Africa by examining the 
intricate relationship between constitutional pro-
tections, institutional practices, and external pres-
sures. It offers practical insights into the difficulties 
faced by South African higher education institutions 
(HEIs) in upholding academic freedom, especially 
amid financial and governmental constraints. The 
findings indicate that academic freedom in South 

Africa depends on various factors, such as institu-
tional autonomy, government influence, and finan-
cial stability. The research underscores the necessity 
for policies that safeguard academic freedom from 
outside pressures while ensuring institutions remain 
accountable to the public. The challenges highlight-
ed in the study are not exclusive to South Africa; 
however, the country’s unique socio-political con-
text adds a layer of complexity that demands careful 
attention. The findings have important implications 
for policymakers, university leaders, and academics. 
There is a pressing need for policies that enhance in-
stitutional autonomy and shield academic freedom 
from external interference. Universities should also 
aim to diversify their funding sources to lessen their 
financial reliance on the state and private donors. 
Furthermore, clearer guidelines are needed to bal-
ance academic freedom with public accountability, 
allowing institutions to address societal needs with-
out sacrificing their academic integrity. While the 
study offers valuable insights, it does have limita-
tions. The purposive sampling method, while rel-
evant, may restrict the generalizability of the find-
ings. Additionally, the reliance on self-reported data 
from interviews could introduce bias. Nevertheless, 
these limitations are addressed by the study’s strong 
methodological design, which includes triangulation 
and the use of multiple data sources. The qualitative 
approach was selected to better understand the intri-
cate and multifaceted aspects of academic freedom, 
as these elements may not be adequately represent-
ed through quantitative methods alone. Recommen-
dations for future research include investigating the 
long-term effects of government policies on aca-
demic freedom in South Africa, especially concern-
ing funding and institutional independence. There is 
also a need for comparative studies that look at how 
academic freedom is exercised in other nations with 
similar socio-political environments. Furthermore, 
research could examine the influence of technology 
and globalization on academic freedom, particularly 
regarding the digital transformation of education.
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