ISSN 2617-7544, eISSN 2617-7552 INcuxonorus »xoHe comonorus cepuscol. Ned (91). 2024 https://bulletin-psysoc. kaznu.kz

IRSTI 15.21.41 https://doi.org/10.26577/JPsS.2024.v91.i4.8

L. Paul' ", R. Rena*

"Durban University of Technology, Durban, South Africa
Cape Peninsula University of Technology, Cape Town, South Africa
*e-mail: ravinder.renal @gmail.com

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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AKaAEMMSIABIK, ePKIHATK TypaAbl KOHCTUTYLLMSIAbIK, OMAQP:
OnrycTik Acppuka Taxipuobeci

bepiaren 3eptreyae OHTYCTIK Appuka PecnybamkacbiHbiH, (RSA) KOHCTUTYLMSAABIK, lLEHOEPIHAETI
AKaAEMUSIABIK, ePKIHAIKTIH KYPAEAI canarapbl KapacTbipblAaAbl. ByA »KyMbiCTa akaAEMUSIABIK, ePKiHAIK
NneH MHCTUTYLMOHAAABIK, @BTOHOMMSIHBIH, )KOHE MEMAEKETTIK OpraHAapAblH ecen 6epyre MiHAETTIAIr
apacbiHAafbl GalAaHbIC KepCeTiAeAl. 3epTTey aAeMAIK 03biK, Taxipubere cyieHe >kaHe OAapAbIH
OHTYCTIK  AdbpuKaHbiH, Bipereil 9AeyMETTIK-CasiC KOHTEKCTIHe COMKECTIriH 0araAal  OTbIpbiM,
KOHCTUTYLMSAbIK, KYKbIK, PETIHAEr akaAeMUSAbIK, epKIiHAIKTI >Ky3ere acblpyAblH 8pTYPAI TaCiAAepiH
KapacTtbipaabl. COT MpeLeAeHTTePi MeH MWHCTUTYLMOHAAADBIK, ToXiIpUOEAEPAI >KOHE OAeyMeTTiK
AVHaMUKaAapAbl TaAAQy apKblIAbl 3epTTey KOHCTUTYLMSABIK, LieHOepAe aKaAeMMUSIAbIK, epKiHAIKTIH,
AAMBIN KeAe >KaTKaH TaburFaTbiH TepeH TYCIHYAl AambITyFa GarFblTTaAFraH. AKaAEMUSIABIK, €PKIHAIKTI
Ky3€ere acblpy 3TUKAAbIK, OMAAPAbl €CKEPYAi >KoHe 6ackaAapAblH KYKbIKTapbiH KypMETTEYAi TaAan
eteAi. biAiMre yMTbIAy aAaMHBIH, XKeKe KaAip-KaCcUeTiH, >Keke eMipiHe KOA CYFbIAMAYLLbIAbIKTbl Hemece
6acka Aa Herisri KyKblkTapAbl 6y36aybiH KaMTamachl3 eTe OTbIPbIM, aKaAEMUSIAbIK, EPKIHAIKTI a3aMaTThbIk,
>KayarkepLUiAiKneH YUAeCTipin oTblpaTblH TEHAECTIPIAreH Ke3Kapac KaxeT. 3epTTeyAe KOHCTUTYLMSIABIK,
epeXkeAepAl >KaH-KaKTbl KYKbIKTbIK, TaAAQYAbl, XaAbIKapaAblK, YAFIAEPAI CAAbICTbIPMaAbl GaFarayAbl,
OHTYCTiK AdDpUKaHbIH, >KOFapbl OKY OpbIHAAPbIHbIH, OKOO) erxen-TerkKemnAi >karAaiAblk, 3epTTeyAepiH
KOHE MYAAEAI TapanTapmeH cyx6aTtTapAbl KaMTUTbIH SPTYPAI 8AiCHaMa KoAAaHbiAaAbl. CarnaAbik,
KOHE CaHAbIK AepekTepai 6ipikTipeTiH GyA 6ipTyTac biHFaM KaApacCTbIPbIAbIN OTbIPFAH KOHTEKCTE
AKAAEMUSIABIK,  epKIHAIKTI HEeFypAbIM eren-TerkemAi Tekcepyre biknaa eTeAi. LLbIH MeHiHAe
aKaAEMMSAABIK, epKiHAIK OHTYCTIK A(PprKaHbiH AEMOKPATUSIAbIK, MOAEHUETIHIH, Tiperi 60AbIN TabblAaAbl,
OA VHTEAAEKTYaAAbI i3AeHiCTepre, MHHOBALMIAAPFA YKaHe dAeYMeTTiK nporpecke biknaa eteai. OHbl
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JKOHE MHCTUTYLIMOHAAADBIK, KOAAQYAbBI GaCLLIbIAbIKKA aAa OTbIPbIMN, AYPbIC iCKe acblpy >Kofapbl GiAIMHIH
TYTaCTbIFbIH K&HE OHbIH DAIA YK8He TeH, KYKbIKTbl KOFaMFa KOCATbIH YAECIH cakTay YLUiH 6Te MaHbI3AbI.

Ty¥iH ce3aep: akaAeMMSIAbIK, EPKIHAIK, KYKbIKTap TypaAbl OMAAb, KOHCTUTYUMS, OHTYCTIK Adpm-
Ka, >KoFapbl BiAIM, MHHOBALMS, D9AEYMETTIK MPorpecc.
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KOHCTUTYLLMOHHDIE pa3mblILLAEHUS 06 aKapAeMHUYecKoi cBoGoAe:
onbIT KOXxHo#M Acppmkn

B AQHHOM MCCAEAOBaHUM PACCMATPMBAIOTCS CAOXHbIE OBAACTM aKAAEMUUECKON CBOOOAbI B KOH-
CTUTYUMOHHbIX pamkax HOxkHo-AdpurkaHckoin Pecrybankmu (HOAP). B paboTe noauepkmpaeTcs B3am-
MOCBSI3b MEXAY AKAAEMMYECKON CBOGOAOWM, MHCTUTYLIMOHAABHOM aBTOHOMMEN M MOAOTYETHOCTbIO
rOCyAQpPCTBEHHbIX OPraHoB. B nccaeA0BaHMM M3yyaloTCs pa3AMYHble MOAXOAbI K OCYLLECTBAEHUMIO aKa-
AEMUYECKON CBOBOADI KaK KOHCTUTYLIMOHHOMO MPaBa, ONvpasiCh Ha NepeAo0BOM MUPOBOW OMbIT U OLe-
HMBast MX aKTYaAbHOCTb AAS YHMKAABHOIO COLMAAbHO-MOAMTUYECKOrO KOHTeKCTa KOxHoM Adpuku. Ha
OCHOBE aHaAM3a CYyAeOHbIX MPELeAEHTOB, MHCTUTYLIMOHAABHOM MPAKTUKM M COLMAAbHON AMHAMMKM,
MCCAEAOBAHME HaLLEAEHO HA (hOpPMUPOBaHME TAYOOKOro MOHUMAHWS 3BOAIOLMOHMPYIOLLEN MPUPOAbI
aKaAEMMYECKON CBOOOAbI B KOHCTUTYLIMOHHBIX pamkax. OcCyllecTBAeHME aKaAeMUueckon CBOBOAbI
TpebyeT pacCMOTPEHMS ITUUECKMX ACTIEKTOB M yBaXkeHusl npas Apyrux. CHaAaHCMPOBAHHbBIN MOAXOA
HEOOXOAUM AAS MPUMUPEHMST AKAAEMUYECKON CBOOOADBI C IPaK AQHCKOW OTBETCTBEHHOCTbIO, rapaH-
TUPYS, UTO CTPEMAEHME K 3HAHUSIM He YLUEMASET MHAMBMAYAAbHOE AOCTOMHCTBO, YACTHYIO >XM3Hb
WA APYTME OCHOBOMOAAramolme npasa. B nccaepoBaHum npumeHeHa pasHoobOpasHasi METOAOAOT S,
BKAIOYAIOLLIAS BCECTOPOHHWI MPABOBOM aHAAM3 KOHCTUTYLIMOHHbIX MOAOXKEHWN, CPAaBHUTEABHYIO OLLeH-
KY MEXAYHAPOAHbBIX MOAEAEN, MOAPOOHbBIE TEMATUUECKME MCCAEAOBAHUS 0XKHOAMPUKAHCKMX BbICLLNX
yuebHbIX 3aBepaeHui (BY30B) M MHTEPBbLIO C 3aMHTEPECOBAHHBIMW CTOPOHAMU. DTOT LEAOCTHbIN MOA-
XO0A, KOTOPbIN 06bEAMHSIET KaK KaueCTBEHHbIE, TaK M KOAMUYECTBEHHbIE AaHHbIE, CNOCOOCTBYET Goaee
AETAAbHOMY M3YUeHMIO aKaAeMMUUeckorn cBoOOAbI B paCCMAaTPMBAEMOM KOHTeKcTe. B cyuHocTr, aka-
Aemmnueckasi CBo60AQ SIBASIETCS CTOAMOM AEMOKPATUYECKON KyAbTYpbl KOxHOM ADprKKM, COAENCTBYIO-
e MHTEAAEKTYaAbHbIM MCCAEAOBAHUSM, MHHOBALMSM 1 06LLeCTBEHHOMY nporpeccy. Ee Haaaexxaluas
peaau3aumsi, 06yCAOBAEHHAs 3TUYECKUMM MPUHLMMIAMM U MHCTUTYLIMOHAABHOW MOAAEP>KKOM, MMmeeT
pelaiollee 3HaYeHe AAS MOAAEPIKAHUS LLEAOCTHOCTM BbiClIero o6pa3oBaHusl U ero BKAaAQ B Cripa-
BEAAMBOE U PaBHOMpPaBHOE O6LLECTBO.

KatoueBble caoBa: akapemmueckas cB060Aa, 6MAAL 0 npaBax, KOHCTUTYLMS, FOxHas Adpuka, Bbic-
wee 06pa3oBaHme, MHHOBALMM, OBLLECTBEHHDbIN NMPOrpecc.

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-
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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).
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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-



L. Paul, R. Rena

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 (HEISs) 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
Affica’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-
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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
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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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