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INTRODUCTION

Academic freedom and tenure

Professors and researchers are not ordinary work-
ers but scholars, being subject to the judgment and
criticisms of their peers through the peer-review pro-
cess. They must be free to both pursue research for
its own sake, even on unfashionable issues, and dis-
seminate (including via teaching) the knowledge
produced by their research. They must also be free to
speak, inside and outside their working environ-
ment, against orthodoxies of thinking as well as to
openly disagree with governments, political parties,
the business community, administrative bodies and
religious and other authorities. The above aspects
constitute, in fact, the basis of academic freedom
which, according to Polanyi (1958), is the backbone

supporting the production and advancement of
knowledge for society’s benefit. Academic freedom
also includes the obligation of the public authorities
to respect, protect and promote it (Vrielink et al.
2011). Although academic institutions also must do
so, they frequently do not (Gottfredson 2010). Aca-
demic tenure provides economic security (Horn 2015,
this Theme Section) and guarantees the right to aca-
demic freedom because it provides an umbrella, pro-
tecting all those involved in producing and teaching
knowledge (i.e. researchers and professors). Yet,
these concepts are not static but evolve with time
(Wilson 2014, Teichgraeber 2014).

The concept of academic freedom originated in
Germany, with Wilhelm von Humboldt and the foun-
dation of the University of Berlin in 1818, when the
principles of ‘freedom to teach’ and ‘freedom to
learn’ were established, and spread to other Euro-
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pean and American universities (Kar-
ran 2009, Altbach 2009). Indeed, the
phrase ‘academic freedom’ appears in
digitized English books published as
early as 1815, and since 1895 its fre-
quency has increased exponentially to
a peak between 1950 and 1970; this
coincides with the period of its legal
establishment in the USA (Liszka
2011). Similarly, the phrase ‘academic
tenure’ appears in English books as
early as 18611 and has increased expo-
nentially since the mid-1910s, display-
ing a trend similar to that of academic
freedom, with a maximum frequency
in the mid-1970s and declining since
then (Fig. 1). It is interesting to note
that the number of tenured positions
compared to the total number of pro-
fessors in the USA has sharply de -
creased during the last 40 yr from 57% in 1975 to
30% in 2009, and is expected to reach a low thresh-
old of 15 to 20% (Figlio et al. 2013).

Academic freedom and tenure are highly complex,
interactive concepts (Horn 2015, Teichgraeber 2014),
which attract the attention of academics from all dis-
ciplines. A bibliometric search in the Scopus data-
base (www.scopus.com) showed that between 1970
and 2014 a total of 49 articles having ‘academic free-
dom’ and 171 having ‘academic tenure’ in their title
were published (Fig. 2). The number of articles in -
creased from an average of 3.82 and 0.73 articles yr−1

between 1970 and 1980, for ‘academic freedom’ and
‘academic tenure’, respectively, to an average of 31.7
and 7.8 articles yr−1 between 2010 and 2014. These
essays were published in journals belonging to
almost all subject areas of the Scopus database, with
the majority appearing in social sciences, multidisci-
plinary, arts, humanities and medical journals.

This Theme Section on academic freedom and
tenure was triggered by that of K.I. Stergiou and A.C.
Tsikliras (eds) on global university rankings, pub-
lished in 2014, in which (among other things) it was
recognized that the commercialization of higher edu-
cation in recent decades parallels the polemics
against tenure and the decrease in tenured faculty
positions in various countries in favor of non-tenured
faculty (positions that are not covered by academic

freedom; Altbach 2009, Horn 2015). The present
Theme Section is topical, given that both academic
freedom and tenure are currently under stress (Alt-
bach 2009).

Issues uncovered in this Theme Section

This Theme Section consists of 11 essays aiming to
explore diverse issues related to academic freedom
and tenure through the views and thoughts of 15
scholars from 8 countries (Belgium, Canada, Greece,
Ireland, Italy, Spain, UK and the USA) and different
 disciplines, from biology, ecology and fisheries to
business, education and philosophy. These essays
discuss historical, legal, theoretical, philosophical,
political and educational aspects, the alleged loss of
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Fig. 1. Usage frequencies (relative) of all forms of the phrases ‘academic free-
dom’ (AF) and ‘academic tenure’ in the corpus of English books between 1800
and 2000, extracted using the Ngram Google tool (http:// books. google. com/
ngrams). A detailed account of the Ngram technique is provided by Michel
et al. (2011) and Lin et al. (2012); a step-by-step guide for its application is 

available at http:// books. google. com/ ngrams/ info#advanced

1For instance, struggles for tenure in the USA paralleled
those of other labors (e.g. steel workers) in the late 19th
century (Stephey 2008)
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Fig. 2. Number of essays published between 1970 and 2014
having ‘academic freedom’ and ‘academic tenure’ in their
 title, based on the Scopus bibliometric database (www.

scopus.com)
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productivity of tenured faculty, and the effect of mar-
ketization of education on tenure policies.

Donoghue (2015a) reviews the legal history of aca-
demic freedom and subsequently explores how uni-
versity administrators can now take ownership of
teaching materials. He concludes that the legal rede-
finition of academic freedom and the erosion, over
the course of the 20th and early 21st centuries, of what
was known as the ‘teacher exception’ with replace-
ment by the work-for-hire rule have rendered uni-
versities more workplaces under management, and
university professors conventional workers.

Nelson (2015) deals with current fundamental
changes in the character of higher education, such as
the gradual replacement of tenured faculty with part-
time teachers. He argues that such changes serve the
political goal to de-fund higher education, thus mak-
ing it easier to impose the corporate model of instru-
mental education, which is merely devoted to skills
acquisition and job training. He concludes that an
alternative educational model is required.

Horn (2015) describes the history of academic
tenure and the concepts of academic freedom in
Canadian universities since the mid-19th century. He
concludes that ‘tenure during good behavior’ (i.e.
professors are secure except in cases of proven gross
incompetence, duty neglect or moral turpitude) has
supported the academic freedom of faculty despite
the new challenges that academic freedom faces.

Traianou (2015) explores how, since the 1980s, UK
governments have increasingly intervened in higher
education, based on the assumption that the role of
universities is to serve the economy by maximizing
and measuring the ‘returns’ on public investment.
She argues that this attitude brought about a change
within universities from a collegial organization
mode towards a managerial one; a change that con-
siderably reduced academic freedom.

Akrivou (2015) identifies threats relevant to the
creation of new knowledge. These threats, which
are recognized by researchers across heteroge-
neous disciplines, remain largely unaddressed from
institutional and political decision makers in higher
education. As a result, Europe is lacking a good
new knowledge basis to sustainably deal with an
emerging variety of problems (e.g. socio-behavioral,
environmental, health). The causes are linked to
neo-liberal ways of understanding and the valuing
of researchers and their work. However, embracing
an Aristotelian way of understanding habits and
habitus and personal and collective responsibility
beyond Bourdieu’s determinism allows hope for
change.

Pauly (2015) maintains that academic tenure is one
of the few obstacles to the strategy of the Canadian
government, which has intensified since 2006, to
silence environmental researchers in federal govern-
mental laboratories in the case of ‘inconvenient’ find-
ings (e.g. overfishing of northern cod, virus in farmed
salmon, environmental and health effects of exploit-
ing tar sands and Arctic offshore oil)2.

Stergiou & Machias (2015) discuss the abolishment
of tenure and the change in the status of Greek
researchers through a new law for research that was
passed in December 2014. This constitutes the last
nail in the coffin for Greek research, which has suf-
fered several blows (i.e. drastic budgetary cuts, no
opening of positions, severe salary cuts, and auster-
ity-driven brain-drain) because of the recent eco-
nomic crisis.

Boero (2015) attests that the current system of ‘met-
rics’ for evaluating research quality, which is based
on impact factors and citations, actually allows little
room for scientists to develop ideas that go against
the mainstream before they get tenure. He argues
that scientists can pursue and publish their new ideas
after they receive tenure, but by then it might be ‘too
late’.

Lynch & Ivancheva (2015) discuss the relationships
between university autonomy, ethics and academic
freedom, the limitations imposed by the increasing
casualization of employment on the freedom to teach
and publish, and the constraints imposed by western
thinking on academic freedom. In addition, the
authors point out how important is to distinguish
between institutional autonomy and individual aca-
demic freedom, and to separate these 2 concepts
from the freedom of academics to create and main-
tain new scholarship fields.

Nikolioudakis et al. (2015) tested the hypothesis
that tenure reduces the productivity of senior faculty,
which is the main argument fueling the polemics
against tenure. They collected and analyzed the
number of publications of 2136 current full professors
of natural sciences, from 123 universities distributed
across 15 countries, for the period spanning 1996 to
2014. Their results showed that the long-term pro-
ductivity of full professors increased, irrespective of
subject field and geographic area. This suggests that
tenure does not lead to motivation loss and academic
‘deadwood’.

3

2The Canadian federal election of 19 October 2015 led to a
replacement of the Conservative Government by the
 Liberal Government, which has since reversed many of
these policies
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Minerva (2015) discusses the usefulness and the
potential threats to academic freedom of the media
for the dissemination of research results outside aca-
demia. She concludes that the concept of academic
freedom should be reconsidered in the light of the
changing landscape in the dissemination of ideas set
by social media, and that new strategies must be
developed for minimizing the potential threats to
academic freedom.

EPILOGUE

Academic freedom has been challenged in recent
years. The essays presented in this Theme Section
recognize that it has been increasingly affected by
factors such as increased commercialization, con-
straints imposed by the western way of thinking
and neo-liberal ways of valuing, changes from col-
legial to managerial modes of organization within
universities, political pressures to suppress incon-
venient research findings, the economic crisis itself,
even the current system of metrics for evaluating
research and the recent changes set by new media
in disseminating ideas. The role of social media in
particular requires further thorough assessment
given that they can be used as a vehicle by which
administrators can keep professors under a tighter
watch (Donoghue 2015b; Minerva 2015, this Theme
Section). There are also other aspects that were not
addressed in this Theme Section. For instance, it
has been asserted that the commercialization of
education amplifies bureaucracy by increasing the
number of well-paid managers, who in turn create
more manager positions, thus generating hyper-
bureaucracy (Tahir 2010). One might hypothesize
that bureaucrats have limited (if any) perception
and sensitivity to academic freedom (Tahir 2010)
(as well as to other academic matters); an open
question for future studies.

As Gottfredson (2010) puts it: ‘academic freedom
…. is not often defended by academics themselves,
and … yet, requires no heroic efforts for collective
enjoyment if scholars consistently contribute small
acts of support to prevent incursions.’. Nowadays, the
internet provides an opportunity for academics to
defend and promote academic freedom, as is done

with other aspects of academic life (e.g. the San Fran-
cisco Declaration on Research Assessment [DORA],
http:// am. ascb. org/ dora/, for not using impact factors
as a surrogate measure of quality at any assessment;
Scholarly Open Access, http:// scholarlyoa. com/ pub -
lishers/, for monitoring of predatory journals). To that
end, Academics For Academic Freedom (AFAF,
www. afaf.org.uk)3 can be one potential vehicle for
this. At the same time, given that academic freedom
has to have a legal status (i.e. a privileged version of
freedom of speech in individual countries’ constitu-
tions and traditions of legal decisions), academics
should also litigate the status of academic freedom.
In fact, academics taking full control of academic
matters in their hands will be the full manifestation of
academic autonomy, providing the best service to
society with the university being ‘a place from where
to speak’ (Badley 2009, p. 146).
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