A Dilemma Regarding Academic Freedom
and Public Accountability in Higher
Education
THADDEUS METZ
The aim of this article is to establish that current thought about
the point of a publicly funded university faces a dilemma. On
the one hand, influential and attractive ‘macro’-level principles
about how state resources ought to be accountably used entail
that academic freedom should be utilised solely for the sake of
social justice or some other concrete public good. Standard
theories of public morality entail that an academic’s
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There are two logically contradictory views about the proper purposes
of academics at a public university, each of which seems compelling when
viewed from a particular standpoint. On the one hand, influential and
attractive ‘macro’-level principles about how state resources ought to be
accountably used entail that academic freedom should be utilised solely
for the sake of some concrete public good such as social justice. Standard
theories of public morality entail that a government-funded academic’s
responsibility is entirely to be ‘responsive’ or ‘relevant’ to her social
context in the way she teaches and researches. On the other hand, ‘micro’level self-conceptions of lecturers include the idea that it can be proper to
use academic freedom in order to discover and impart knowledge that is
unlikely to foster a concrete public good, however broadly construed.
From this viewpoint, one might well agree that academics at public
institutions, particularly those set in post-colonial and developing
societies, have some responsibility to advance socio-economic development, protect constitutional democracy or effect redress for past wrongdoing, but would maintain that they have a moral prerogative to pursue
additional ends, such as certain kinds of ‘knowledge for its own sake’.
In this article, I focus on providing some (pro tanto) reason to favour the
second horn of the dilemma, the micro-level perspective, by indicating
just how counterintuitive the macro one is. Indeed, I show that the logic of
the macro-level position entails conclusions that most readers will find
absurd. However, I do not claim to provide all-things-considered reasons
to prefer the micro-level judgement, noting glaring respects in which it
begs for clarification as well as defence in light of the most powerful and
widespread theories of public governance. Ultimately, I maintain that
current theoretical reflection about the point of a public university is
confused; there are strong arguments that pull in opposite directions.
As a foil, I critically discuss a recent report by the South African
Council on Higher Education (CHE), Academic Freedom, Institutional
Autonomy and Public Accountability in South African Higher Education
(CHE, 2008), which naturally occasions awareness of the macro-level
view that the right to academic freedom is exhausted by a duty to the
public of a sort that would forbid the pursuit of knowledge for its own
sake. Such a focus is suitable, for two major reasons. For one, since the
transition to democracy in 1994, South African higher education has had
to grapple intensely with the relationships between academic freedom and
what is often called ‘transformation’, the moral and legal imperatives of
all institutions, including public universities, to give black people their due
for the wrongs of apartheid and to realise the norms of liberty, democracy
and equality. For another, the CHE, a statutory body composed largely of
policy experts, has in particular explored issues of public accountability
and academic freedom with depth and comprehensiveness, with a focus on
a South African context, but with clear implications for a broader one. The
CHE report, an understudied prescriptive document composed by a task
team of many of South Africa’s most important intellectuals, is usefully
employed as a springboard for philosophical argumentation about the
proper role of academic freedom at a public university.
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Note the following methodological caveat, before I provide an overview
of the article. In addressing the report on academic freedom and public
accountability issued by the CHE, I do so solely in order to construct and
assess plausible theoretical positions on the relationship between these
values. My approach is not the hermeneutical one of trying to provide an
accurate, or even ostensibly ‘best’, interpretation of the CHE report. So, clai86.22781(tbou

serve the public in tangible ways. I first clarify the core meaning of
‘academic freedom’ that I am working with, then spell out the essential
elements of ‘public accountability’, and finally appeal to these definitions
to spell out the general view defended in the CHE report, clarifying it by
contrasting it with a well-known laissez-faire model.
By ‘academic freedom’ in the present context, I am referring to certain
abilities of lecturers, and, in particular, those employed by public
universities, where by ‘public’ I mean having been created and funded
by the state. I thereby set aside any sense of ‘academic freedom’ that
might be had by the students of such institutions, the employees of private
universities or the populace in general.2 More specifically with respect to
academics at public universities, I mean the positive and negative abilities
of an individual (or perhaps a given unit) to determine her teaching and
research, and hence exclude issues of academic rule (scholars having the
collective power to determine university policies) and institutional
autonomy (a university having the power to determine its affairs).
With regard to public accountability in higher education, I submit that it
is constituted by three kinds of duties related in a recursive way (Metz,
forthcoming). Firstly, there are the basic duties of academics to teach and
research in certain ways, more or less in a manner supportive of a
university’s proper mission statement. Call this the duty of ‘responsibility’. Secondly, there is a second-order duty of an agent, usually the
academic herself, to provide information to some other body about the
extent to which she has fulfilled her basic duties. This I label the duty of
‘reporting’. Third, there are duties to deal with actual or potential
infractions of the first or second duties, that is, duties usually binding on
the ones informed about the academic to hold her accountable for failing
either to be responsible or to report on whether she was. These are duties
to ‘respond’. Since I have in other work defended the idea that
accountability-talk can be reduced to these three interrelated duties, I
shall not do so here, but will rather suppose that the reader finds it
plausible to think so, or will upon my use of it.
I now apply this framework to the CHE report’s general comments on
the proper understanding of the relationship between academic freedom
and public accountability. The report is the result of a few years of
reflection by not only the handful of eminent scholars who composed it,
but also those commissioned to undertake research for them and those
who participated with them in seminars and workshops. In general, the
CHE exists to make recommendations to the South African Minister of
Education, and so its report on academic freedom was meant to guide
policy. So far as I know, it has not yet done so, and nor has it received
much attention from academics.3 Through a critical discussion of some of
its major themes and perspectives, I hope to show that it is worth taking
seriously at least from a theoretical perspective.

Academic Freedom and Public Accountability

533

about academic freedom makes no sense without reference to public
accountability, but also is making the stronger claim that the concept of
academic freedom itself is best interpreted as essentially related to it. In
terms of the above framework, I read the report as expressing the view that
academic freedom is intrinsically linked with each of the three duties, in
the following ways.
First, in terms of an academic’s basic duty to act responsibly when
teaching and researching, one routinely finds claims such as these in the
CHE report: it is clear ‘to African academics that higher education must
entail social responsibility’ so that the concept of academic freedom is one
‘in which both rights and duties to society inhere’ (2008, p. 12), and
‘rights are necessarily accompanied by duties, including free speech as a
duty and precondition for the good society’ (2008, p. 28). In short, the
report says, here, that academic freedom, or the right to it, is in some way
essentially tied to a duty to transform society.
Second, with respect to the duty of a lecturer to report to another body
on the extent to which she has carried out her duty to be responsible, the
CHE report maintains that such a duty also necessarily obtains upon being
given academic freedom. The report focuses on accountable reporting by
higher education institutions, not individuals, suggesting (among other
things) that public universities ought to explain and justify their practices
to members of Parliament (2008, pp. 44–45, 75). For a public university to
be in a position to answer to government, academics would have to report
on their activities in certain ways to the university.
Finally, with regard to the duty of an agent to respond to infractions of
the first two duties, the CHE report again focuses on the duty to respond
to an institution, not an individual. Specifically, it says, ‘In the name of
the public good, the state is obliged to call the academy (and the
university) to account for the exercise of higher education’ (2008, p. 34;
see also pp. 44, 55, 71). There is, of course, no suggestion that a given
academic would be properly held to account directly by, say, some
Parliamentary committee; but for state responses to a university’s
infractions to be effective, they would need to ‘trickle down’ to the level
of scholars and teachers themselves. Hence, according to the report, at
least implicitly, a necessary condition of a lecturer being accorded
academic freedom is the duty of the state to respond indirectly to
violations of her duty to be responsible.
In this article, I critically explore answers solely to the question of
whether academic freedom must be entirely devoted to performing
‘accountable actions’ that promise to benefit society in tangible respects. I
want to know what the point of a public university should be, such that it
should orient the activities of its academics. I therefore set aside the
respects in which an academic must ‘account for’ having carried out her
requisite activities to some external body or may be ‘held to account’ by
this body for failure to have done so. Establishing what an academic ought
to be fundamentally doing is prior to the other issues; after all, it would
make little sense to sanction an academic for using her academic freedom
in a way that fails to benefit society if she were morally permitted not to.
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The claim that the right of academic freedom is necessarily tied to a
duty to promote the public good in concrete ways already differentiates
the general perspective of the CHE’s report from an influential, more
libertarian understanding of academic freedom as, roughly, the freedom of

Academic Freedom and Public Accountability

535

straightforward interpretation of the CHE report’s routine claims of a
‘close’, ‘inherent’, ‘necessary’ and ‘essential’ link between the right to
academic freedom and the duty to be accountable to the public.
I note that it is not entirely clear whether the CHE intends its report to
express this view, which I have been calling a ‘macro-level’ perspective
on academic freedom (the best suggestions are 2008, pp. 32, 43).
However, a plain reading of the report suggests such a view; after all, the
report never mentions any other duties that are intrinsically related to
academic freedom. Regardless of whether I have accurately recounted the
CHE’s intensions or those of the report’s authors, the document occasions
awareness of a view that should be taken seriously and that is plausible
enough to warrant systematic philosophical engagement. It should be
noted that the CHE does use broad senses of ‘transformation’ and the
‘public good’; it does not restrict them to the views of a dominant political
party, of the existing government or even of the populace at a given time.
Even so, as I argue below, no matter how broadly these terms are
construed, they are too narrow to capture fully what a public university
and hence academic freedom is for—or so many scholars would maintain,
upon reflection on the rest of this article.

III REFINING THE MACRO VIEW

Although the CHE report adequately differentiates its broad conception of
academic freedom from the libertarian one, it has not provided a careful
and precise rendition of its understanding of academic freedom. In this
section, I show that when the CHE report asserts that rights to academic
freedom are in ‘close conjunction’ (2008, pp. 33, 71) or in a ‘binding link’
(2008, pp. 34, 71) with duties to the public, it is speaking vaguely. I
distinguish two ways to construe this claim, one of which is stronger than
the other, and I show that the CHE report waivers between them. Here, I
simply differentiate between the two versions of the macro perspective
that I encounter in the report, saving critical discussion of them for the
following sections.
Clearly, the CHE report maintains that a necessary condition of a
scholar being accorded academic freedom is having a duty to use it in
ways that contribute to the transformation of society, a claim that admits
of two different readings, the stronger one being:
CHE1: A lecturer has academic freedom just insofar as she has the ability
to teach and research in ways that fulfil her duty to advance social justice.

On this first interpretation, academic freedom is constituted by the ability
to fulfil the duty to transform society. For a scholar to have academic
freedom is one and the same thing as for her to have the capacity to
promote rectificatory or distributive justice in her teaching and research.
Such a conception of freedom is quite the opposite of an ability to do as
one pleases, even subject to broadly academic norms; it is the view that
r 2010 The Author
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the individual’s freedom is nothing other than the ability to act for the sake
of the community in certain ways.
Such a strong interpretation of the CHE report is supported by its claims
that duties to society ‘inhere’ in the right of academic freedom (2008, p.
12) and that academic freedom ‘is seen as a positive right to conduct
academic practices freely but also as a duty to provide higher education in
a manner consistent with its status as a social good’ (2008, p. 36). This
language suggests that the duties are intrinsic to the right to determine
one’s scholarly activities, that the ability to determine scholarly activities
is in its essence simply a matter of being able to do so in ways that fulfil a
duty to the public. Note also the CHE report’s approving mention of the
‘social responsibility’ view of higher education accountability, which
‘valorises obligations and responsibilities on academics not as a quid pro
quo for the right of academic freedom, but as a mutually inclusive web of
social obligations’ (2008, p. 43). In contrast to the ‘quid pro quo’ view,
which would deem rights and duties to be metaphysically distinct but
rightly accompanying one another, the CHE report is apparently, at this
point, advocating something stronger, namely, the view that to have the
right to academic freedom is just to have the ability to carry out the duty to
transform society.
The second reading of the CHE report here is precisely the weaker ‘quid
pro quo’ view, which denies that academic freedom and the ability to
promote social justice are one and the same thing. On the alternative
interpretation, there are many ways that a scholar could use academic
freedom, but, for her to act morally, she ought to use any teaching and
research capacities she has been given for the sake of the public good.
CHE2: A lecturer employs her academic freedom permissibly just insofar
as she uses her abilities to teach and research in ways that fulfil her duty to
advance social justice.

Passages in the report that suggest CHE2 are those mentioning the
‘responsible exercise’ (2008, p. 30) or ‘accountable exercise’ of academic
freedom (2008, p. 34). Such talk suggests that it is possible for academic
freedom to be used irresponsibly or without performing accountable
actions, something CHE1 rules out, since, on that view, academic freedom
is just the ability to act responsibly, to perform accountable actions.
Having distinguished two versions of what the CHE report might
plausibly mean in saying that the right to academic freedom is necessarily
connected with a duty to the public to promote transformation, I now
criticise them. The reader should remember that my criticism does not
mean that I conclusively reject the positions suggested by the CHE report;
for in the final section I provide reasons to question the micro-level
alternative to them. Although my focus in this article is to bring out
problems with the macro-level stance, my view is that the field presently
suffers from an antinomy in its deliberation about the nature and proper
use of academic freedom.
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IV EVALUATING CHE1

The CHE report provides several reasons for rejecting a more libertarian
conception of academic freedom, but at no point does it provide reason to
favour CHE1 over CHE2, or vice versa. For example, consider the claim
that:
. . . the defence of scholarly freedom and academic rule must be seen in
close conjunction with the exercise of democratic accountability by
academics and institutions alike, since claims to the unqualified
enjoyment of scholarly freedom and academic rule can also be used
to mask or leave intact unprofessional academic practices (CHE 2008,
p. 33).

Notice how either CHE1 or CHE2 would be sufficient to close off the
ability of an academic to claim that his right to academic freedom justifies,
say, watching porn on his office computer, hurling racist invective in class
and using university resources to vacation in the south of France. I
ultimately object to CHE1 in this section, but before doing so I consider
what reason there is to find it attractive.
A potential defence of CHE1 lies in the views of some African theorists,
by which I mean those whose research is grounded in beliefs and practices
salient among black peoples below the Sahara. When the CHE speaks
most strongly, rejecting the ‘quid pro quo’ view, it does so in the context
of approving ‘African declarations on academic freedom’ (2008, p. 43).
The Dar-es-Salaam Declaration (Diouf and Mamdani, 1994), in particular,
emphasises the importance of an academic’s work being relevant and
responsive to her community. For instance, one finds in it statements such
as these: ‘Education shall develop critical faculties, inculcate the spirit of
scientific enquiry and encourage the pursuit of knowledge and the search
for the whole truth in the interest of social transformation and human
liberation’ (Article 5); ‘All institutions of higher education shall pursue
the fulfilment of economic, social, cultural, civil and political rights of the
people’ (Article 41); ‘All institutions of higher education shall address
themselves to the contemporary problems facing our society’ (Article 42);
and ‘All members of the academic community shall exercise their rights
with responsibility without prejudice to the rights of others and the needs
of our society’ (Article 47). It might be that the intimate link between
academic freedom and social responsibility in major sub-Saharan
documents on the topics is no surprise. CHE1, or something that logically
implies it, has seemed attractive to many thinkers when taking certain
prominent elements of African moral-philosophical worldviews as a
foundation.
Before spelling out this argument for CHE1, let me forestall some
potential misunderstandings. I am not asserting that any of the authors of
the CHE report were in fact motivated by it. I am not implying that it is the
only possible justification for CHE1. I am not suggesting that all African
theorists would believe it or that only African theorists would believe it.
My approach is rather to draw upon one major strand of ethical thought
r 2010 The Author
Journal compilation r 2010 Journal of the Philosophy of Education Society of Great Britain

538

T. Metz

that is salient in the sub-Saharan region in order to reconstruct an
argument for CHE1, which argument is prima facie attractive, probably
has moved (or would move) a number of African and other theorists to
find CHE1 appealing, and draws upon some ideas that are underexplored
in the international literature.
It is frequent for friends of sub-Saharan ethical thought to sum up
morality with the maxim, ‘A person is a person through other persons’ (or
‘I am because we are’). One finds variants of these phrases in many
societies in southern, central, western and eastern Africa. John Mbiti, in
his classic survey of African worldviews, takes the maxim to be a
‘cardinal point in the African view of man’ (1969, pp. 108–9), and a large
majority of scholars agree with him on this score.
To unpack the phrase, which does not connote anything normative to a
reader unfamiliar with African ethics, consider that personhood and
selfhood in much sub-Saharan thought are value-laden concepts (as is
made clear in Wiredu, 1992; Menkiti, 2004). That is, one can be more or
less of a person or self, where the more one is, the better. The phrases say
that one’s ultimate goal should be to become a (full) person or a (real) self,
where one becomes a (fuller) person or (more real) self ‘through other
people’, meaning only by supporting community or living harmoniously
with one’s fellows. These latter actions beg for precise analysis, but it will
suffice in the present context to understand them roughly in terms of
sharing a way of life with others and caring for others’ quality of life.5 The
demand for other-regard is usually strong in African morality:6 one’s selfrealisation, on the present reading, is entirely a matter of identifying with
others and, particularly, helping them.
This rough sketch of some of the fundamentals of moral thinking that is
particularly prominent among sub-Saharans is enough to spell out an
argument for CHE1 that is worth examining. Here it is: since one’s end
should be to develop one’s personhood (1), since personhood is
constituted solely by properly valuing communal relationships (2), and
since freedom is an end worth pursuing (3), freedom is constituted solely
by properly valuing communal relationships (4). And moving from
freedom in general to academic freedom in particular, it follows that
academic freedom is nothing other than the ability to esteem communal
relationships (which is CHE1), something that can presumably be done by
transforming society in the ways mentioned above, say, by promoting
rectificatory justice. This rationale for thinking that freedom is wholly
constituted by communal relationship is present in the works of several
contemporary friends of African philosophy, even if not so formally
expressed. Consider, for example, these remarks from Bénézet Bujo, an
influential central African moral theorist:
As for Black African ethics, since the individual can only exist within the
‘us,’ it is impossible for them to fulfil their potential outside, beside, or
against the community . . . [I]ndividuals become persons provided and to
the extent that they do not isolate themselves in their actions, but act
together with all the community’s members . . . [I]ndividual freedom is
r 2010 The Author
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possible only through participation in the community’s life within ‘beingwith-the-others’. . . (Bujo, 2005, pp. 432, 433).7

Of course, the Western tradition is not utterly devoid of the notion that
freedom is constituted by communal relationship, and some feminist,
Marxist and African-American perspectives come to mind (for a clear
instance, see Birt, 2002). Friends of these perspectives, philosophical
minorities in Europe, North America and Australasia, are also likely to
find the present rationale for CHE1 appealing.
One natural way to question this argument would be to object to its key
moral-philosophical premises, about whether our ultimate goal in life
should be to develop our personhood and whether our personhood is
entirely a function of communal relationship. However, I grant those, ex
hypothesi, pointing out that there are other ways to cast doubt on it.
I think that the inferential structure of the argument is weak, when the
premises are construed in the most plausible fashion. Specifically, the
conclusion does not follow from the premises, when understood in
attractive ways, because of equivocation in them. The end of becoming a
person is clearly best interpreted as a final end (1), the ultimate reason for
doing anything, but it is not as reasonable to understand freedom, a
capacity, also to be a final end (3). An ability is best construed as
something merely useful for the sake of bringing about something else,
and hence as a merely intermediate end, not a final one. Furthermore,
staying within the context of African moral philosophy, it is rare to find in
sub-Saharan traditions the claim that freedom, or any cognate concept
such as autonomy, is the ultimate purpose of human life, whereas it is
common to find there the claim that community, harmony, fellowship or
friendliness is (for just a few examples, see Biko, 1971, p. 46; Silberbauer,
1991, p. 20; Verhoef and Michel, 1997, p. 397; Kasenene, 1998, p. 21;
Tutu, 1999, p. 35; Mkhize, 2008). And if one premise is understood to
connote a ‘final end’ (1) and another premise signifies an ‘intermediate
end’ (3), then together they fail to support the conclusion (4).
So, the question is now this: can we avoid equivocation in this reasoning
by providing some plausible and sub-Saharan (or otherwise communitarian) motivation to believe that freedom is something to be valued for its
own sake?8 Here is a prima facie promising line. Suppose one’s ultimate
goal should be to become a virtuous person—a more explicit rendition of
‘personhood’. If one’s final end should be to become a virtuous person
(1n), and if, as seems intuitive, a virtuous person is someone who acts
freely (2n), then one’s final end should be to become a person who acts
freely (3n). If we now add in the idea that one’s final end is exhausted by
properly valuing communal relationships (4n), then one can draw the
conclusion that acting freely is no more than a matter of properly valuing
communal relationships (5n). Or so it seems.
Unfortunately, this argument also equivocates. In order to draw the
conclusion that freedom is entirely a function of communal relationship,
premise 3n must be understood to say that one’s final end is entirely to
become a person who acts freely. However, 3n, so construed, does not
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follow from 1n and 2n, as they are most plausibly understood. In
particular, the premise that a virtuous person ‘is someone who acts freely’
(2n) is strong when understood to say that someone has a good character in
part because she acts deliberately, viz., because her actions have not been
the result of external coercion or internal compulsion. The premise is not
nearly as compelling when understood to say that someone has a good
character entirely because she acts freely in some other sense. But it is
only the latter kind of premise that would enable one to read 3n in a way
that would entail the conclusion.
Perhaps there is a way for philosophers to tighten up the inference from
the fundamental maxim that ‘a person is a person through other persons’
to the conclusion that freedom is entirely a matter of esteeming
community. However, I am doubtful that this can be done, since I see
nothing in this maxim that could provide reason to favour CHE1 over
CHE2. The basic idea that one’s ultimate aim in life should be to develop
virtue, which can be done only through community, lends equal support to
the idea that freedom is just the capacity to act for the sake of community
(CHE1) and the idea that freedom is not one and the same thing as this
capacity but should be used solely for the sake of community (CHE2).
Both appear to be consistent with the moral-philosophical outlook
explored here.
The friend of CHE1 might be inclined to search for some other kind of
argument for it. However, I now maintain that CHE1 is vulnerable to
powerful counterexamples and should probably be forsaken. If academic
freedom were nothing over and above the ability of a scholar to transform
society in her teaching and research, then the following would not count as
infringements of her academic freedom: a head of department disciplining
a lecturer for assigning material to students that addresses the question of
in what sense numbers are real; a dean blocking the promotion of a
researcher because she published primarily on the topic of whether the
universe will expand forever; a university management committee cutting
funds to a faculty because it includes a department of historical linguistics.
I am not objecting that, if CHE1 were true, then these actions would be
justified curtailments of academic freedom, but that they are in fact
unjustified. I am instead objecting that, if CHE1 were true, then these
actions would not even be curtailments of academic freedom, but that they
intuitively are. Since these actions would not frustrate any scholar’s ability
to promote transformation, by CHE1 they would not even be sensibly
called ‘restrictions on academic freedom’, justified or unjustified; they
would have to be described in some other way. But that is implausible to
me and, I presume, most readers.

V EVALUATING CHE2

So far, I have argued against the rationale for CHE1 most likely to be
invoked by its friends, at least in the sub-Saharan region, and I have
provided counterexamples to CHE1 itself. These objections suggest that
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one should prefer CHE2 to CHE1, supposing one has to choose between
them. However, I submit that one should not have to choose between
them. I am willing to accept that academic freedom should be exhausted
by duties in the sense that a scholar should use her academic freedom only
in permissible ways, that is, by observing binding constraints and seeking
out suitable goals. What I doubt is whether the only suitable goal for her to
strive for would be to transform society or promote social justice, however
broadly these concepts are understood.9 As I have said, that is surely one
proper goal, but the above counterexamples, suitably reformulated,
suggest that there are others, as I now point out. These counterexamples
tell against both CHE1 and CHE2.
If either CHE1 or CHE2 were true, then while authorities might, in
terms of a university’s rules, permit a cosmologist to think about whether
the universe will expand forever, it would still be morally impermissible
for her to do so. Just because one is allowed to do something does not
mean that one ought to do it; one might sensibly have a ‘right to do
wrong’.10 And if either one of my interpretations of the CHE’s conception
of responsible actions were correct, then it would be morally wrong of an
academic to spend the resources of a public university in ways that would
not foster the transformation of society. Let us think concretely about what
this would mean.
Suppose a cosmologist had been the one to ascertain, on her public
university’s dime, that the universe will in fact expand forever. Imagine
she provided conclusive reason to think that the universe neither will fall
back into itself to form a new singularity, nor will fluctuate back and forth
between expansion and contraction, nor will eventually remain in a static
position. Imagine she published the results in the top journals in her field,
and accrued many accolades from the scientific establishment. If either
CHE1 or CHE2 were correct, then, even if the cosmologist in her private
capacity should take some pride in her accomplishments, she should, as an
employee, feel guilt for having misappropriated university resources. In
addition, by CHE1 or CHE2, it would be morally required for her not only
to apologise to the university, but also to compensate it for the resources
she used to make the discovery. Still more, the CHE report’s apparent
general view of the basic duties of a scholar entails that it would be
inappropriate for a university to recognise the cosmologist for her
accomplishment, since it did not advance the transformative goals that
properly inform its mission statement. Her research would be something to
be tolerated, not celebrated. I presume that the reader joins me in finding
these implications counterintuitive.
No doubt there will be some readers who do not find them counterintuitive. For example, two theorists based in South Africa approvingly
cite Terrance Ranger’s observation that in post-independence Tanzania
‘there was no room . . . for a ‘‘freedom’’ which allowed a small elite to
exchange privileged or unpopular truths among themselves’ (Murove and
Mazibuko, 2008, p. 106; see also Coovadia, 1986). However, most friends
of CHE1 or CHE2 will feel the pressure to accommodate the intuition that
this cosmologist has not done wrong. How might they try to do this?
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Many will reply by suggesting that enquiry into the fate of the universe
(or the nature of numbers or the formation of a dead language) would
promote transformation in some broad sense or in some indirect way. Call
this the ‘standard reply’ to the objection that if teaching and research must
promote social justice, then blue-sky enquiry is counterintuitively
impermissible.
I submit, though, that the CHE’s (or any other plausible) articulation of
what transformation involves cannot make the standard reply plausible,
for it routinely construes the basic duties of academics in terms of
fostering deliberative democracy, improving socio-economic conditions
and meeting constitutional imperatives (for a few examples, see 2008, pp.
7, 20, 29, 31, 34). And it will do no good to suggest that future generations
are also proper beneficiaries of academic labour (2008, p. 31); for I see
nothing in having ascertained that the universe will expand forever that
can foster social justice in the long run, again however one might
reasonably construe it.
Furthermore, even if I granted, for the sake of argument, that there were
some indirect way in which enquiry into the fate of the universe could
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social transformation of a philosopher working on medical ethics is
greater than one conducting research on the metaphysical status of
numbers. To be sure, we cannot ever predict the outcomes of academic
work with certainty, but rational decisions may and must be made on the
basis of probability, which can often be approximated with regard to the
transformative impact of certain kinds of teaching and research.
Beyond wishful thinking about the empirical outcomes of blue-sky
knowledge, I want to point out a second serious problem with the standard
reply. Suppose, per argumentum, that ascertaining the fate of the universe
were no less likely to transform society than anything else a physicist
could do. CHE1 or CHE2 would still have counterintuitive implications
about how to value the cosmologist’s accomplishment. Specifically,
defenders of CHE1 or CHE2 could coherently prescribe praise for the
cosmologist only because of the instrumental value of her knowledge with
regard to transformation. By their logic, a university would have to
valorise the cosmologist in something like this way: ‘Congratulations!
Because we now know the fate of the universe, we can expect greater
social justice to come about in the future. We’re proud of you, and look
forward to seeing the socio-economic or political fruits of your labour
realised in the years to come.’
This is an inappropriately truncated ground for appreciating the
cosmologist’s discovery. There is something non-instrumentally good,
something valuable ‘finally’ or ‘for its own sake’, about what she has done
that is worthy of respect. Her managers should prize something about the
discovery apart from any long-term results it might have. Not valuing the
cosmologist’s discovery for some kind of non-consequentialist reason
would be glaring failures of judgement, emotion and expression. But if
CHE1 or CHE2 were true, it would be appropriate for a university to value
the cosmologist’s discovery for consequentialist reasons alone.
Consider, now, another, less obvious reply by which one might try to
show that our cosmologist need not be doing wrong, if CHE1 or CHE2
were true. The reply is, perhaps ironically, drawn from some remarks of
John Higgins, a professor in the Humanities Faculty at the University of
Cape Town, who is ordinarily associated with the more micro-level
conception of academic freedom. In a widely read essay, Higgins
discusses the idea that academics could do most to benefit society (viz.,
promote social justice) if their research and teaching were left alone by the
powers that be. Now, I am not here discussing whether interference with
academic freedom is justified, but rather whether an academic who failed
to use her freedom to promote social justice would be doing wrong (of a
sort that might pro tanto justify interference). Higgins makes some claims
that bear on the issue at hand, particularly when he discusses the views of
Conrad Russell, who defends the idea that society will benefit in socioeconomic terms from having people who appreciate knowledge for nonconsequentialist reasons. Higgins says this:
The real value of the university lies in part with the teaching it does and
the graduates it produces, graduates who ‘must be capable of wanting to
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pursue knowledge for its own sake’ if they are to be socially useful.
Russell instances the value of those who ‘later become civil servants.’ If
they are to be good civil servants, then they must have had instilled in
them ‘the intellectual discipline necessary to tell the Minister that what he
wants to do cannot be done’ (2000, p. 116).

Applying this rationale to the cosmologist, then, a defender of CHE1 or
CHE2 could grant my claim that the knowledge she has discovered is not
expected to benefit society, but contend that knowers like her are. The
cosmologist has a disposition to appreciate knowledge for non-instrumental
reasons, and she has likely encouraged that disposition to develop among
her students. Furthermore, if a university were to evince a disposition to
value knowledge for its own sake, for example, by praising the
cosmologist’s accomplishment for non-instrumental reasons, then that
would make it more likely that its students in general would acquire a
similar orientation. And people who appreciate knowledge for its own sake,
so Russell and Higgins maintain, are people who in their socio-economic
roles are better able than others to maintain integrity in the face of political
pressure, to speak truth to power and to make well-informed decisions.
I have two problems with this interesting line of reasoning. First, if its
empirical claims were true, which I grant for the sake of argument, it
would succeed in entailing that academics ought to esteem knowledge for
its own sake, but it would not entail the more relevant suggestion that
knowledge can deserve to be esteemed for its own sake. The above
rationale says that the ultimate justificatory reason for a person to value
knowledge non-instrumentally, for an agent to appreciate knowledge apart
from its social usefulness, is the instrumental reason that such behaviour
will benefit society. It says that society needs people who ‘must be capable
of wanting to pursue knowledge for its own sake’ (Russell quoted in
Higgins, 2000, p. 116); it does not say that knowledge apart from its
consequences merits wanting for its own sake. And it is the latter claim
that, I suggest, needs to be accounted for. In other words, the widely
shared intuition that needs to be captured is that there would be something
about the cosmologist’s discovery apart from its consequences that is noninstrumentally valuable; it is not sufficient to show that people ought to
non-instrumentally value the discovery so as to ultimately benefit society.
My second problem with the Russell/Higgins line is that it in fact
provides insufficient grounds for our cosmologist to pursue the kind of
knowledge that she has in this case. Their rationale instructs a university
to promote the kind of people who appreciate the non-instrumental aspects
of knowledge. But an academic can easily appreciate the non-instrumental
aspects of knowledge that is either utterly non-instrumental or happens to
be somewhat instrumental. And if the ultimate reason for action is the
instrumental reason of improving society, then it follows that an academic
ought to value non-instrumentally knowledge that happens to be
instrumental, whenever possible (cf. Graham, 2008, pp. 32-33).
For a concrete illustration, suppose our physicist either could seek to
discover the fate of the universe or could try to develop solar power. Even
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though the latter enquiry would be more likely to benefit society, and hence
would be instrumental in a way that knowing the fate of the universe would
not, there could well be non-instrumental facets of it to appreciate. For
instance, knowledge of solar power might have an elegance that the
physicist, her colleagues and her students could appreciate. Hence, the
Russell/Higgins logic does not entail that a physicist is permitted, let alone
uses her freedom suitably, to discover the fate of the universe. Instead, it
entails that the physicist ought to pursue knowledge that is likely to have a
substantial payoff for society, but that she ought not appreciate merely that
aspect of the knowledge but, in addition, its non-utilitarian facets.
If the cosmologist counterexample is successful, it belies the suggestion
that what academic freedom is for is merely the long-term promotion of
social transformation or justice, again, however one might understand
them. It appears that the more micro-level approach to the way academic
freedom may and ought to be used should be accepted; that is, it is looking
as though academic freedom is rightly used, in part, to pursue knowledge
for its own sake, in other words, reflection that is quite unlikely to have
any concrete social benefit. However, I conclude by pointing out that this
would be a hasty inference to draw.

VI CONCLUSION

By now, readers might reasonably have forgotten that I am not out to
provide an all-things-considered defence of the micro-level perspective on
academic freedom. The emphasis of this article is indeed on pointing out
weaknesses in the macro-level view that I think is suggested by the CHE
report on academic freedom. Yet, while I, and I trust most readers, have
found the criticisms of the macro-level conception compelling, there are
equally powerful criticisms of the micro-level one as being incompatible
with public accountability, which I briefly sketch here.
Before that, however, I point out that the micro-level view is nearly
always expressed in extraordinarily vague terms. I do not here defend a
more specific rendition, but merely indicate the patent need to do so
elsewhere. Note that it is often said by defenders of a micro-level
approach to academic freedom that either its purpose, or its permissible
use, is to pursue ‘truth’ or ‘knowledge for its own sake’. Strictly speaking,
these are two different things: propositional knowledge is, very roughly,
justified belief that is true, whereas truth is merely true belief, which could
be unjustified. Common to both, however, is the idea that true belief is
something that a researcher ought to discover and a teacher ought to
impart, regardless of its expected consequences for, say, social justice.
However, appeal to mere true belief is much too imprecise a value to
capture the proper role of an academic. Consider, for instance, a
researcher whose aim is it to ascertain how many hairs are on his own
head. He pursues this enquiry not for some further purpose of learning
about baldness or the like; instead, his final aim is to know precisely the
number of hairs he has on a given date. Imagine that he succeeds in
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determining how many he has. Well, he has acquired a true belief that he
lacked before. And if he were to teach it to others, they, too, would acquire
a new truth. However, this intellectual project clearly would violate a duty
governing how an academic ought to use her freedom (and would be a
prima facie good candidate for interference).
So, it is clear that defenders of the micro-level idea that one proper use
of academic freedom is the pursuit of ‘truth’ or ‘knowledge for its own
sake’ have work to do in order to specify it with more care. My last major
point in this article is that, however it is eventually spelled out, it conflicts
with all of the most influential principles of public morality, which on the
face of it support the macro-level conception of academic freedom that is
suggested by the CHE report. All the dominant accounts of the proper way
to employ state resources tell against the idea that our cosmologist has
acted accountably. Here is a quick overview of the problem.
First, consider a utilitarian or cost-benefit account, according to which
state resources ought to be employed so as to maximise goods and
minimise bads for the (domestic) public. ‘Benefit’ or ‘good’ normally
means either pleasant experiences, satisfied desires, or met needs. Even
supposing there is some respect in which knowing the fate of the universe
counts as any of these, or is likely to produce them, it is very small
compared to other kinds of knowledge an academic could seek to acquire
or share. A state that seeks to maximise expected utility when allocating
resources would have little reason to fund the cosmologist’s activities,
particularly in light of how expensive they are, and she would appear to be
doing wrong in failing to do what she can to help the state promote the
greatest net amount of general welfare.
Second, think about the main alternative to utilitarianism, which is a
Kantian approach, according to which the state must respect people’s
individual autonomy, roughly, their capacity to think or act based on
deliberation. Such a moral theory is usually thought to entail a kind of
liberalism at the political level, the view that the only proper aim of the
state is to act for the sake of people’s ability to live as they see fit, whether
that is matter of preventing interference with decision-making or
allocating means that can be used in pursuit of a wide array of ends.
But a liberal account of the state would appear to forbid using state
resources to ascertain the fate of the universe, something that is
extraordinarily unlikely to protect liberties, provide resources or otherwise
facilitate choice.
Similar remarks go for a third, contractualist approach to state action,
according to which public resources should be used only in ways that
serve the purposes for which it would have been rational for prospective
citizens to create a state in the first place. Nearly everyone believes it
would have been rational to create a state in order to protect citizens from
foreign invasion and domestic crime. There is healthy debate about for
which additional ends people would have been rational to create a state,
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enable, excellences in its citizens, but also to prevent vices or base ways of
life. Making a discovery about the destiny of the physical world could well
count as a superlative instance of human excellence. However, it would
cost a lot of money to fund the telescopes essential for that project. If the
state’s aim is to allocate public resources in a way that maximises virtue
and minimises vice, it is far from clear that funding our cosmologist would
be appropriate. The state would probably receive more bang for its buck if
it focused on less important virtues that could be realised among a much
greater array of people, not just a single cosmologist and her team of
junior researchers.
Finally, for now, there are the views of some feminists, Aristotelians
and care ethicists who maintain that the state, or the leadership running it,
should itself act on or express certain virtues, or at least avoid acting from
certain vices.11 Standardly, the idea is that institutional decision-makers
should act out of care, a disposition to be emotionally concerned about
others’ wellbeing, particularly of those with whom one is in relation, and
to perform actions likely to enhance it. But a focus on human welfare of
course bodes ill for the attempt to demonstrate that it is permissible for
members of a public university to seek out knowledge that is unlikely to
foster it.
There are of course additional accounts of political choice, including
social choice theory and communitarianism, but they also point in the
same direction as those above, namely, that the micro-level conception of
academic freedom is incorrect, that our cosmologist has indeed done
wrong by using public resources to discover knowledge that is unlikely to
transform society, to promote justice or otherwise to help the community
in substantial ways. However, the deeply held conviction of most
researchers on the ground is that the cosmologist has more than done right,
she has enhanced the stature of her university in a way that deserves
praise, encouragement and support. How, if at all, can we reconcile the
firm view that the cosmologist has spent public resources properly, on the
one hand, with an attractive theory of political morality, on the other? My
ultimate goal has been to show that this is the right question to seek to
answer.12
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NOTES
1. A point made clear to me in discussion with Steven Friedman.
2. If private higher education institutions have substantial effects on the public, then it could well be
that any duties binding on members of a government run university will be equally binding on
other kinds.
3. The only notable exception I am aware of is the symposium mentioned in my acknowledgements
below.
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4. Note that this view differs from the micro-level account of academic freedom being addressed in
the first instance here. The claim that academics should be free from external interference is not a
thesis about the way academics should use that freedom.
5. For discussion of what a characteristic sub-Saharan perspective counts as a ‘communal’ or
‘harmonious’ relationship, and in the context of educational issues, see Metz, 2009a, 2009b;
Metz and Gaie, 2010.
6. Indeed, there are suggestions that African moral thinking is best interpreted as including no
category of supererogation, such that one is always obligated to do the most that one can for the
community. For some of the most explicit and thorough discussion, see Gyekye, 1997, pp. 69–75
and Appiah, 1998.
7. For similar views from other theorists of sub-Saharan morality, see Shutte, 2001, pp. 11–13,
62–68; Ikuenobe, 2006, pp. 51–87, 265–87; Chachine, 2008, pp. 233–39, 282–83, 287–92,
299–303.
8. Of course, if one already believed that freedom is entirely constituted by communal relationship,
then one would of course have grounds to think that freedom is a final end. However, I am
currently appealing to some African philosophical ideas in order to conclude that freedom is
entirely constituted by communal relationship, and so it would beg the question to appeal to this
claim as a premise of the argument.
9. For critical discussion of two arguments in the literature that might be invoked to support CHE2,
see Metz, 2009b, pp. 522–23.
10. In Waldron’s (1981) elegant phrase.
11. Which contrasts with a moralist injunction to promote virtue in others.
12. This draft has been improved as a result of written comments from: Steven Friedman, Pedro
Tabensky, two anonymous referees for the Journal of Philosophy of Education (one of whom
wrote very extensive and thoughtful comments), and this journal’s editor. It has also benefited as
a result of oral input from participants at the symposium ‘Interdisciplinary Engagements with the
Council on Higher Education Report Academic Freedom, Institutional Autonomy and Public
Accountability in South African Higher Education’ that Pedro Tabensky organised in 2010 at
Rhodes University in Grahamstown, South Africa. Special thanks to him for having invited me to
participate in that workshop.
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