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INTRODUCTION

Academic Freedom: A Labour Issue & A Democratic One

The increasing attacks on academic freedom raise a democratic issue:

- Ever-increasing and ever more brutal threats towards teaching and research faculty and
every combination thereof, with a rise in religious, political and economic fanaticism

- In France, recent efforts to muzzle higher education: the threats are many and attacks
against both individuals and the profession as a whole have increased.



INTRODUCTION

Declining academic freedom is an issue that affects everyone

We know that academic freedom is an essential condition for any democratic society, just as
artistic freedom, freedom of association, or freedom of the press.

We can see that they are simultaneously under attack.

The guestion of academic freedom (in the plural) or, if we consider them as a whole,
academic freedom (in the singular) is that of the conditions for the production, transmission
and use of knowledge.

This is a democratic issue, since it concerns the conditions for the development of critical
thought.



INTRODUCTION

Fundamental Issues of Equality

At the heart of the democratic question posed by academic freedom are trade union issues. Two
of these, for example, are at the heart of our concerns :

- Fighting against precarity: No matter their status, anyone in our profession must benefit from
academic freedom as a fundamental condition of their work.

« Promoting equality: The issue of women's academic freedoms, their access to director roles in labs
and training responsibilities, and thus their actual power to make decisions and set orientations must
also be examined in the context of declining and increasingly restrictive working conditions, including
terms of employment and remuneration.

Academic freedom raises the central question: who decides?



Defending Academic Freedom in the Present Moment

You will find a longer version of our analysis in the conference documents.

| will concentrate here on illustrating the form that the attacks on academic freedom are taking

in France today and our thoughts on the matter.

1. Characterizing the attacks against academic freedoms

2. Strengthening union action



1.
Characterizing
the Attacks
against
Academic
Freedoms

In France, attacks against academic freedom
have been increasing in recent years

The Minister of Higher Education and Research
even attempted to intimidate the academic and

university community...

.. thereby opening the gates to multiple hostile
actions against academics and stoking the far-
right and other populist movements



An Emblematic Example: The “Islamo-Leftism” Affair

Background: Murder of Samuel Paty, a teacher, on October 16, 2020, five years after the trauma of the

January and November attacks in 2015. Several proposals for measures fighting against religious
fanaticism emerged from the ensuing media debate.

- The Minister of Education steered the debate towards higher education: as early as October 22, he
publicly stated that “Islamo-Lleftism is wreaking havoc in universities.” That same day in the Senate,

he referred to “very powerful Islamo-leftist currents in postsecondary education that are ravaging
minds.”

- The discourse shifted to point the finger at “ideologies that were born within the university,” including
“political correctness” (1), cancel culture...



« Inearly 2021, a major right-wing daily used the term “lslamo-
leftism” on its front page, nodding to far-right vocabulary rather
than speaking to an actual concept

Our Minister of Higher Education said on February 14, 2021, “| think
Islamo-leftism is eating away at our society and universities are not
exempt from this—they're part of society.”

In one month, 3 of its front pages focused on the university,

associating it with words like “gangrene,” “"decline,” and "dogma.”

She announced that she would officially call for an investigation
'into all academic research on these subjects in order to distinguish

academic research from activism and opinion’.
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Uninhibited Populism

- The National Centre for Scientific Research immediately reacted, clarifying that the term
“Islamo-leftism” had “no basis in academic reality” and lamenting this "weaponization of
science.”

- However, some far-right populist groups were already sharing lists of several hundred
academics and researchers who were alleged to belong to this category... along with links to
their labs and universities.

- In 2023, following a complaint lodged with the Council of State, the legal director of the
Ministry of Higher Education drew up a statement of defence in which he explained that the
Minister's remarks should be considered as mere comments, which had not given rise to any
concrete follow-up.



 In so many words, the Ministry was forced to concede that it was simply an attempt at
intimidation... all the while providing institutional legitimacy for what amounted to a far-right
insult towards academics, fomenting distrust towards the university community and aligning

itself with the most hackneyed populism.

« |t cast ideological doubt on a whole swath of research, in particular social sciences research.

 This did not go without consequences on the work.

« Our own ministry, far from protecting universities, labs and staff, sought instead to discredit

them.
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APRIL 2024

In April 2024, a Conservative deputy, Patrick HETZEL,
proposed to create a 30-member commission of enquiry
to study “ideological and Islamo-leftist inspired entryism
into higher education.”

Motivations:

« Claiming that universities are “under an ideological
dictatorship that disguises political aims,” and “a
rejection of the laws of the Republic.”

« All while referring to the legally upheld independence
of higher education from any political influence...

Patrick HETZEL went on to be named Minister of Higher
Education and research in September 2024
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Multiple Attacks

Of these two examples, which is the most
worrying? Does these examples sufficiently
“characterize” recent attacks in France?
Unfortunately, no. There is much more to
share:

- Declarations of power, starting with those
from our president (“leave all academic
freedom to the best.”)

- Areal desire to muzzle has emerged in
recently under the guise of concerns about
importing the Israel-Palestine conflict
(documented in our publications).

- Within the leadership of local authorities,
policies seek to impose charters (once
again under the guise of "respect for the
values of the Republic”) which provide
conditions for funding.

Actions, starting with some university
presidents,to excluding some colleagues
from their university research labs, strategic
lawsuits, ...

The association of university presidents
thought it could take advantage of the
situation to ask to have academic freedom at
the institution level protected by the
Constitution, which, in France, would amount
to constitutionalizing institutional autonomy.

Many forms of economic threats and
intimidation from businesses,
Professionalization of continuing education,
which can accompany economic interference
that threatens freedom of instruction.

The very organization of universities and
their funding, funding models for research
which have become completely erratic.
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The situation in France today is characterized by:

- Arise in far-right ideas and in anti-intellectual populism, growth in far-right media: several head-on
attacks against academia and researchers with the goal of delegitimizing knowledge,

- Structures for research and higher education that were designed and organized as a public service,
now stymied from fulfilling their missions, as many public services, and on track to starvation due to a
lack of recruitment and funding,

- Authoritarian dominance over universities' leadership, with all the brutal trappings of neo-
management.
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2.
Strengthening
Union Action

Mobilizing and Alerting Academia

Rights must be defended to remain strong

Because freedoms are never guaranteed and must
constantly be reaffirmed:

Convincing our colleagues of the importance of joining a
union: there is sometimes an illusion of statutory and legal
protection, but individualism is a serious threat to
universities. While legal protections are important, they
will always be weak if they are not defended by a
profession.
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Many questions are being asked in our professions

(1) The contours of our academic freedom : For the UN Committee on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights, academic freedom is understood as a condition for the full realization of the

right to education.

(2) A freedom of speech Intra- and Extramural? But is one possible without the other? This
directly raises the question of whether our freedom is statutory or functional. And, here
again, it seems to us that one cannot exist without the other.

(3) There is the impact of the deterioration in our working conditions and its consequences.
For example, new power dynamics have appeared (for example, between the precariously
and statutorily employed), leading to new dynamics within communities, which could
fracture solidarity. However, collegiality is a condition for academic freedom.
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Affirming the Democratic Question

Government use of legal or media pressure to intimidate research and academic institutions (or
repress them) would generally fall under the repression of fundamental rights.

Hostility from governments or States helps create a climate of hostility towards academics. In most
cases, hostility towards researchers weaponizes and encourages hostility towards minorities.

This hardening of power is upheld by legal and disciplinary procedures: in France, "denunciations’
to justice have increased.

We're also seeing governments’ willingness to prevent us from asking them for accountability.

Academic freedom is an issue that affects all of society: There is no free society, no democracy,
without academic freedom, just as there wouldn't be without freedom of the press, freedom of
association, the right to protest, artistic freedom...

The interest in commodifying and creating competition between academics, and the accompanying
reforms, are above all political in nature, rather than technical.
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International Union Solidarity: A Necessity

- Collaborating on Promoting Our Shared Baseline:

« Affirming the non-negotiable conditions needed to produce knowledge and practice our profession
« Atthe international level, a necessary reaffirmation of the conditions needed for academic freedom to
exist and be exercise and its important role in democratic society.
- Joint actions organized by and with El.
« Through interventions on international legislation
« Through international union action
« Directed at governments, institutions and employers

« Through the organization of an international day of advocacy for academic freedom to reach both

within and without institutional bounds, our colleagues, political leaders, journalists and the general
public?
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The INAF Network Currently Meeting in Dakar

de
gydicat Autonome
lénselgnement Supérieur

ense des Libertés Académiques

our 1a Déf
ersitaire Internationa! ic Freedom (INAF)

International Network for Academi

Réseau Univ

ournee d'étude sur:
tés académiques

= L "

Avuvier Un|ver5|te Cheikh
8fevr|e B Ut e

2025 “ ‘g\k

Une | ce du politique

Les liber

face a lmgere“

:.:::- (/
Ao stADEC S“ES“!I@“ bt ;:L;A d., ==
/sYNNCATS I T SNES et SYNARES
SYNES SNECS . Benin

Cameroun Niger

Founded in 2020, the International Network for Academic Freedom
(INAF) includes several academic unions, many of which are
members of Education International (EI-IE).

The network organizes several events, and an international seminaris
held every year on February 8, International Academic Freedom Day.

The event on February 8, 2025,
Senegal's Syndicat autonome de l'Enseignement Supérieur (SAES)

is organized at the invitation of

around the theme: Academic freedom in the face of political
interference.

SNESUP-FSU is also in attendance and made a reciprocal note of
today's event in Calgary.

International Network for Academic Freedom (INAF)
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CONCLUSION

Defending and Promoting University and Academic
Values.

« Alongside freedom of the press, freedom of culture and freedom of association, academic freedom is
conditional to healthy democracy—it's a sign of its vitality.

« There's also a union issue in the fight against the delegitimization of knowledge and of the university tradition of
“searching for truth,” or in efforts to devalue the profession by some political figures.

« In such a context, it is our responsibility to defend the university as a site of knowledge production and
transmission, where the independence and academic freedom of instructors and researchers is respected, and
to defend the university and research as sites for debate, where critical thinking and international cooperation
are developed.

www.snesup.fr
chelmaric E
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