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This study offers a chronological account of the historical development of aca-
demic freedom in the world and in Turkey. Following a definition of academic 
freedom and an explanation of the reasons why it is necessary, the study analyzes 
how academic freedom in the field of higher education has been restricted and 
extended at different times in Turkey.

Although academic freedom emerged as a new concept in the last century, it 
continues to evolve and develop. Academic freedom is a concept closely intertwined 
with freedom of expression and university autonomy. Both in the world and in Tur-
key, it is an idiosyncratic aspect of freedom that needs to be supported, protected, 
and improved. Universities are the principal venues where ideas are born, advanced, 
and discussed as part of the greater development and transformation of societies; 
faculty members are the representatives and spokespersons of universities who de-
clare and discuss opposing ideas and nourish their development and elaboration.

Although a universal definition of academic freedom does not exist, both in 
national and international literature it is discussed as a necessary right of faculty 
members and students in order to function most effectively without being exposed 
to any restrictions or pressures in the fields of research, publication, teaching, and 
learning. In this regard, universities are the primary locations of academic freedom 
and must grant faculty members and students the freedom that has come to be one 
of the requirements of the academic world. However, universities not only are en-
gaged in research, teaching, and learning; they also engage in cultural activities, in 
the arts, and in sports events. Social responsibility projects and service to society are 
among each university’s responsibilities and, therefore, the inclusion of these areas 
in the definition and scope of academic freedom is critical.

As the historical development of academic freedom is examined, it becomes 
obvious that it has not yet become universally accepted, nor has it reached a sat-
isfactory level because of the internal dynamics of each country, and in Turkey, 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This study offers 
a chronological 
account of 
the historical 
development of 
academic freedom 
in the world and in 
Turkey. 
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specifically, the impact of politically sensitive periods. The culture of academic 
freedom in Turkey is not yet on a par with that of universities in the U.S. and 
Europe. If we look into our recent history, we see a country trying to survive 
while its democracy constantly struggles in the face of coups. The past of Turk-
ish universities has naturally been directly affected by these interruptions and is, 
therefore, full of violations and restrictions. In this context, the history of aca-
demic freedom in the field of higher education in Turkey teems with restrictions.

Academic freedom has not yet been offered legal protection, although it has 
been positively affected by political, economic, and social developments in recent 
years. The absence of a legal framework poses a risk for potential violations and 
restrictions in the future and leaves faculty members vulnerable to restrictions 
both in practical and theoretical terms. Of course, faculty members might remain 
hopeful and encouraged regarding academic freedom by the “Academic Freedom 
Declaration” heralded in 2013 by then President of Turkey’s Higher Education 
Board (HEC), Gökhan Çetinsaya. However, any proclamation or declaration 
of freedom not given a legal standing cannot bring about the expected impact 
and faces the risk of individual arbitrariness. In this framework, debate has been 
sparked both from the change in HEC regulation (dated January 29, 2014) and 
the HEC article that denies faculty members the right to issue statements on of-
ficial matters other than on issues of scientific research.

Discussions on the limits of academic freedom should be evaluated by a 
grand delegation of academics, and these discussions should be based on legal 
grounds. Studies of the legal underpinning of academic freedom must be con-
ducted as soon as possible with the aim of removing any and all obstacles on 
freedoms of research, learning, and teaching. Otherwise, academic freedom in 
Turkey will remain under threat, and this will become an important problem 
for the country that has set the goal of becoming an information society and of 
being among the world’s most significant economies by 2023. Along with legal 
issues, academic freedom should also be internalized as a culture and a behavior 
in universities, public institutions, and society as a whole. Turkey should try to 
learn from the experience of the U.S. and Europe, which have overcome severe 
violations of freedom of expression and academic freedom in the past, and have 
made serious efforts to cement this culture. Turkey should also seek to establish 
academic freedom institutionally, making it part of its academic culture.

Turkey’s highest policy priority must be the creation of university campuses 
where sustainable academic freedom permits more effective and productive scien-
tific research. This will elevate Turkish universities’ ranking in the academic world 
and, therefore, will help achieve Turkey’s goals for 2023.

One should not forget that only those universities that enjoy academic free-
dom can accomplish the mission of higher education to nurture and improve its 
institutions and society at large. In the opposite case, universities transform into 
hollow and obsolete institutions, offering minimal contributions to academia and 
the society they purport to serve.
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INTRODUCTION
Although the issue of academic freedom in Tur-
key has always been on the agenda of freedoms 
relating to individuals and universities, debates on 
academic platforms regarding academic freedom 
have been inadequate. Academic freedom in uni-
versities in modern Turkey has made the agenda 
through pressures and restrictions not through 
good experiences; academic freedom has been on 
the agenda as part of political conflict rather than 
in and of itself and the issue of its expansion. The 
reform movements launched with the establish-
ment of Istanbul University in 1933 as a replace-
ment for İstanbul Dar-ül Fünûn barely expanded 
academic freedom – they mostly restricted it. Uni-
versity reforms during single party periods were in-
adequate; laws and amendments during the coup 
periods restricted these freedoms even more (Gür 
and Çelik, 2011). Due to pressures and political 
manipulations - particularly from outside of uni-
versities - academic freedom is generally defined as 
institutional autonomy, i.e., the university’s right 
to self-government (Okyanus, 1970, p. 2253).

The university reforms in 1946, 1961, and 
1973 were made during periods of political and 
economic turmoil. Similarly, HEC was estab-
lished in 1981 according to Law 2547 after the 

1980 military coup d’état. Debates over academic 
freedom since then have focused on HEC’s ex-
treme centralization. During periods of reform in 
universities, academic freedom was discussed as 
part of the following issues: individual rights and 
freedoms and university self-governance; coordi-
nation and the issue of authority between gov-
ernments and universities; and arbitrary ideologi-
cal implementations/approaches (for a detailed 
discussion, see Gür and Çelik, 2011). Without 
a doubt, however, the self-governance of univer-
sities, which is a precondition of academic free-
dom, has always taken precedence over individual 
rights and freedoms, which are also prerequisites 
of academic freedom. It should be noted that pe-
riods of restrictions on the right to teach were, at 
the same time, periods of restrictions on the right 
to learn. In this sense, restrictions or violations of 
academic freedom in Turkey have always been a 
topic of discussion. As far as academic freedom 
is concerned, however, it is difficult to say that 
international academic principles and standards 
have been followed in debates. 

Recent economic, political and social gains 
in Turkey have pushed the issue of violations of 
academic freedom down on the agenda. None-
theless, violations of academic freedom, and the 
structures, systems and laws comprising the bases 
for these violations still remain. Although the 
violations of rights that dramatically restricted 
the right to learn in our recent past (such as the 
headscarf ban in universities and the application 
of different weighting factors for students in the 
university entrance exams) have been removed, 
the HEC Law that was passed in 1981 is still in 
force. This law, which ranks free and scientific 
thinking as fifth among the objectives of higher 
education, forms one of the most critical obstruc-
tions to academic freedom. Considering that aca-
demic freedom is also a mentality and a matter of 
perception, it can be asserted that the problem is 
due not only to legal issues but is also closely relat-
ed to the internalization of freedoms in individual 
and institutional terms. The need for studies that 
will lead to a change in mentality is urgent.



10

ANALYSIS

s e t a v . o r g

One of the most critical ways for Turkey to 
achieve international standards in higher educa-
tion is to improve academic freedom in univer-
sities. The liberalization of laws concerning the 
freedom to learn and to teach in universities is of 
great importance, as is the internalization of aca-
demic freedom as an individual right and a sine 
qua non for scientific progress. The aim should 
be the transformation of this right into a uni-
versally accepted behavior. Today in Turkey, the 
freedom of academicians is legally and practically 
restricted in many areas. For this reason, research 
on the legal and practical inadequacies and prob-
lems of academic freedom in Turkey and assess-
ments of its historical development are greatly 
needed. This research must include international 
comparisons and showcase the best examples of 
academic freedom exercised across the world so 
as to better understand the weaknesses of univer-
sities in Turkey.

The present study includes an assessment of 
the development of academic freedom and the 
problems inhibiting the achievement of academ-
ic freedom as Turkey has developed and changed 
as a country. The study aims to pave the way to-
wards a re-discussion of academic freedom. The 
analysis begins with the definition of academic 
freedom and then examines the development of 
academic freedom in the world and in Turkey. 

Academic freedom is discussed in the frame-
work of the freedoms of expression, research, 
studying, and teaching as well as the efforts for its 
expansion as a right. Finally, this study presents 
policy recommendations for the improvement of 
these freedoms.

ACADEMIC FREEDOM
In this section, academic freedom will be ana-
lyzed primarily from a conceptual perspective. 
First, the limits and content of academic freedom 
will be discussed, and then the reasons academic 
freedom is necessary and important will be pre-
sented. Subsequently, the emergence of academic 

freedom and its historical development will be 
examined, followed by a short discussion on aca-
demic freedom today.

The Definition of Academic Freedom
The term “academic freedom” in English is a gen-
eral concept; its Turkish translation, however, re-
veals conflicting use of the phrase. Many authors 
do not pay attention to nuances and arbitrarily 
use the terms “academic self-governance”, “scien-
tific self-governing” and “academic freedoms” as 
synonyms. In addition, knowingly or unknow-
ingly, they never offer any justification for their 
choice of term. Although nuances originate from 
the general structure of the Turkish language, they 
also indicate that the definition, limits, and con-
ceptualization of the term “academic freedom” 
have not been discussed satisfactorily in Turkey 
thus far. In other words, the use of the term “aca-
demic freedom” interchangeably with the terms 
“academic self-governance” and “scientific self-
governing” has not been adequately analyzed and 
discussed, with the exception of a limited num-
ber of studies (e.g., Erdem, 2013; Örnek-Büken, 
2006). As a result, the authors of this study prefer 
to use the term “academic freedom” throughout 
the article and accept this term to include all the 
aforementioned ones. For this reason, the term 
“academic freedom” is used in the entire text for 
the sake of conceptual consistency. 

Although academic freedom is regarded as a 
sine qua non for scientific studies in the world, 
its definition, perception, and application vary. 
However, in the most simplistic and general 
sense, academic freedom refers to the freedom of 
members of the academic community, compris-
ing scholars, teachers, and students, who pur-
sue their scholarly activities within a framework 
determined by that particular from the outside 
(UNESCO-IAU, 1998). In this context, aca-
demic freedom includes freedom of expression, 
learning, teaching, and research; university au-
tonomy and the individual rights and freedoms 
that come along with it; job security and eco-
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nomic freedom; and the right for equal partici-
pation in decision-making processes. University 
autonomy is the institutional form of academic 
freedom and is set as a necessary precondition of 
academic freedom in UNESCO’s 1997 Recom-
mendation (UNESCO, 2008). In this respect, 
academic freedom refers not only to the freedom 
of faculty members but also to the freedom of all 
members of the academic community. Students 
are considered a group within the academic com-
munity and have an inherent right to academic 
freedom. In brief, academic freedom refers to the 
freedom for all members of the academic com-
munity to exercise their academic functions in 
comfort, without pressure, and as a consequence 
of all individual rights and freedoms (such as in-
stitutional autonomy; tenure guarantee; freedom 
of thought, conscience, expression, assembly, or-
ganization, and travel). The concept of academic 
freedom, however, has been employed differently 
in various countries and although it has been in 
use for a long time, there is no widely agreed-up-
on definition, which, in turn, has prevented the 
practice of academic freedom in any real sense. 
Many faculty members have underlined the ne-
cessity of reaching a common definition that will 
be acceptable to everyone, so that the university as 
an institution, its faculty members and students 
can experience academic freedom in real terms 
(Albatch, 2001; Byrne, 1989; Gedikoğlu, 2013; 
Karran, 2009; Olson, 2009; Tierney, 1993).

Nevertheless, to agree on a clear definition 
of academic freedom is not as easy as many might 
think; certain authors have discussed the difficul-
ties and obstacles. Tierney (1993) argues that the 
steps of defining academic freedom are based on 
the presumption that “academic freedom does 
not exist.” Authors usually highlight past nega-
tive examples while trying to define academic 
freedom. In other words, defining academic free-
dom is attempted through discussing its absence, 
which prevents objectivity in the handling of the 
matter. In fact, according to Tierney, this is why 
an international definition of academic freedom 

is necessary. It is believed that extremely liberal or 
conservative interpretations will harm objectivity 
since definitions are likely to be biased when aca-
demic freedom is under serious threats. Similarly, 
Karran (2009) emphasizes the difficulty of reach-
ing a consensus over a common definition in a 
society where academic freedom is ill-handled. 
On the other hand, Tierney views the absence 
of consensus as a product of the capitalist world 
order and views it positively. In this respect, all 
definitions are generated by humans who are so-
cial beings and every individual may introduce 
a definition of academic freedom in accordance 
with his/her own social, psychological, and po-
litical way of life. In other words, all definitions 
should be analyzed along their social, psycho-
logical, historical, and political dimensions in 
order to reveal their unique points of origin. By-
rne (1989) points out that non-university actors 
(courts, governments) perceive the concept of 
academic freedom differently from faculty mem-
bers; a fact that he considers to be the source of 
the problem.

The significance of the meaning, definition, 
and limits of academic freedom becomes appar-
ent when considering all the difficulties, obsta-
cles, and reasons for finding a generally accepted 
and detailed definition. Put another way, the 
borders of academic freedom are quite complex 
and controversial. For example one might exam-
ine the link and borders between the fidelity and 
loyalty required of a civil servant and the aca-
demic freedom required by a scholar – a serious 
issue in countries such as Turkey, where faculty 
members are also regarded as civil servants. Ac-
cordingly, the issue of whether or not a scholar, as 
a civil servant, is bound to the official ideology of 
the state; or the degree of the bond between the 
scholar and the official ideology or the dominant 
paradigm in the presence of certain political and 
social events -- these are important questions that 
should be answered in regard to the borders of 
academic freedom. By the same token, contro-
versial areas and limits exist between social ethics 
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and academic staff in terms of academic freedom. 
Such issues include, for instance, whether or not 
an academic considers the moral values of the so-
ciety s/he lives in during academic activities, or 
in courses s/he teaches; whether or not a scholar 
acts in a disorderly way and selects an unscrupu-
lous thesis, course, or conference subject; or the 
limits thereof if s/he makes such a selection and 
the determination of the social boundaries of the 
relevant discussions. Consequently, when scien-
tific freedom matters in societies, where society 
and politics are intertwined with the university, 
to determine what is political and what is aca-
demic, along with what is ethical in society and 
what is free in academia, entails prospective lim-
its and controversial areas of academic freedom 
(Dinler, 2013).

In conclusion, perhaps one must begin to de-
fine academic freedom by first drawing a de facto 
framework of its limits. Determining this frame-
work is a difficult process, but it may eventually 
lead the academic world to a concrete and clear 
definition. As will be discussed below, however, 
despite the debates regarding its definition, there 
is an overwhelming consensus concerning the sig-
nificance and necessity of academic freedom. 

The Necessity of Academic Freedom
As has been explained above in detail, the neces-
sity of academic freedom is incontestable even 
though a compromise over its universal defini-
tion has not yet been reached. One of the most 
important reasons behind this consensus is that 
scientific activities cannot operate fully in the 
absence of academic freedom. Furthermore, aca-
demic freedom is a requirement of democracy 
and is directly linked to its development. Accord-
ing to Summak (1998), academic freedom may 
be exercised and implemented fully only in en-
vironments that have internalized democracy. In 
this connection, academic freedom contributes 
to the development of democracy while concur-
rently being influenced by the development of 
democracy. Without doubt, only in democratic 

milieus can academic stakeholders freely express 
their views and conduct their research, even on 
the most controversial subjects, without fac-
ing any pressure or obstacle in their endeavors. 
In weak democracies the ideas and works of the 
academic world are perceived as a threat to the 
system and the regime; in strong democracies, on 
the other hand, ideas and criticisms are consid-
ered as additions and new perspectives on topics 
of discussion and as contributions to the quest 
for “the truth.” This is one of the most important 
factors paving the way for progress. Since aca-
demic freedom is a reflection of the freedom of 
civilian, political, and individual rights onto the 
university, its existence is critical and necessary. 
When the exercise of human rights and freedoms 
is most treasured as an individual right, then, 
in turn, the level of academic freedom increases 
(UNESCO-IAU, 1998).

Another reason for the necessity of aca-
demic freedom is its contribution to the role of 
universities and the development and growth 
of each university’s competitive power in the 
international arena. The generation and spread 
of knowledge are among the obligations of a 
university, and, at the same time, they are vital 
criteria in the competition between universities. 
Researchers must not have any reservations while 
they research, share, and disseminate their find-
ings. Academic freedom nurtures and guarantees 
the existence and protection of such a scientific 
atmosphere (UNESCO, 1992).

In brief, academic freedom is necessary for 
the progress of knowledge and, therefore, of civi-
lization. Academic freedom is indispensable be-
cause it enables the people who unearth and dis-
seminate knowledge to learn, teach, and research 
independently and without pressure. On account 
of academic freedom, members of the academic 
community freely use channels of research, dis-
cussion, learning, and teaching without feeling 
pressure from any authority, and without facing 
any censorship, or giving in to any kind of power 
(Öztürk, 2011). Thus, scientists can put forth 
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open-ended, debatable, and approachable infor-
mation – instead of absolute truths – and this 
process becomes the greatest gateway for prog-
ress (Dinler, 2013). After analyzing the historical 
development of academic freedom, it becomes 
obvious that it goes hand in hand with the devel-
opment of science.

The Progress of Academic
Freedom in the World
According to Makdisi (1999), known for his in-
depth research on the medieval Islamic world, ac-
ademic freedom was born in the medieval Islam-
ic Madrasah (an  institution  for  the  study of  Is-
lamic theology and religious law), which was an 
institute where an autonomous, self-governing 
academic system was employed. In fact, aca-
demic freedom, since olden times, was proposed 
by individuals either in universities or similar 
institutions or by members of society, as a criti-
cal condition for “inquiring into truth.” In this 
regard, universities, professors, philosophers, 
and thinkers in every historical period have al-
ways demanded more freedom; their demands, 
however, were not sufficiently granted due to 
the control and influence of administrators and 
religious authorities, particularly in Europe. 
In medieval Europe, the Church in particular 
controlled and close-guarded the subjects to be 
taught and researched in universities (Albatch, 
2001). Hence, universities became a societal tool 
for transferring the information endorsed by the 
Church and postulated as the “absolute truth” 
to younger generations. Still, universities have 
survived as facilities where wider freedoms have 
always been exercised in contrast with other in-
stitutions in society. Despite its long history, aca-
demic freedom gained its current meaning with 
the establishment of modern universities in the 
19th century (Hofstadter, 1955).

The first modern definition of academ-
ic freedom was given by von Humboldt, the 
founder of Berlin University, in 19th century 
Germany. According to von Humboldt, freedom 

of teaching (Lehrfreiheit) and freedom of learn-
ing (Lernfreiheit) are the two key components of 
academic freedom (Metzger, 1987; Poch, 1993). 
These two concepts were interpreted and applied 
as the unlimited freedom to teach for profes-
sors in classes and laboratories and for students 
the right to learn without being exposed to any 
pressure from faculty members (Albatch, 2001). 
Although there were some problems during the 
implementation phase, Germany became the 
first country in Europe and the world to define 
academic freedom in the broadest sense and in 
its modern meaning as the freedom of learning 
and teaching, and first to apply these concepts 
in a university environment. In addition to this, 
universities in Germany also made a difference 
by implementing university autonomy, a criti-
cal requisite for academic freedom, through the 
election of administrators and faculty members 
(Albatch, 2001). Defined in Germany as the 
freedom of learning and teaching, academic free-
dom affected academic work in the U.S. as well, 
as scholars who had graduated from European 
universities settled there and made critical con-
tributions to these efforts (Poch, 1993).

The initial and critical studies of academ-
ic freedom in the U.S. were conducted by the 
American Association of University Professors 
(AAUP). A delegation of academics formed 
by the AAUP’s first president John Dewey, a 
renowned philosopher and educator, formu-
lated and released the Declaration of Principles 
on Academic Freedom and Tenure in 1915. The 
declaration emphasized three main principles of 

Academic freedom means the freedom 
of all members of the academic 
community to execute their academic 
activities without any pressure.
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academic freedom: freedom of inquiry and re-
search; freedom of teaching within the university 
or college; and freedom of extramural utterance 
and action. In the declaration, the ends of aca-
demic freedom were underlined as the following: 
to safeguard freedom of inquiry and teaching; 
to guarantee the reasonable security of tenure; 
to secure that the grounds for the dismissal of 
members of faculty are formulated with reason-
able definiteness and that clear definitions of 
criteria for reappointments and refusals of reap-
pointment are offered (AAUP, 1915). Another 
riveting point in this declaration was that faculty 
members were granted freedom of speech and 
writing on any subject not only in classrooms 
and in laboratories but also outside their institu-
tions, since their thoughts are considered to be a 
contribution to the development of society as a 
whole (Albatch, 2001).

The first declaration of academic freedom to 
be officially endorsed by the AAUP was used as 
a reference in discussions on violations of aca-
demic freedom in the country. The declaration in 
subsequent years, as we will mention below, was 
broadened under the title of “1940 Statement” 
and transformed into one of the most prominent 
documents on academic freedom. The 1915 
Declaration contained many statements on free-
dom of teaching; it did not, however, emphasize 
anything about freedom of learning, differing 
from the first definition of academic freedom 
made in Germany. Therefore, adoption of a more 
restrictive approach is noted regarding freedom 
of learning yet a more progressive one with re-
spect to freedom of teaching.

Undoubtedly, Latin America has made re-
markable contributions to the development of 
the concept of academic freedom and culture in 
the world. The concepts of autonomy and au-
tonomous university were included in the aca-
demic freedom literature as a consequence of the 
reform movements in Latin American univer-
sities in 1918. According to these reforms, no 
individual, civilian or military, will be allowed 
to enter the university without the permission 
of faculty members (Albatch, 2001, p. 207). In 
fact, the Latin American emphasis on university 
autonomy aims to keep universities that were al-
ready under political pressure away from political 
discussions and to direct them towards generat-
ing knowledge. To this end, it was stressed that 
faculty members were entitled to have political 
views and positions, but universities should re-
main impartial. The expectation of neutrality 
from universities is considered to protect and 
encourage the free discussion of views and to 
safeguard universities against external pressures. 
Another reason academic freedom is necessary is 
that it contributes to the university’s role and im-
proves its competitive power in the international 
arena. Thus, university autonomy, the first mod-
ern incisive application of which was observed in 
Latin America, is deemed a key component of 
academic freedom.

Quite a few violations of academic freedom 
were observed across the world despite the aca-
demic freedom declaration released by AAUP in 
1915 and the university reforms in Latin Amer-
ica. Violations have occurred quite often, in the 
U.S. in particular, since the beginning of the 
20th century. Especially during and after World 
War II, many American scholars were accused 
of being pro-Russian or communists and were 
subjected to investigations (De George, 1997). 
Universities were forced to cooperate with the 
investigative units conducting anti-communist 
probes; likewise, faculty members were sternly 
pressured. Schrecker (1986) in her book entitled 
No Ivory Tower wrote about “black lists” in which 

Another reason academic freedom is 
necessary is that it contributes to the 

university’s role and improves its competitive 
power in the international arena.
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academics were recorded according to whether 
they were communists or not. Pressures in this 
period seriously harmed universities and aca-
demic freedom. These violations of freedom in 
the U.S. marked the beginning of new scandals 
in the 1950s known as the McCarthy Period. 
Consequently, academic freedom, which was 
already developing quite slowly due to pressures 
and manipulations by the Church and adminis-
trators, was further harmed in the U.S. and in 
the world by wars in the 19th and the 20th centu-
ries. However, the situation raised expectations 
and societal perceptions of the necessity for aca-
demic freedom.

In the periods of violations of academic free-
dom, the idea of having stronger and greater aca-
demic freedom flourished in universities. Hence, 
since the 1930s in particular, private and public 
universities have tried to institutionalize academ-
ic freedom and have acknowledged the signifi-
cance of the fundamental principles of teaching, 
research, and publication (O’Neil et al., 2009). 
In addition, the AAUP organized meetings and 
talks with scholars and university presidents in 
the U.S. and developed strategies to defend aca-
demic freedom (AAUP, 1940). The Statement of 
Principles on Academic Freedom and Tenure was 
published by the AAUP and the Association of 
American Colleges and Universities (AACU) in 
1940. This declaration is still one of the key ref-
erences on academic freedom; many universities 
and institutions, particularly in the U.S., have 
adopted its principles.

In the Statement of 1940, freedom of re-
search, teaching, and learning are stressed as 
key components of academic freedom. The ap-
plication of the tenure system, as a guarantee of 
academic freedom, is also underlined. Not only 
freedom of inquiry and teaching, but also eco-
nomic security for faculty members and freedom 
in pursuit of extramural activities are included 
among the rights of tenure. Thus, the Statement 
aimed to make academics feel secure by provid-
ing economic and academic freedom. Another 

critical point is the emphasis on the limitations 
of academic freedom: teachers are urged to be 
careful not to introduce into their teaching con-
troversial matters that are unrelated to their sub-
ject (AAUP, 1940).

Many international institutions have, either 
directly or indirectly, also given importance to the 
subject of academic freedom, discussed thus far 
through the examples of Germany, the U.S., and 
Latin America, and have published various state-
ments and recommendations on the matter. One 
such statement is the International Covenant on 
Civil and Poli tical Rights endorsed by the United 
Nations (UN) in 1966 and put into force in 1976 
by the party states. The covenant undertakes free-
dom of expression, assembly, religion, and life; 
suffrage and running for office; and expression 
of the civilian and political rights of individuals 
(Türkiye Büyük Millet Meclisi, tarihsiz). It also 
puts a strong but indirect emphasis on academic 
freedom. These efforts have been made by the Eu-
ropean Union and the UN in particular, and the 
end-results have been shared with the public. In 
addition, articles, reports, and recommendations 
have been published by the Council of Europe 
and UNESCO. The Lima Declaration (1988) and 
the UNESCO Recommendation (1997) are two of 
the most noteworthy documents.

The World University Service (WUS) that 
gathered in Lima for the 40th anniversary of the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, pub-
lished the Lima Declaration in 1988 under the ti-
tle of The Lima Declaration on Academic Freedom 
and Autonomy of Institutions of Higher Education. 
The declaration, referring to the UN Agreements 
on Human Rights, stressed that each member of 
the academic community is entitled to freedom 
of thought, conscience, religion, expression, as-
sembly, organization, individual rights, and trav-
el. Academic freedom in the Lima Declaration is 
defined as the right of all members of the academ-
ic community “to fulfill their functions without 
discrimination of any kind and without fear of 
interference or repression from the State or any 
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other source” (p. 89). The document also empha-
sizes freedom of expression, travel, and participa-
tion (Dünya Üniversiteler Servisi, 2003).

The UNESCO Recommendation is a report 
on academic freedom prepared by UNESCO’s 
education committee and endorsed by the UN 
member states. The document, published in 
1997, is entitled Recommendations Concerning 
the Status of Higher-Education Teaching Personnel. 
It analyzes academic freedom under four catego-
ries: administrative autonomy; individual rights 
and freedoms; scientific autonomy; and tenure. 
The Report recommended that ensuring these 
four rights is critical to the achievement of wider 
academic freedom (UNESCO, 2008).

Hence, the Lima Declaration and the 1997 
UNESCO Recommendation made  important in-
ternational contributions to academic freedom 
and called for the safeguarding of freedoms. A 
special value is attributed to these two texts to-
day, for they have set and declared common and 
basic standards of academic freedom.

Academic Freedom Today
The absence of a universal definition and any 
means of enforcement of academic freedom to-
day have led to violations in many countries. For 
instance, academic freedom in Africa is under 
serious threat for political reasons; while recent 
political and economic developments in China, 
as well as the highly centralized structure of 
Chinese universities, prevent the development 
of academic freedom in that country. In Brazil, 
academic freedom strives to achieve a sensitive 
balance following pressures created by military 
coups (Bawa, 2009). These three examples show-
case the different levels of academic freedom 
experienced in different environments, how the 
practice of academic freedom varies, the differ-
ences in implementations, and how rapidly aca-
demic freedom is affected by the social, econom-
ic, and political life of each society.

On the other hand, although academic free-
dom is often violated in developed countries, the 

relevant discussions are not so much about the 
relationship between politics and the university 
or freedom of thought, but more about sponsor 
companies and their impact on university affairs 
(Albatch, 2001). Thus companies sponsoring ac-
ademic research are perceived as a new threat to 
academic freedom. Another threat comes from 
the inside, from fellow academics or associates. 
(De George, 1997). Although research on the 
matter is very sparse, self-censorship has also trig-
gered new debates on academic freedom (Bowen, 
2005). Self-censorship appears in cases when fac-
ulty members restrict themselves in situations 
such as the following: their unwillingness to 
conduct research on a subject that they find un-
satisfactory in political and/or economic terms; 
their reluctance to directly publish the result of 
their research; their unwillingness to express an 
opinion and to accurately reflect their research 
results in the hope of conducting more projects 
with their sponsoring companies. Examples vary 
from one country to another and are experienced 
at different levels depending on political, eco-
nomic, and social turmoil.

ACADEMIC FREEDOM
IN TURKEY
In this section, a general assessment of academic 
freedom in Turkey will be presented along with 
a chronological examination of higher education 
laws regarding academic freedom.

An Overview of Academic
Freedom in Turkey
Turkey does not have a pleasant past with regard 
to academic freedom. Turkey’s modern univer-
sity experience has suffered many violations of 
academic freedom. Violations dating back to the 
1930s have persisted until today. Despite many 
reforms, liquidations and violations in every 
period have revealed that academic freedom, in 
fact, is an issue of ethics and mentality (Özipek, 
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2008). Considering that severe infringements 
of academic freedom have generally occurred in 
extraordinary periods, recent political, economic 
and social stability have contributed to the de-
crease of such breaches.

It is possible to say that the normalization 
trend in universities along with the democratic 
and economic developments of the last decade 
have contributed towards the partial elimination 
of critical issues encountered in the previous de-
cades. Despite these developments, however, it is 
difficult to say that academic freedom in Turkey 
is guaranteed, since universities, faculty mem-
bers, and students are still trying to learn, teach, 
and conduct research under the shadow of a law 
passed during a military coup period. The fail-
ure to have a more liberal and innovative legal 
regulation on freedom of learning and teaching 
makes academia vulnerable to possible interven-
tions, pressures, and impediments, and poses a 
threat against academic freedom.

It is also difficult to say that academic free-
dom in Turkey is discussed soundly and ade-
quately despite its importance and vulnerability. 
Debates on academic freedom have taken place 
in the context of “university autonomy” in Tur-
key: it is assumed that when university autonomy 
has been attained, academic freedom will follow. 
One of the main reasons, however, for this strong 
association between university autonomy and 
the concept of academic freedom, and for its ad-
vocacy by many researchers, is that universities in 
Turkey have been part of political conflicts, both 
past and present. Without doubt, the unlimited 
authority granted by the 1960 Constitution to 
universities has played a role in this. The develop-
ments brought about by the 1960 Constitution 
were later transformed into an extremely central 
structure with the establishment of HEC, rein-
forcing the perception that university autonomy 
is by default equal to academic freedom.

Without doubt, institutional autonomy is 
one of the sine qua nons for the realization of aca-
demic freedom (UNESCO, 2008). However, au-

tonomy by itself cannot guarantee or achieve aca-
demic freedom. Examination of our recent his-
tory reveals that restrictions on academic freedom 
have not only been imposed on the university 
from outside but also from within. Many univer-
sity presidents, deans, and department chairs have 
not only commented in favor of restrictions on 
academic freedom, but have actually themselves 
applied such restrictions. In the periods of domi-
nating military tutelage, HEC increased pressures 
on universities. Both the martial law and HEC’s 
pressures led to dismissals; prosecutions were 
brought against faculty members for ideologi-
cal reasons; and students were inhibited, via the 
headscarf ban, from exercising their right to edu-
cation. Universities, in the end, were transformed 
into social and political battlefields. Unfortunate-
ly, universities in Turkey could not become repre-
sentatives and advocates of civil and democratic 
rights, but instead became a party to violations 
of laws committed during military coups in the 
past (Özipek, 2008). University reforms mostly 
resulted in restrictions and only on rare occasions 
in the extension of academic freedom.

Academic freedom in Turkey is an issue that 
has been discussed from the 1930s to the pres-
ent. Regulations under the name of “university 
reforms” have been made in 1933, 1946, 1960, 
1973, and 1981. According to Arslan (2005), 
three of these reforms (1933, 1946, and 1981) 
are considered the most critical, and each coin-
cided with socially and politically critical periods. 
The reform of 1933, for instance, took place in 
the Single Party Period; the 1946 reform coincid-

Faculty members and students in Turkey have 
struggled for their rights to teach, learn and 
conduct research under the shadow of a law 
prepared in the coup period.
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ed with the transition to the Multi-Party Period; 
and the others – 1960, 1973, and 1981 – were in 
military coup periods. However, the 1981 regu-
lations that resulted in the establishment of HEC 
are still in force, and the debates on academic 
freedom today take place in the context of Higher 
Education Law 2547. Discussion of the current 
state of academic freedom should be conducted 
in a historical fashion, starting from 1923, the 
year of the establishment of the Republic of Tur-
key. Outlines of higher education laws in Turkey 
will be examined below in chronological order 
and an assessment of academic freedom, both in 
legal and practical terms, will follow.

 
A Chronological Analysis of Higher 
Education Laws
After the proclamation of the Republic in 1923, 
the only university which had institutional au-
tonomy for a decade was İstanbul Dar-ül Fünûn 
(School of Higher Education in the Ottoman Era). 
It was, however, subject to severe criticisms for 
not being open to innovation and for failing to 
meet the needs of the time (Doğ ramacı, 2007). 
Professor Albert Malche from Switzerland was 
invited by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, the founder 
of Modern Turkey, to thoroughly examine the 
school and make suggestions accordingly. In ad-
dition to his other suggestions, at the end of his 
review Malche suggested a model developed by 
Humboldtian University concerning academic 
freedom. Malche’s report was taken into con-
sideration and a university reform followed in 
1933 in accordance with Law 2252. As a result, 
İstanbul Dar-ül Fünûn was closed and Istanbul 
University was founded in its place. During this 
process, many faculty members were dismissed 
for failure to adapt to the new system (Günay, 
2004; Balyer, 2011). Only 59 out of 151 profes-
sors were re-employed and vacant positions were 
filled with foreign professors who had escaped 
Nazi Germany (Weiker, 1962). In the same pe-
riod, the president of Istanbul University was 
appointed by the President of the Republic with 

the recommendation of the Education Minister, 
while deans were appointed by the Minister with 
the recommendation of the University President. 
Again, for faculty positions, appointments were 
made by the Minister who considered two or 
three candidates recommended by faculty com-
mittees (Doğramacı, 2007).

Authors cannot agree on whether the re-
forms of this particular period harmed academic 
freedom. Some argue that the interventions of the 
Education Ministry resulted in restrictions on ac-
ademic freedom, while others assert that the Min-
istry did not pave the way for restrictions on aca-
demic freedom (Balyer, 2011). Although Weiker 
(1962) asserted that the new university regulation 
concentrated on the issue of “academic freedom,” 
opposing criticism claimed that the 1933 reform 
was, in fact, a liquidation operation. Arbitrary 
dismissals of scholars on the basis of their ideo-
logical views are, after all, considered a violation 
of academic freedom. Furthermore, institutional 
autonomy, a pre-condition of academic freedom, 
was superseded when the Education Ministry 
took an effective role in decision-making.

The year 1946, which was the year of transi-
tion to the Multi-Party Period in Turkey, was a 
new turning point in aspects of social-political 
and academic freedom (Arslan, 2005). Universi-
ties and faculties were granted both administra-
tive and academic autonomy and the status of 
legal entities. Law 4936 granted faculty mem-
bers the right to select their own deans and uni-
versity presidents, and to set up university sen-
ates and an Inter-University Council (TBMM, 
1946). Universities were, thus, given the right of 
decision-making in selected bodies of commit-
tees and senates. In addition, Ankara University 
was founded in the same year, and other univer-
sities (Istanbul University and Istanbul Techni-
cal University) were also subjected to the same 
law; the “multi-university” period thus began in 
Turkey. As a result of reform in 1946, universi-
ties were re-designed according to the German 
higher education system as institutions with 
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academic and administrative autonomy. They 
began to be administered by their own commit-
tees, and faculty members were given the right 
to join these committees. These developments 
were considered a legal amendment contribut-
ing to the development of academic freedom. 
However, there were criticisms that such an un-
derstanding of autonomy handed an “artificial 
immunity” to universities, weakened their ac-
countability, and prevented effective state super-
vision (Doğ ramacı, 2007, p. 16). 

Another critical point in the 1946 university 
reform was the formation of the Inter-University 
Council. University presidents, deans, and rep-
resentatives selected by university senates, one 
from each university, participate in this council, 
and the presidents chair the meetings in rota-
tion (TBMM, 1946: Article 13). In light of 
UNESCO 1997 Recommendation and other in-
ternational documents on academic freedom, 
the Inter-University Council can be considered 
to make contributions to academic freedom by 
empowering faculty members and universities in 
legal terms (though problems exist in practice) 
to participate in authorization and decision pro-
cedures, thus letting them have equal rights in 
decision-making processes.

The university reform of 1946 also stated 
that university senates must report their decisions 
to the Education Ministry. Moreover, the Minis-
try was appointed as the office in sole charge of 
universities and was granted supervisory author-
ity on behalf of the government. According to 
this law, the Education Ministry also holds the 
right to return decisions (if not endorsed) to uni-
versity senates or to the Inter-University Council 
for revision – although the Minister lacks the au-
thority to approve or disapprove of these deci-
sions (TBMM, 1946: Article 14). The law stated 
that the relevant provisions were included in or-
der to facilitate contact between universities and 
the government, but instead they contributed 
to the authority problem that existed between 
universities and the government in the following 

years. In this regard, this law resulted in harming 
academic freedom. In the same period, academi-
cians had to resign because of political pressures 
stemming from the friction between universities 
and the government (Balyer, 2011).

Meanwhile discussions took place claiming 
that universities enjoyed their self-government 
freely and widely, but that this was a result of 
the expansion of institutional and administrative 
autonomy rather than of academic freedom. The 
autonomy of universities harmed the govern-
ment’s coordination with other institutions in 
that period and university senates made decisions 
to dismiss faculty members with opposing views. 
Undoubtedly such dismissals harmed the insti-
tutional integrity of universities and represented 
a violation of the dismissed scholars’ academic 
freedom. Nevertheless, considering international 
criteria, it may be said that the academic and ad-
ministrative autonomy that was legally granted 
to universities was a big step in the direction of 
academic freedom. Briefly, the limits of univer-
sity autonomy were opened to discussion thanks 
to the academic and administrative rights that 
were granted. After 1946, academic freedom was 
discussed in the context of institutional auton-
omy rather than individual and academic free-
dom; the development of individual rights and 
freedoms was barely given a chance in the fol-
lowing period.

On the heels of the military coup on May 27, 
1960, the National Unity Committee, formed by 
the junta, dismissed 147 faculty members from 
six universities on the grounds that they op-
posed the regime, according to Law 114 (Weiker, 
1962). Not long after the coup, a few amend-
ments were made to Law 115 regarding universi-
ties, and the authorities granted to the Education 
Ministry were revoked. Subsequently, Article 120 
in the 1961 Constitution was amended by the 
following two expressions: “Universities shall be 
administered and supervised by organs consisting 
of qualified members of the teaching staff elected 
from among themselves” and “Universities are 
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public corporate bodies enjoying academic and 
administrative autonomy.” Thus the administra-
tive autonomy of universities was secured consti-
tutionally (Türkiye Büyük Millet Meclisi, 1961). 
As a result, universities gained academic and ad-
ministrative autonomy in legal terms. Although 
students have boycotted classes at times, campus 
borders have been considered as part of univer-
sity autonomy and student freedom (Çelik and 
Gür, 2012). Without the permission of univer-
sity presidents, the police have mostly failed to 
intervene in incidents involving students.

Following several modifications in Article 
120 of the 1973 Constitution, Law 1750 re-
garding universities was published. The most 
significant amendment produced by this law 
was the establishment of the Higher Educa-
tion Council (HEC), also known as the “First 
HEC.” Through this regulation, partial restric-
tions were imposed on the administrative au-
tonomy of universities (Günay, 2004). Howev-
er, Article 120 was abrogated at a later time by 
a court order resulting from litigation instigated 
by a university. Student upheavals and clashes 
escalated in the same period. With respect to 
academic freedom, there was nothing new in 
Law 1750, and the article pertaining to HEC’s 
formation was annulled by the Constitutional 
Court (Doğramacı, 2007). As a consequence, 
from the perspective of academic freedom, the 
years between 1960 and 1973 became a period 
of faculty members’ dismissals on illegitimate 
grounds, student upheavals, a marked absence 
of legal coordination between universities and 
governments, and at the same time the con-
stitutional guarantee of universities’ adminis-
trative autonomy. The firing of scholars was a 
direct violation of academic freedom, while the 
administrative autonomy granted by the law ex-
panded the sphere of academic freedom in the 
direction of “institutional autonomy” rather 
than “scientific autonomy.” Despite the expan-
sion of administrative autonomy, pressures that 
were previously exerted from the outside, this 

time came from the inside; academic freedom 
neither had the opportunity nor the chance to 
develop properly. Turkey experienced another 
military coup in 1980, and Higher Education 
Law 2547 came into force in 1981. With this 
law, the intended authorities of the First HEC, 
which would have been established in 1973 if 
Article 120 had not been abrogated by court or-
der, as mentioned above, were granted and in-
creased. The establishment of HEC with critical 
new responsibilities, such as the coordination 
and planning of universities, followed. Posi-
tions of university presidents and deans were 
filled via elections in the past; with the foun-
dation of HEC, however, the referred positions 
were filled by appointment (Doğ ramacı, 2007; 
Gürüz, 2008). According to the law, universities 
remained public corporate bodies in service of 
higher education, teaching, learning, scientific 
research, publication, and consultation (YÖK, 
1981). Previously, appointments of professors 
were under the control of the Education Min-
istry, but with the approval of Law 2547, the 
“HEC Law” in short, appointments were left to 
the discretion of universities and HEC. 

In regard to university autonomy, a key 
component of academic freedom, it might be 
argued that this change in the appointment pro-
cedure contributed to academic freedom. How-
ever, the autonomy granted to universities in this 
particular period was solely orchestrated by HEC 
with its centralist structure and this, in turn, cre-
ated new violations of freedom down the line. 
The political, economic, and social issues that 
paved the way for military coups in Turkey failed 
to create the desired democratic atmosphere nec-
essary for the development of academic freedom 
in Turkish universities between 1973 and 1981.

Meanwhile Higher Education Law 2547, 
which was published in 1981, along with the ad-
dition of Articles 130, 131, and 132 in the 1982 
Constitution, changed the procedure for filling 
administrative positions from “by election” to “by 
appointment criteria,” thus revoking universities’ 
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Furthermore, compulsory history and language 
courses for all students were introduced by the 
1991 law, which assigned ideological responsi-
bilities to faculty members, students, and univer-
sities. Added to this, science and research were 
set aside, both directly and indirectly restricting 
academic freedom (Hatiboğlu, 2000).

The promulgation of the National Security 
Council decisions on February 28, 1997 com-
menced another period when academic free-
dom was severely restricted. In this period, the 
Higher Education Council strictly imposed the 
headscarf ban in universities and brought the 
“weighting assignment to applicants” into effect, 
thus making university entrance more difficult 
for vocational high school graduates. A portion 
of university graduates who were sent abroad for 
master’s degrees were forced to cut their educa-
tion short and return home, their achievements 
devaluated for ideological reasons. Many faculty 
members were either dismissed from office or 
suffered disciplinary punishment, and a few uni-
versity presidents were forced to resign (Tunç et 
al., 2001; Özoğlu, 2011). 

Consequently, the higher education law, 
which entered into force during this period, was 
directly affected by military tutelage. Following 
the approval of the law and the establishment of 
HEC, academic freedom suffered multiple viola-
tions. Several instances of dismissals of academ-
ics occurred following the military intervention 
periods, after 1980 and 1997 in particular. In 
addition, the ideological approaches during the 
HEC period forestalled academic freedom, since 
freedoms of learning and teaching were harmed 
tremendously. In terms of the criteria for academic 
freedom endorsed by international institutions, 
the higher education law failed to sufficiently safe-
guard academic freedom. More recently, a nor-
malization process has been observed in higher 
education, but these recent regulations are not 
adequate to guarantee academic freedom. Obvi-
ously, a change of mentality and culture, which 
would permit and encourage the practice of aca-

rights to select their own administrators. Accord-
ingly, appointment criteria were determined in a 
more hierarchical order; HEC appointed deans 
from among candidates nominated by university 
presidents, and the President of the Republic ap-
pointed presidents from among four candidates 
nominated by HEC. In 1992, however, Higher 
Education Law 3826 brought back the election 
system in universities, thus granting universities 
partial rights to determine their own administra-
tors. Accordingly, the six university presidential 
candidates receiving the highest number of votes 
in elections were short-listed to three candidates 
by HEC, and these three were presented by HEC 
to the President of the Republic, who then ap-
pointed the president of a university. This system 
saw disputes over the appointment of university 
presidents; ideological polarization among facul-
ty members, especially during presidential elec-
tions; and efforts by elected presidents to sub-
jugate their rivals following their appointments 
(Doğramacı, 2007). In the end, faculty members 
felt increasing pressure, personal disputes out-
paced science and research, and academic free-
dom was ultimately harmed.

Higher Education Law 2547 holds an un-
derstanding that excludes universal values that all 
universities should have, and, therefore, restricts 
academic freedom. For instance, Articles 4 and 5 
refer to the main principles and goals of higher 
education and specifically to the principles and 
values that universities should instill in students. 
Never after 1919 had the goals and main princi-
ples of universities been described so narrowly, in 
terms so incompatible with the spirit of universi-
ty thinking (Hatiboğlu, 2000, p. 351). Instead of 
being described as free and creative institutions 
that support original thinking, universities were 
transformed into bodies concentrating on a cer-
tain value, a certain frame of mind, and a certain 
ideology. The university law reflected the Sep-
tember 12 (military coup) mentality by equating 
the university with the state while intrinsically 
excluding foreign faculty members and students. 
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demic freedom instead of words written on paper, 
is desperately needed (Özipek, 2008). Compre-
hensive legal change has not been made since the 
foundation of HEC, but a mentality change is in 
the making, albeit limited. Such a change should 
be supported by legal reforms that will improve 
academic freedom and carry it further.

RESTRICTIONS OF 
ACADEMIC FREEDOM
Academic freedom in Turkey has undergone 
changes depending on historical conditions and 
individuals and has suffered from various types 
of restrictions. Scholars have been the most af-
fected by restrictions on academic freedom. For 
instance, a survey conducted by Summak in 1997 
with the participation of 400 faculty members 
from 14 state universities revealed that most of 
the participants did not have sufficient academic 
freedom, and they expressed their displeasure 
with the status quo. Another critical finding in 
the same survey exposed the ignorance of partici-
pants regarding their rights and freedoms. Such 
confessions were an indication of how disturbed 
scholars were about current restrictions, how 
they avoided speaking clearly, and how much 
they were affected by the current academic and 
political atmosphere (Summak, 1998).

A similar survey on academic freedom made 
by Balyer in 2011, with the participation of 30 
faculty members from state and foundation uni-
versities, revealed that faculty members empha-
sized the lack of a clear-cut definition of academic 
freedom in the current system and that the lack of 
resources, and inequalities in the use of resourc-
es, restricted their work and production. They 
stressed the fact that academic freedom did not 
effectively exist in universities. When asked how 
they define academic freedom, the majority of re-
spondents answered that academic freedom was 
about being able to do academic work without 
any pressure and intervention - a direct reference 
to an environment conducive to free research.

Article 130 of the 1981 Constitution states: 
“Universities, members of the teaching staff and 
their assistants may freely engage in all kinds of 
scientific research and publication. However, this 
shall not include the liberty to engage in activi-
ties against the existence and independence of 
the State, and against the integrity and indivis-
ibility of the nation and the country.” The article 
clearly underlines the existence of academic free-
dom while emphasizing its legal limits in higher 
education. The Higher Education Law and other 
regulations do not provide sufficient safeguard-
ing of academic freedom. The education minis-
ters of 45 European countries (including Turkey) 
met in the Norwegian city of Bergen in 2005 for 
the Conference of European Ministers Respon-
sible for Higher Education for the evaluation of 
European Higher Education. During the meet-
ing, the need to increase and extend academic 
freedom in Turkish universities was discussed 
(Sağlamer, 2005).

Freedom of Expression
Academic staff in Turkey cannot freely express 
or defend their thoughts in academic and sci-
entific studies; their ideas on sensitive issues 
are subject to censorship or self-censorship. On 
account of their written or spoken thoughts 
many faculty members and students have faced 
disciplinary punishments or inquiries, have not 
been granted the appointments or promotions 
they deserve, or have been suspended from the 
university (Değirmencioğlu, 2013; Hatiboğ-
lu, 2000; Hatiboğlu, 2007; Küçükcan and Gür, 
2009; Tunç et al., 2001; Türkiye’de Araştırma ve 
Öğretim Özgürlüğü Uluslararası Çalışma Gru-
bu, 2012). For instance, by decision of the sen-
ate in 1948, Ankara University fired many leftist 
scholars for engaging in communist propaganda. 
Over 100 faculty members were dismissed from 
universities after the military coups of 1960 and 
1980 for their political views and for publishing 
unacceptable research results (Arslan, 2004; Tun-
cay, 1984). In the 2000s, many academic con-
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ferences and campaigns were deemed politically 
motivated or declared non-scientific by HEC, 
and tremendous effort was exerted to prevent 
them from taking place (Şimşek and Mersin, 
2010). On January 29, 2014, clause “O” was ap-
pended to Article 6 of the Disciplinary Procedure 
for Administrators, Faculty, and Academic Staff 
in Higher Education Institutions; it reads, “With 
the exception of academic discussions and re-
marks, giving information or issuing statements 
by faculty members to the press, news agencies or 
radio and televisions on official matters without 
permission requires a disciplinary punishment.” 
This amendment is an example of on-going re-
strictions to academic freedom in Turkey.

During various periods, written texts and 
books have been scrutinized for ideological rea-
sons. In 2000, the Office of the President of 
İnönü University launched a probe against both 
the department of history and the university li-
brary for disseminating anti-regime propagan-
da, and a notice was issued to the Office of the 
President asking for an inspection of the book 
Sophie’s World for its alleged religious reaction-
ary propaganda. In the end, the allegations were 
determined to be unfounded and it was decided 
there was nothing objectionable about keeping 
the book in the library’s inventory (MAZLUM-
DER İnsan Hakları İhlallerini İzleme Komi-
syonu, 2001).

Another area of restrictions against academ-
ic freedom in Turkey is the ideological and politi-
cal behavior of students. According to the Dis-
ciplinary Procedure for Administrators, Faculty, 
and Academic Staff in Higher Education Institu-
tions, ideological and political behaviors consti-
tute a crime and students are asked to behave in 
an apolitical manner (Küçükcan and Gür, 2009). 
Based on this Procedure, restrictions of academic 
freedom continue by means of investigations and 
punishments brought against students by uni-
versity administrations. For instance, the report 
entitled Disciplinary Investigations in Universities: 
An Assessment on Freedoms of Expression and As-

sembly of Students in the Framework of the ECHR 
reveals that investigations are launched against 
many students each year. According to this re-
port, a total of 2,601 university students were 
subjected to inquiries in the 2000-2001 academ-
ic year. In other words, 0.16% percent of the to-
tal number of students in higher education were 
exposed to academic probes. In the 2009-2010 
academic year, the number of students subjected 
to investigations rose to 6,001 and the percentage 
of the investigated students then stood at around 
0.17%. However, there are no data showing how 
many of the investigations were about freedom 
of expression or were concerned with acts of vio-
lence or with academic violations (cheating, pla-
giarism, etc.). More in-depth studies are needed 
to systematically expose all improvements in the 
area of freedom of expression in universities.

Freedom of Research
Restrictions on academic freedom are observed 
in various ways in the academic community. We 
see university presidents replacing the heads of 
research projects (Sağlamer, 2005) while some 
faculty members are subjected to disciplinary 
investigations or dismissals from office for con-
ducting research on “sensitive” or “objection-
able” subjects and sharing their research results 
(Değirmencioğlu, 2013). In the same vein, aca-
demicians have been fired by their universities 
not only for conducting “objectionable” research 
but for giving credit to students for research-

Political, economic and social problems 
between 1973 and 1981 paved the way for 
the military coup in Turkey and inhibited 
the formation of a democratic environment 
necessary for the development of academic 
freedom in universities.
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ing “objectionable” subjects. In the 1980s and 
90s scholars and students were removed from 
universities, faced investigations, and were even 
imprisoned for studying certain subjects (Ken-
tel, 2013). Similar cases persisted in the 2000s. 
For instance, Professor Bülent Tanör of Istanbul 
University was removed from office in 2001 for 
his work on Turkey’s democratization process; 
Associate Professor Turgay Ünalan faced an in-
vestigation by Hacettepe University in 2005 for 
his research on forced Kurdish migration (The 
International Work Group/Groupe international 
de travail: Academic Liberty and Freedom of Re-
search in Turkey [GIT Türkiye], 2012).

Again, pressures on Ph.D. students, such as 
“Couldn’t you find any other subject?” or direc-
tives such as “Work on something else now; you 
can work on this in the future after you get pro-
moted” have been, and are, often heard in the ac-
ademic community. On the other hand, the pre-
dicament surrounding freedom of research and 
its limits is that faculty members in state universi-
ties are regarded as both academics and civil ser-
vants and in foundation universities as academics 
and employees. It is always likely that a faculty 
member working in a state university will hear, 
“You are a civil servant, so you cannot do research 
on a subject in conflict with your position,” or, in 
a foundation university, “You cannot do research 
on a subject that could possibly put our univer-
sity in a difficult position” (Dinler, 2013).

Freedom of Teaching
Restrictions on freedom of teaching have come 
in the form of cancellations of conferences and 
panels; textbooks, syllabi, and exams have been 
branded “objectionable.” Examples from the 
past are repeated to this day. For instance, at the 
end of an inquiry and inspection, HEC labeled 
the textbook entitled Turkish Revolution His-
tory, published by Afyon Kocatepe University 
(“İnkılap Tarihi’ne...”, 1998), as “objectionable” 
and “unsuitable” for being taught in universities. 
Certain university presidents have eliminated 

courses from curricula without any commit-
tee decisions (Sağlamer, 2005). A conference 
entitled “The Ottoman Armenians in the Col-
lapse Period of the Empire” that was planned by 
Boğaziçi University in 2005 was canceled upon a 
court order after the filing of a complaint (“Gün 
boyu eylem”, 2005; “Mahkeme katılımcıları...”, 
2005). Contents of exams have also been a mat-
ter of investigation (Çınar, 2012). A law profes-
sor at Akdeniz University faced an investigation 
after an inquiry into the appearance of an exam 
question on homosexuality (Çınar, 2012). An-
other case concerns the content of a homework 
assignment: HEC received a complaint about a 
faculty member who had assigned the reading of 
The Communist Manifesto as homework at Ko-
caeli University (Gülalp, 2013). 

As Dinler (2013) claims, faculty members 
mostly concentrate on theory and the transmis-
sion of information in classrooms to avoid reveal-
ing their personal views, disturbing students, or 
appearing to be involved in politics. As a result, 
no discussions or debates are held and no criti-
cal approaches are adopted. An example of such 
pressures on freedom of teaching and self-control 
can be found in research conducted by Seggie 
and Mabokela (2006). They interviewed five fac-
ulty members and seven students in relation to a 
course called “The History of Atatürk Principles 
and Revolutions.” Some of the results revealed 
restrictions on freedom of teaching. To begin 
with, the faculty members said HEC determines 
the curriculum after close scrutiny. According 
to a faculty member, the concept of secularism 
and its relations with democracy and Islam re-
quire special attention while teaching the course. 
However, neither faculty members nor students 
were willing to discuss the concepts because of 
the sensitivity of the issue and the uncomfortable 
atmosphere in the lessons; as one student put it, 
“The course is taught aridly.” Both faculty mem-
bers and students commented that some teach-
ers quickly go over course subjects that are re-
garded as complex, taboo, or a source of tension 
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in society, as well as subjects that are considered 
objectionable, sensitive, and political. Since our 
education system is based on theory rather than 
on practice or application in general, interaction 
through presentations of critical perspectives, 
discussions, and debates in the classroom is not 
possible in this particular course. This is a clear 
case where freedom of teaching is being restrict-
ed, where neither faculty members nor students 
feel comfortable or secure to discuss certain sub-
jects, and where the atmosphere in the class does 
not allow critical and open discussions. 

As a result of direct and indirect obstruc-
tions and pressures regarding research areas, fac-
ulty members and students were removed from 
universities in the 1980s and 90s for their studies 
or research on certain subjects. 

Freedom of Learning
There have been many examples of restrictions 
imposed on the freedom to learn in higher edu-
cation in Turkey. The main issues that have made 
the agenda in Turkey in the last fifteen years are 
the headscarf ban, the practice of “weighting 
assignment to applicants” that began after the 
post-modern coup of February 28, 1997, and the 
recall, for purely ideological reasons, of graduate 
students who were sent abroad on scholarships, 
thus depriving them of the right to complete 
their education (Özoğlu, 2011). Although these 
issues are now resolved, restrictions on freedom 
of learning still persist in different ways. For in-
stance, the interference of higher education ad-
ministrators in the selection of students for mas-
ter’s programs restrict certain students’ freedom 
of learning (Değirmencioğlu, 2013).

The restriction on freedom of teaching was 
manifested in the cancelation of conferences and 
panels, the removal of textbooks, curricula, and 
exams thought to be “objectionable.”

Research on the headscarf ban and the prac-
tice of “weighting assignment to applicants” 
(Seggie, 2011; Gümüş, Mabokela, and Seggie, 
2012) has yielded the following results regard-

ing how students were affected by the timeline of 
the political processes, and the restriction of their 
freedom to learn.

HEC imposed the headscarf ban in the 
1980s by issuing a mandatory dress code. It re-
quired faculty members and students to wear 
modest and plain clothes and banned the wearing 
of headscarves in classrooms, with the justifica-
tion that the wearing of a headscarf for traditional 
and religious reasons had become a political and 
ideological symbol targeting the secular nature of 
the state. As part of the policy, Muslim female 
students were allowed to cover their heads only 
in courses about the Quran (Hatiboğlu, 2000).

With the February 28, 1997, resolutions, 
the headscarf ban was tightened. Government of-
ficials of the time asserted that the headscarf ban 
in higher education aimed at keeping universities 
in Turkey out of politics and maintaining a stable 
society with an appropriate role for youth (Metz, 
1995). Along with the troubles that it caused for 
female students who wore headscarves, the ban 
also met with problems of implementation, be-
cause its application varied from one university 
to another, creating inequalities in the freedom 
of learning in higher education.

The headscarf ban caused tension in educa-
tion and politics in Turkey for many years (Hu-
man Rights Watch, undated). On the one side, 
policy-makers asserted that the headscarf was a 
symbol of extreme political Islam threatening the 
secular nature of Turkey and that those female 
students covering their heads were attempting to 

As a result of direct and indirect obstructions 
and pressures regarding research areas, 
faculty members and students were removed 
from universities in the 1980s and 90s for their 
studies or research on certain subjects. 
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communicate political messages. On the other 
side, female students wearing headscarves claimed 
that they were fulfilling the tenets of Islam. Those 
who refused to comply with the ban claimed that 
they had lost all expectations of a career because 
they were excluded from higher education.

Universities are obligated to provide stu-
dents with an environment that will nurture 
their positive educational and cultural lives. Ful-
fillment of such ends is achieved only if students 
have a comprehensive, supportive, attractive 
campus life where they can occupy themselves 
intellectually and socially as they learn; where 
they can form, or restructure, their thinking hab-
its and personalities, feel comfortable, and cre-
ate their own identities and sphere of influence. 
However, forcing female students who wear 
headscarves in their daily lives to take them off in 
order to attend institutions of higher education, 
forcing them, therefore, to live in opposition to 
their religious beliefs and cultural values, caused 
great difficulties in these students’ educational 
and cultural lives.

To this extent, Seggie’s doctoral dissertation 
(2007), also published as a book (2011), ana-
lyzed the educational and cultural lives of part-
time unveiler students attending state universi-
ties in Turkey. The term “part-time unveiler” was 
coined to refer to undergraduate female students 
who covered their hair in their private lives in line 
with the tenets of Islam, but who removed their 
headscarves to comply with the headscarf ban. 

Enforcement of the headscarf ban curbed 
thousands of Muslim women’s hopes of higher 
education and forced them out of academia. 
Faced with a choice between their religious be-
liefs and their education, these female students 
either uncovered their heads and continued their 
education or insisted on wearing headscarves and 
ended their education. Many, finding themselves 
between a rock and a hard place, adhered to 
their beliefs and refused to comply with the ban 
(Human Rights Watch, undated). Furthermore, 
many faculty members who declined to enforce 

the ban were either suspended or dismissed from 
office (Human Rights Watch, undated).

Some female students who refused to com-
ply continued their education abroad, while oth-
ers who were financially less fortunate lost the 
opportunity to attend university. Others chose to 
follow instructions; they uncovered their heads, 
or wore a wig or a hat instead, so that they could 
take advantage of higher education in Turkey.

In brief, the headscarf ban in Turkey re-
stricted freedom of learning in two ways. Firstly, 
the ban took away the right of higher education 
from female students who insisted on keeping 
their heads covered. Secondly, freedom of learn-
ing for those female students who chose to un-
cover their heads for the sake of education was 
severely restricted.

The findings in Seggie’s research (2011) 
capture the participants’ perceptions that their 
freedom of learning in higher education – one of 
their fundamental rights – was violated. The ban 
was an open-ended and long-term obstacle for 
their future. They saw their decision to wear or 
not to wear a headscarf as a turning point in their 
lives. The participants who complied indicated 
that they preferred the opportunities provided by 
education over the difficulties stemming from re-
moving the headscarf. This is a clear sign that the 
part-time unveilers regarded higher education as 
a means to make themselves stronger, to equip 
themselves with the necessary tools to challenge 
the headscarf ban.

Considering the difficulties experienced by 
the participants in Seggie’s research (2011), the 
limited time they spent on campuses and the 
manner in which this time was spent, it was evi-
dent that female students who wore headscarves 
off-campus were not completely involved on-
campus. Another study regarding undergraduate 
female students’ experiences during their univer-
sity education (Astin, 1975, 1977, 1997), reveals 
that the university atmosphere plays a critical role 
in the regular presence of a student on campus. 
Positive factors such as extracurricular activities, 
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student-faculty interaction, and participation in 
student groups increase students’ involvement in 
campus life. It was also revealed that withdrawal 
from such behaviors and activities is one of the 
reasons students drop out of university.

The participants in Seggie (2011)’s research 
did not go to campus for reasons other than 
study. This partial withdrawal might have been 
because (a) campuses did not offer a healthy en-
vironment or (b) the growth, improvement, and 
learning that is expected throughout university 
education was not fully realized by the partici-
pants. In other words, the headscarf ban for part-
time unveilers seemingly put them in a “cold,” 
uncomfortable, and insecure atmosphere, which 
caused them to spend as little time as possible on 
campus and lent them insufficient support from 
their classmates, faculty members, and adminis-
trators. All these negative experiences may also 
have been caused by institutional discontent. 
Both the cold atmosphere and institutional dis-
pleasure may have left a long-term negative im-
pact on the part-time unveilers’ restricted life in 
higher education.

The results of Seggie (2011)’s research on 
the educational and cultural lives of the respon-
dents reveal that their university did not provide 
an environment in which they could progress, 
improve themselves, and increase their devel-
opmental capacities (Evans et al., 1998). An 
environment characterized by such restrictions 
on freedom of learning cannot result in the edu-
cational improvement, development of intel-
ligence, and emotional and behavioral changes 
that are expected of universities. For this reason, 
it is important to consider that even if the par-
ticipants did not drop out, they eventually would 
become university graduates who did not become 
as emotionally and academically mature as they 
should have had in a university environment, nor 
were they intellectually equipped to the extent 
they could have been. An added consequence of 
this situation is that the country will not benefit 
from the full capabilities of these women.

As a conclusion, according to the findings of 
Seggie’s research, the life choices of the part-time 
unveilers resulted in their spending time and 
energy on the consequences of taking off their 
headscarves rather than concentrating on study-
ing, enjoying school, benefiting from academic 
opportunities, and becoming active citizens and 
professionals. That is to say, they missed out on 
many experiences in terms of personal develop-
ment and could not completely take advantage 
of the higher education opportunities that Tur-
key can provide. Their freedom of learning was 
restricted in almost every aspect.

The headscarf ban was virtually lifted in 
2010. A female student attending a state uni-
versity petitioned HEC after having been forced 
out of a classroom because of her headscarf. In 
response to her complaint, HEC issued a state-
ment that students cannot be forced to leave a 
class even if they are not abiding by the disciplin-
ary regulations and that only an official record 
of the incident regarding such students may be 
kept. This statement by HEC set female students 
free to attend classes while wearing headscarves; 
the ban, therefore, was finally lifted in the 2010-
2011 academic year.

Another example of restrictions on freedom 
of learning was the practice of “weighting assign-
ment to applicants” enacted in 1999. According 
to this policy, the university entry exam scores of 
vocational high school graduates were reduced if 
they wished to attend an undergraduate program 
different from their vocational choice at high 
school. In other words, this score reduction hin-
dered vocational high school graduates from en-
tering a professional field that was different from 
their vocational program in high school. One of 
the most critical reasons behind this score reduc-
tion practice was allegedly an effort to prevent 
the graduates of religious high schools from hav-
ing a university education in a discipline other 
than religious studies (Gorvett, 2004). After tak-
ing the university entrance exam, if a vocational 
high school student chose to apply to a university 
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program aligned with his/her vocational area of 
study in high school, his/her secondary educa-
tion success score was weighted (multiplied) by 
a factor of 0.5; if the application for entry was in 
a different discipline (non-aligned with the high 
school program), the success score was weighted 
by a factor of 0.2. What is more, in 2003, these 
weighting factors for application to enter aligned 
and non-aligned fields of study were changed to 
0.8 and 0.3 respectively, reducing the entry ap-
plication scores of vocational high school gradu-
ates even further (Gümüş, Mabokela and Seggie, 
2012). Even if vocational high school students 
had remarkable success in the university entrance 
exams, their chances of attending university 
programs different from their vocational areas 
of study in high school were seriously curtailed 
(Günay and Gür, 2009). 

The research conducted by Gümüş, 
Mabokela and Seggie (2012) analyzed how eight 
graduates from religious high schools in 1999 or 
2000 were affected by the practice of “weight-
ing assignment to applicants.” These students, 
who had excelled in their classes, were deprived 
of a chance to transfer to other schools in the 
year that the “weighting practice” went into ef-
fect; they had to graduate from a religious high 
school because “religion” was their vocational 
choice. These students struggled with many diffi-
culties throughout the following years because of 
the weighting implementation. Although one of 
them had been very successful in the university 
entrance exam and was admitted to a university, 
the assigned program was not the student’s first 
choice. Another of the students wished to study 
medicine, but once the lower weighting factor 
was applied, she barely made it into the Depart-
ment of Zoology. This student failed in several 
classes and never adapted to university life, but 
eventually did graduate in Zoology; the dream of 
studying medicine, however, persisted. The same 
research records the case of a woman who had 
prepared for the entrance exam for years by im-
proving her skills in mathematics, chemistry, and 

physics because she wished to become a math-
ematics teacher. However, she decided to apply 
to the Department of Divinity because of the 
higher weighting factor she would receive if she 
stayed in her former vocational field. Even so, she 
failed in the entrance exam for three consecutive 
years, because entrance to the Department of Di-
vinity required that she be successful in the Turk-
ish, literature, and social sciences segments of the 
entry exam, for which she had not sufficiently 
prepared. Yet another female student dreamed of 
becoming a lawyer, but after the lower weight-
ing factor was applied, she barely managed to 
enter a two-year associate-degree program that 
she did not even like. She experienced psycho-
logical problems and in the end dropped out of 
the school, got married, and continued her life 
as a housewife. All eight participants in the re-
search said that they had no desire to be imams, 
or preachers, or to have anything to do with re-
ligion when they had entered a religious high 
school. They came from conservative families 
who wished their children to have a strong reli-
gious background along with a good education. 
Due to the practice of “weighting factors,” the 
respondents and, for that matter, other students 
who graduated from religious high schools, were 
divested of their freedom of learning in univer-
sity programs that demanded high entry scores 
and were instead directed to different disciplines. 
The “weighting” practice was ended in 2012 by 
the adoption of Law 6287, known as the “4+4+4 
education reform act.”

THE EXPANSION OF 
ACADEMIC FREEDOM
History has seen some modest efforts in the ex-
pansion of academic freedom in Turkish univer-
sities, but for the most part the emphasis has been 
on restriction. Other than the de facto removal 
of the headscarf ban in 2010 by HEC and the 
legal abolition of the weighting factors practice 
in 2012, all efforts have been exerted in the field 
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of legislation. However, because integration and 
harmony in higher education and across institu-
tions are hard to accomplish, implications of the 
laws vary from one university to another. One of 
the possible reasons for this disunity is the lack 
of a common definition of academic freedom 
and the limited effort devoted to finding such a 
definition.

As stressed above, in the chronological 
analysis of laws regarding higher education, 
universities gained academic and administrative 
autonomy and the legal status of an entity in 
1946, as a result of Law 4936. Faculty members 
were subsequently granted the right to elect their 
own deans, presidents, and form university sen-
ates; also, the Inter-University Council was es-
tablished. Universities in Turkey were redesigned 
according to the German higher education sys-
tem. The exercise of academic freedom was ex-
panded through the academic and administrative 
autonomy granted to universities. Taking into 
account international criteria, the introduction 
of academic and administrative autonomy is a 
critical step toward academic freedom, although 
it should be noted that the expansion of admin-
istrative and institutional autonomy was empha-
sized in preference to the development of aca-
demic freedom.

This was followed by the proclamation of 
universities as legal entities with academic and 
administrative autonomy for the first time in 
Article 120 of the 1961 Constitution (Türkiye 
Büyük Millet Meclisi, 1961). Article 120 may be 
interpreted as an indirect referral to the existence 
of academic freedom together with academic and 
administrative autonomy.

The existence and limits of academic free-
dom were most clearly defined in the 1982 Con-
stitution. Article 130 of the Constitution states: 

Universities, members of the teaching staff, 
and their assistants may freely engage in all kinds 
of scientific research and publication. However, 
this shall not include the liberty to engage in ac-
tivities against the existence and independence of 

the State and against the integrity and indivis-
ibility of the nation and the country. 

Freedom of expression as part of academic 
freedom is guaranteed in the 1982 Constitution 
by Articles 25 and 26, which state: 

Everyone has the right to freedom of thought 
and opinion. No one shall be compelled to reveal 
his thoughts and opinions for any reason or pur-
pose, nor shall anyone be blamed or accused on 
account of his thoughts and opinions. … Every-
one has the right to express and disseminate his 
thoughts and opinion by speech, in writing or in 
pictures or through other media, individually or 
collectively (see Gedikoğlu, 2013). 

As mentioned above, however, the legal 
guarantees provided by these constitutional 
rights are not always translated into practice.

The lack of awareness concerning academic 
freedom in Turkey apparently became a depar-
ture point for the Academic Freedom Declaration 
announced on November 6, 2013 – the anniver-
sary of HEC’s establishment – by former HEC 
President Professor Gökhan Çetinsaya. This is 
the most comprehensive expression on academic 
freedom made by an official institution so far. 
Çetinsaya points out that HEC was founded un-
der the auspices of a military regime and that it 
had exercised anti-democratic policies during the 
September 12, 1980, military coup and the Feb-
ruary 28, 1997, post-modern coup periods. He 
stressed that HEC presidents and members have 
openly criticized these anti-democratic practices 
since 2007 and that they have placed great im-
portance on the expansion of academic freedom. 

Another restriction on freedom of learning 
in the recent past, namely the decision for 
the practice of “weighting assignment to 
applicants”, went into effect in 1999.
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He maintained that academic freedom is neces-
sary in order to continue the valuable academic 
activities of research, teaching, and learning. The 
Academic Freedom Declaration includes nine arti-
cles on the definition, meaning, significance, and 
limits of academic freedom and the kind of aca-
demic freedom that is needed in Turkish higher 
education. It briefly emphasizes that universities 
are the places where freedom of expression, dis-
cussion, research, publication, and learning must 
exist; where faculty members - under no pres-
sure or force - have the right to conduct research, 
investigate, and teach; and where students have 
freedom of self-expression. Academic freedom 
should be enjoyed by everyone in a university; 
both students and scholars have the right to pro-
test and to criticize without having to resort to 
violence (Çetinsaya, 2013).

Evidently, the declaration was prepared after 
serious consideration of the common principles 
of academic freedom and its implementation 
elsewhere in the world.

CONCLUSION AND POLICY 
RECOMMENDATIONS
Academic freedom is a notion at the core of 
economic and social development, not only of 
concern to universities, students, and faculty 
members, but also to the society at large. The 
guarantee of freedom for all universities and ev-
eryone inn them is one of the sine qua nons of 
an information society. However, the definition 
and limits of academic freedom have become a 
subject of debate despite universal agreement on 
its necessity. Many scholars have emphasized the 
need for a clear, comprehensive, and authorita-
tive statement on the subject

From 1933 to date, Turkey has made many 
changes under the name of “university reforms,” 
affecting academic freedom both directly and in-
directly. Restrictions and pressures resulting from 
social, economic, and political imbalances have 

resumed from inside and outside the university. 
Towards the end of the 2000s, the headscarf ban 
and the weighting assignment practice virtually 
ceased to exist. Nonetheless, there are plenty of 
issues that still need to be addressed. Such issues 
include the status of faculty members as civil 
servants; their freedom and limitations in rela-
tion to political and social ethics; their right to 
participate in decision-making procedures; their 
freedom to design their courses and select the 
materials they will use; their economic indepen-
dence and job security; the individual and social 
rights they share with all citizens; the HEC pro-
cedures relevant to all these matters; and the laws 
of the Republic of Turkey, which grant freedoms 
yet also impose restrictions on universities, fac-
ulty members, and students.

It is difficult to say that today universities 
in Turkey enjoy academic freedom in accord 
with international standards. Academic free-
dom has been discussed and defended in terms 
of university autonomy, but there is a prevalent 
misconception that once university autonomy is 
settled, academic freedom will follow by default. 
Meanwhile, the aspect of academic freedom that 
involves individual rights and freedoms has been 
totally neglected in Turkey. Academic freedom 
in an institutional sense refers to the financial 
and administrative autonomy of a university, 
but in an individual sense it refers to the free-
dom of thought, conscience, expression, job se-
curity, and a role in decision making (UNESCO, 
2008). The absence of any one of these is a viola-
tion of academic freedom.

These policy recommendations are intended 
to address the broad scope of academic freedom: 

Higher Education Law 2547 must be 
opened for discussion by all stakeholders and 
must be transformed into a world-class law con-
cerning university autonomy, individual free-
dom, and the expansion of academic freedom.

Universities, civil organizations, and think-
tanks must organize panels, initiate projects and 
academic studies of academic freedom, and share 
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the results with the public in order to stimulate 
relevant debate.

To identify obstacles in the way of academic 
freedom and improve the means to deal with 
them, more empirical research must be conduct-
ed on the matter.

As stakeholders, the government, HEC, and 
university senates must undertake ad hoc studies 
to ensure that legislation and its implementation 
fulfill the academic freedom criteria set out in 
international documents such as The UNESCO 
Recommendation and The Lima Declaration.

Documents similar to the Declaration of Ac-
ademic Freedom released in 2013 by former HEC 
President Çetinsaya must be published and dis-
cussed, and faculty members must be encouraged 

to create an academic atmosphere in which ev-
eryone can freely express opinions on the matter.

Hiring and firing conditions of teaching 
staff in universities must be based on objective 
criteria and re-regulated in a manner that will 
protect the personal rights and freedoms of fac-
ulty members; work must be done to set up a 
system that will ease concerns regarding possible 
dismissals of faculty members working in state 
and in foundation universities.

In the “Disciplinary Procedure for Admin-
istrators and Civil Servants in Higher Education 
Institutions” obscure phrases that are likely to 
restrict academic freedom must be removed; arti-
cles that expand freedom of expression, research, 
learning, and teaching must be added. 
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Academic freedom in Turkey, as in the rest of the world, has made the agen-
da through its restrictions rather than by virtue of its expansion. Most 
often academic freedom has been reduced to university autonomy and 

elections of university presidents. Important issues have been neglected as discus-
sions focus on political conflicts rather than on academic freedom. Although the 
violations of academic freedom in the recent past are now behind us, many legal 
and practical issues causing restriction of academic freedom persist.

In order for Turkish universities to deservedly claim their place in the world 
of the 21st century, all parties involved in the academic community must enjoy 
freedom of learning, teaching, and research without pressure or the need for self-
censorship. Turkey’s highest priority policy objective must be the creation of uni-
versity campuses where sustainable academic freedom flourishes and facilitates 
effective and productive scientific research. This will contribute to elevating Turk-
ish universities in world university ranking and, therefore, help Turkey achieve its 
national achievement goals by the year 2023.
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