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Abstract: Academic freedom—the free pursuit, sharing, and expression of
knowledge by scholars and institutions—sits at the centre of democratic strength
and intellectual growth. This paper sets out a comparison of the Global Academic
Freedom Index (AFi), with a focus on the United States and the European Higher
Education Area (EHEA). The discussion draws on V-Dem (2025) data, Scholars at
Risk’s Free to Think 2025 report, Grimm and Saliba’s (2017) multidimensional
model, Matei’s (2020) European institutional analysis, and the world society ap-
proach of Lerch et al. (2023). The study links empirical findings with theoretical
arguments. It traces a broad pattern of pressure on academic life across many coun-
tries—at a time when democracy has grown weaker in many of those places. The
United States, under the renewed presidency of Donald Trump, faces executive
overreach and ideological censorship of teaching and research. Salajan and Jules
(2025) describe this pattern as epistemic authoritarianism. Europe, by contrast,
shows a degree of resilience that rests on policy initiatives and soft coordination
under the Bologna Process. Important weaknesses remain despite these efforts.
Lerch et al. (2023) argue that academic freedom grew across the world from the
1960s through the spread of liberal norms, yet they also trace a shift in the reverse
since 2010 during the rise of populist and nationalist counter-currents. The paper
argues that the present crisis marks the erosion of a wider institutional ecology—
democracy, globalisation, and professionalism—on which academic freedom rests.

Keywords: Academic Freedom, Bologna Process, Higher Education, World Soci-
ety, Authoritarianism, Democracy

1.0 Introduction

Academic freedom was once assumed as axio-
matic in universities across many parts of the
world, but contemporary shifts have unsettled
this long-held expectation. According to the
Global Academic Freedom Index (AFi), cre-
ated by the V-Dem (Varieties of Democracy)
Institute and Scholars at Risk, academic free-
dom around the wozld has registered a 35% de-
terioration between 2013 and 2025 (Kinzel-
bach, 2020). This deterioration is not confined
to authoritarian regimes; even democratic
countries are experiencing heightened policy

influence, ideological monitoring, and growing
divisions within universities (Salajan & Jules,
2025).

Looking back, Lerch et al. (2023) argue that ac-
ademic freedom expanded in marked ways be-
tween 1960 and 2022. They trace a path that
they connect mainly to the spread of liberal
norms and values through cross-border insti-
tutions such as UNESCO, the OECD, and
universities that operate in wotldwide net-
works. They then argue that this progress has
been interrupted since the early 2000s by pop-
ulist, nationalist, and religious movements—
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and this has produced a turn in the opposite
direction that they describe as a counter diffu-
sion of illiberal education policies.

This paper compares two regions—the United
States and Europe—to ask how political, cul-
tural, and structural factors shape academic
freedom.

1.1 Research Question and Objectives

This paper addresses the following central re-
search question: How do political authority, in-
stitutional arrangements, and transnational
governance structures shape the protection or
erosion of academic freedom within demo-
cratic contexts? Using the Global Academic
Freedom Index (AFi) as an empirical anchor,
the study undertakes a comparative analysis of
the United States and Europe with three spe-
cific objectives: first, to examine how executive
overreach and cultural polarisation influence
academic freedom in the United States; sec-
ond, to assess the extent to which suprana-
tional coordination and soft governance mech-
anisms within the European Higher Education
Area contribute to institutional resilience; and
third, to situate both cases within broader
global trends identified by world society the-
ory, particularly the interaction between de-
mocracy, globalisation, and higher education.

The United States shows a mixture of execu-
tive and cultural authoritarian impulses and re-
veals tensions over speech, race, gender, and
the politics of research. Europe, supported by
supranational bodies, shows a level of resili-
ence that rests on coordinated policy efforts
and yet the region still faces pressure over
funding, migration, and far-right parties. The
study draws on Grimm and Salibas multidi-
mensional model 2017, Mateis analysis of Eu-
ropean institutions 2020, and the world society
account of Lerch et al. (2023) and sets the pre-
sent crisis within a wider sixty-year global shift
in higher education and democratic govern-
ance.
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2.0 Conceptual Framework: From Grimm
and Saliba to Lerch and Matei

2.1 Grimm and Salibas Multidimensional Model

Grimm and Saliba 2017 set out three main lay-
ers of academic freedom.

* Personal safety and expression: Scholars
need room to speak and work without fear
of threats, dismissal, or harm.

* Institutional autonomy: Universities need
space to run their own affairs, and they
must stay free from direct political or cor-
porate pressure.

* Legal and economic protection: Laws and
funding rules should back academic free-
dom over the long term, and they must not
become instruments of control.

They note in a widely quoted remark that aca-
demic freedom erodes not through coups but
through committees and argue that repression
often grows quietly through bureaucracy. Their
model helped to shape the V-Dem Academic
Freedom Index AFi, and the index uses these
dimensions to compare academic freedom
across countries.

2.2 Lerch, Frank, and Schofers World Society Per-
spective

Lerch et al. (2023) take a global view and ana-
lyse data from 160 countries between 1960 and
2022. They argue that academic freedom grew
alongside the spread of liberal democratic val-
ues. They also stress the role of global bodies
such as UNESCO, the OECD and interna-
tional universities. In their account, these uni-
versities act as carriers of what they call world
society principles and promote liberal ideas
even in less democratic settings.

After 2010, the trend began to move in a dif-
ferent direction. Populist and nationalist move-
ments begin to push back and create a counter
diffusion of restrictions that affects universities
and scholars. Their study shows that academic
freedom rests not only on legal independence
but also on a wider system of democracy,
global cooperation, and professional standards.
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When these supports weaken, universities lose
public trust and their capacity to challenge
those who hold power.

The approach of Lerch et al. adds depth to
Grimm and Salibas model because it sets aca-
demic freedom within a global network of
shared norms. This approach suggests that no
country can protect academic freedom on its
own—it depends on international values and
institutions.

2.3 Matei’s European Institutionalisation

Matei (2020) turns to Europe and focuses on
the European Higher FEducation Area
(EHEA). He criticises the Bologna Process for
treating academic freedom as a secondary value
and for giving more weight to efficiency and
student mobility. He calls this imbalance an ed-
ifice without ventilation and argues that perfor-
mance targets outrun freedom of thought.

Between 2018 and 2020, reforms to the Bolo-
gna Process began to reduce this gap, and they
brought academic freedom into European ed-
ucation policy in formal and explicit language.
This change marked a move away from vague
principles towards more concrete steps. It also
signalled Europe’s fresh commitment to aca-
demic rights at a time when illiberalism gained
ground.

These three perspectives—Grimm and Salibas’
layered model, the global analysis from Lerch
and colleagues, and the BEuropean critique
from Matei—together offer a broad view of ac-
ademic freedom as a personal right, an institu-
tional condition and a global norm.

3.0 The Global Academic Freedom Index
(AFi): Methodology and Importance

The Global Academic Freedom Index (AFj) is
a tool in wide use across many parts of the
wortld. It measures and compares academic
freedom across different countries. Research-
ers at the V-Dem Institute and Scholars at Risk
designed the index. They used the multidimen-
sional model from Grimm and Saliba as a
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starting point for the AFi. The AFi focuses on
five main areas of academic freedom.

Freedom to Research and Teach—Whether
scholars can explore ideas and share what they
discover without interference.

Freedom of Academic Exchange—The chance
to work with colleagues across borders, to at-
tend conferences, and to take part in open dis-
cussions.

Institutional Autonomy—How far universities
can make their own decisions about govern-
ance, finances, and academic life.

Campus Integrity—Whether university spaces
remain safe, with safeguards against surveil-
lance, violence, or political pressure.

Freedom of Academic and Cultural Expres-
sion—The wider cultural climate that supports
or restricts different strands of thinking and
open debate.

These five indicators form a single score on a
scale from O for no freedom to 1 for full free-
dom. That single figure lets readers compare
academic freedom across countries and follow
changes over time. The 2025 report describes
steep declines in many settings—not only in
authoritarian countries such as China and Rus-
sia but also in democracies such as the United
States and Brazil. These results call into ques-
tion the idea that democracy automatically pro-
tects academic freedom.

Matei (2020) writes that when people measure
academic freedom, they can turn moral outrage
into a policy argument. In other words, the AFi
is not only a research tool—it also gives people
a way to press for change. The index helps civil
society, universities, and policymakers to spot
problems, to press for reforms, and to hold
governments to account. At a time when truth
and democracy come under pressure, the AFi
has an important role, and it helps to guard the
values that support free and open knowledge.
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4.0 The United States: Executive and Cul-
tural Authoritarianism

4.1 Executive Overreach under Trump

The United States, long described as a global
leader in academic freedom, has seen a marked
fall under Donald Trump’s renewed presi-
dency from 2025. Salajan and Jules (2025) de-
scribe this period as a global shockwave of ep-
istemic authoritarianism and link it to the use
of executive power to reshape education based
on political ideology.

By the middle of 2025, the administration had
issued 161 executive orders that touched edu-
cation, research, and international academic
ties. The list included orders that restricted vi-
sas for foreign students, narrowed federal sup-
portt for climate science, and tied public fund-
ing to ideological pledges. The scale of these
measures surprised even long-term observers
of United States higher education and pushed
many universities into a defensive stance.

* Executive Order 14242 (The White House,
2025): Closed the Department of Educa-
tion, removing federal support and over-
sight.

¢ Partial suspension and funding freeze af-
fecting Fulbright and USAID programmes:
The Fulbright Programme was not formally
terminated, but federal funding for current
and future grantees was paused, causing ma-
jor disruptions to international academic ex-
changes and leading to the resignation of
the Fulbright Foreign Scholarship Board in
protest of political interference (Fulbright
Association, 2025; ICEF Monitor, 2025. ICEF
Monitor, 2025)

* Cutting funds for diversity, climate, and
gender studies: Redirected money to “patri-
otic education” and politically favoured
STEM subjects.

¢ Federal “bias audits” of universities: Inves-
tigated alleged anti-conservative bias, creat-
ing a climate of fear and surveillance.

Delaney and Hughes (2025) from Harvard
Kennedy School describe these moves as a de-
liberate —attempt to weaken America’s
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knowledge systems and control academic
thought under the pretence of neutrality.

Lerch et al. (2023) describe this change as part
of a wider pattern that runs through many
countries. States that once backed liberal values
now rely on authoritarian methods they used
to criticise. The United States once stood as a
symbol of academic freedom. It now shows
how far that freedom can sink.

4.2 Cultural Division and Internal Censorship

The problem does not stop with government
action. Cultural rifts and pressures inside uni-
versities also shape what happens there. Norris
(2025) writes that the crisis has two faces—one
face takes the form of attacks from populist
forces outside universities and the other takes
the form of compliance inside universities,
where administrators accept censorship and
ideological control.

Many academics now avoid discussion of con-
tested topics such as race, gender, immigration,
and climate change because they fear for their
jobs and reputations. Wealthy conservative do-
nors shape course content, and state govern-
ments pass laws that ban books and lessons
that officials mark as divisive or unpatriotic.

Norris (2025) warns that professors are in-
creasingly portrayed in public debate as “ene-
mies of the people,” a perception that erodes
public trust in universities and undermines
their role as independent centres of knowledge.
A Harvard Kennedy School report likewise ob-
serves that universities in the United States
now confront dual pressures—external politi-
cal interference that constrains institutional au-
tonomy, and internal academic cultures that
discourage dissent and narrow intellectual di-
versity (Norris, 2025).

These developments together form a kind of
authoritarian pluralism—academic freedom
exists in theory, yet it remains narrow in prac-
tice because of fear, hostility, and bureaucracy.
Lerch et al. (2023) set this shift within world
society theory and argue that American
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universities, once champions of liberal values,
now echo the illiberal forces they once op-
posed.

4.3 Global Impact and Diplomatic Consequences

Cutting international education and research
funding has had grave effects across the world.
The recent federal funding freeze and pro-
posed reductions have disrupted scholarship
disbursements and created uncertainty for pro-
grammes like Fulbright, which historically sup-
port academic exchange in over 160 countries.
While the Fulbright Program itself has not
been terminated, suspensions and administra-
tive interference have impacted ongoing
awards and led to governance resignations,
raising serious concerns about the future of
US. academic diplomacy and cultural ex-
change (Fulbright Association, 2025; ICEF
Monitor, 2025; Inside Higher Ed, 2025).

Salajan and Jules (2025) call this the collapse of
United States educational diplomacy and treat
it as a retreat from decades of global engage-
ment. In response, the European Union has
stepped into the gap. Programmes such as
Horizon Europe and the Marie Sklodowska
Curie Actions have welcomed displaced Amer-
ican scholars, rebuilt research networks, and
strengthened international cooperation (Euro-
pean Commission, 2025).

Matei (2020) describes this pattern as Europe’s
normative power of example—Ileadership
through values and institutions rather than
force. While the United States pulls back from
the promotion of academic freedom, Europe
offers a democratic counterweight through the
European Higher Education Area (EHEA).

Lerch et al. (2023) warn that the decline of ac-
ademic freedom in the United States carries
heavy symbolic weight. It shows that the liberal
wortld’s intellectual foundations have begun to
weaken. The withdrawal of the United States
from global educational leadership does not
stand only as a domestic issue—it marks a ge-
opolitical shift that hands moral authority in
higher education to Europe and other demo-
cratic allies.
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5.0 Europe: Institutional Resilience and
Soft Governance

5.1 The European Model and the Bologna I egacy

Europe’s approach to academic freedom has
taken shape through the Bologna Process and
through the creation of the European Higher
Education Area in 1999. The Bologna model
aimed to make degrees more comparable, to
improve student mobility, and to encourage
cooperation between countries. At first, aca-
demic freedom stood as a natural part of Eu-
rope’s democratic values and did not appear as
something that required formal legal wording.

Matei (2020) criticises this approach, calling it
“an edifice without ventilation”—a system fo-
cused too much on efficiency and standard
rules, while neglecting freedom of thought. By
prioritising performance and quality checks
without legal safeguards, the Bologna Process
left universities open to political and manage-
rial interference, especially in countries where
democracy is weakening,

For the first 20 years, Bologna helped bring
countries together, but didn’t always protect
academic freedom. As Matei (2020) and Lerch
et al. (2023) point out, this created a paradox:
cooperation improved openness and move-
ment, but also made universities more depend-
ent and exposed to illiberal trends.

5.2 Bologna Reforms (2018—2020): From Words to
Action

In response to growing concerns from Schol-
ars at Risk and the V-Dem Institute, the Bolo-
gna Follow-Up Group (BFUG) set up a Task
Force on Academic Freedom between 2018
and 2020. This was a turning point, recognising
that European higher education must actively
protect academic rights to remain legitimate.

The Task Force set out three main goals:

* Definition: Create a shared European un-
derstanding of academic freedom, including
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autonomy, research freedom, and freedom
of expression.

* Monitoring: Include academic freedom in-
dicators in national Bologna reviews to al-
low comparisons and accountability.

¢ Protection: Link academic freedom to qual-
ity assurance and accreditation, making it
part of how universities are judged.

These reforms turned the EHEA from a loose
forum into a body that spoke for academic
rights—with far more conviction. Matei (2020)
sees this moment as a break with past practice
in policy debates over intellectual liberty. The
change marked a fresh European promise to
defend academic freedom at a time when illib-
eral trends are gaining ground.

5.3 Strengths and Weaknesses of Enropean Govern-

ance

Despite these gains, Europe has a system that
still rests on gentle political methods. It de-
pends on consent, actions taken by choice and
influence from fellow states rather than strict
legal duties. This leaves room for flexibility and
cooperation that does not waver. It also leaves
space for governments in countries such as
Hungary and Poland to neglect academic free-
dom while they remain inside the Bologna Pro-
cess.

Europe still has solid protections. Constitu-
tional rights, independent courts, unions that
speak up for staff and work carried out across
national frontiers help keep academic freedom
on a strong footing. Countries such as Ger-
many (AFi 0.87), Norway (0.92) and Sweden
(0.91) show how strong democratic institutions
can shield universities even when populist
pressure grows.

Matei (2020) warns that policy language must
become a legal reality. To hold on to these
gains, national legislation must give direct pro-
tection to academic freedom. Europe draws
strength less from force and more from guid-
ance grounded in principle. It rests on an ex-
ample shaped by values held in common and
cooperation that does not waver.
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5.4 Lerch et al.’s View: The European Paradox

From outside Europe, many observers see the
continent as a centre of academic freedom
(Lerch et al., 2023). They point to a wide net-
work of universities, NGOs, and international
bodies that have carried liberal academic values
into many other parts of the world. Yet deep
contrasts remain inside Europe itself. Nordic
countries keep high standards, while parts of
Central and Eastern Europe begin to slip.

Lerch et al. (2023) call this tension the Euro-
pean paradox. Integration brings strength
through standards that many systems hold in
common and through joint scrutiny—it also
brings risks, because extra layers of administra-
tion slow action and enforcement often stays
weak. Populist movements push against de-
mocracy across Europe, and a once gentle sys-
tem of rule now strains under pressure that
grows heavier each year.

Even with these pressures, the EHEA draws
scholars who flee repression, and this strength-
ens Europe’s standing as a safe harbour for ac-
ademic freedom. Matei (2020) and Lerch et al.
(2023) both argue that Europe must move be-
yond good intentions. The continent needs
firm laws, routine oversight and responsibility
that governments must accept fully, and aca-
demic freedom must never remain something
that people merely assume. It must instead re-
ceive active protection in every member state.

6.0 Comparative Analysis: Different Paths,
Shared Risks

The 2025 Global Academic Freedom Index
(AF1) shows sharp contrasts in the way democ-
racies treat academic freedom. Europe looks
strong in several ways. Yet big differences run
through the region, and cooperation between
states, along with values that many of them
hold in common, still offers academic freedom
a degree of protection. The United States once
held a leading place. It now faces government
overreach and deep cultural rifts, and these
pressures weaken its universities.
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The three cases differ in many ways, yet they
share some of the same risks. Academic free-
dom does not survive by itself. It rests on solid
laws, checks within democratic systems, rules
that reach across borders, and room for schol-
ars to work without interference. If these sup-
ports weaken, academic freedom grows fragile,
even in democracies.

Grimm and Saliba (2017) argue that repression
often builds up slowly and quietly—"“not
through coups, but through committees.”
Lerch et al. (2023) add that recent global shifts
have started to erode liberal academic values,
even in places that once defended them. Matei
(2020) warns that promises need firm backing
from laws and institutions—otherwise free-
dom remains abstract and never shapes daily
life.

To put the point plainly, many observers see
academic freedom as crucial for democracy, yet
its protection is patchy and pressure on it con-
tinues to tise. The problem does not end with
authoritarian regimes—it also springs from
changes inside democratic government.

7.0 Policy Recommendations—How to
Protect Academic Freedom

To halt the decline of academic freedom, poli-
cies must move beyond formal statements and
bring change that can be felt in academic life.
From this discussion, there follow five main
recommendations.

1) Treat Academic Freedom as a Legal Right.
Governments should protect academic
freedom in law as a specific legal guarantee
and not treat it simply as one strand within
general free speech. That protection should
include university independence, freedom
for research, and campuses where people
feel safe.

2) Set Up Independent Monitoring Bodies.
Panels of scholars, legal experts, and civic
groups should watch for breaches, publish
what they discover, and press institutions to
answer for what they do.

3) Protect a Broad Range of Funding Sources.
Universities must be free to receive local
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and international research funding without
political control. If grants are blocked, the
range of ideas within universities narrows.

4) Keep Academic Appointments Free from
Politics. University leaders and faculty
should be chosen through fair and open
processes that reward good work, hold po-
litical influence in check, and keep academic
credibility intact.

5) Build Academic Freedom into Accredita-
tion. The Bologna reforms show that when
academic freedom stands at the centre of
the standards that define university quality,
universities come under pressure to respect
it, and the public asks more of their conduct
in return.

These steps need real political will, broad pub-
lic backing, and steady cooperation across na-
tional borders. Academic freedom is not a gift
from the state—it forms part of the core of de-
mocracy, and it keeps critical thought and pub-
lic responsibility alive.

8.0 Future Research—Understanding the
Knowledge Field

This study points towards several paths for fu-
ture work.

*  Regional Studies. Comparisons across regions
such as Latin America, Sub-Saharan Africa,
and South East Asia may show distinct pat-
terns and different forms of pressure.

*  Long Term Analysis. Research that looks be-
yond 2025 can show whether reforms last
and how authoritarian trends change.

*  Digital Surveillance. Research on online mon-
itoring, censorship algorithms, and plat-
form rules, and their effect on academic
speech, has great importance in the digital
wortld that now shapes academic work.

» Intersectional Risks. Work that traces how
gender, caste, race, and migration status
shape the practice of academic freedom can
reveal who faces the sharpest risks and why.

*  Global Academic Networks. Close study of in-
ternational scholars, diaspora communities,
and global institutions, and of how they de-
fend academic freedom, can uncover new
ways to resist and to support.
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Future research must keep large systems and
personal experiences in view at the same time.
Academic freedom is not just a number—it
forms the ground on which democratic
knowledge grows and where open inquiry can
still take place.

9.0 Conclusion—Protecting Academic
Freedom in a Time of Knowledge Crisis

This study, which compares the United States
and Europe, shows that earlier generations
treated academic freedom as a natural part of
democracy, yet it now faces a grave threat. The
Global Academic Freedom Index (AFi) shows
that democracies with long histories of elected
government can still slide into habits of tight
control over knowledge, and these habits
weaken academic independence through bu-
reaucracy and through ideology. The United
States has lost much of its intellectual auton-
omy. Europe stands somewhere in between,
with some areas of strength and some areas of
weakness. Together, these cases suggest that
academic freedom rests not only on political
systems but also on strong institutions, coop-
eration across borders, and active civic sup-
port.

The ideas of Grimm and Saliba (2017), Lerch,
and Matei (2020) all point towards one central
lesson. Academic freedom is complex. It grows
out of particular histories, and it links into
global networks. It does not survive on its own.
It depends on a healthy democratic setting,
strong professional standards, and active inter-
national collaboration. When populist and na-
tionalist forces strike at these foundations, the
defence of academic freedom calls for more
than moral concern—it calls for laws that set
out rights in plain terms, for policies that rest
on good judgement, and for steady public in-
volvement.

In a world that lives with uncertainty and with
a constant sense of crisis around truth, univer-
sities must reclaim their role as places for open
thought, argument, and a wide spread of ideas.
The AFi offers a practical tool for tracking and
defending academic freedom, yet its usefulness
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in practice depends on the response of univer-
sities, scholars, and the wider public world. The
future of academic freedom will not rest only
on politics. It will depend on our shared re-
solve as a public community to protect
knowledge and to guard the democratic values
that grow from it.

Despite these differences, both cases face
many of the same risks. Academic freedom
does not endure on its own—it depends on
strong legal protections, democratic checks, in-
ternational norms, and professional independ-
ence. When these supports weaken, academic
freedom grows fragile, even in democracies.

Grimm and Saliba 2017 write that repression
often grows slowly and quietly—not through
coups but through committees. Lerch et al.
(2023) argue that current shifts across the
world now weaken liberal academic wvalues,
even in places that once defended them. Matei
2020 warns that promises must rest on firm
laws and strong institutions—otherwise, free-
dom stays abstract, and people cannot depend
on it in daily work.

Put simply, many writers treat academic free-
dom as central to democracy, yet its protection
remains uneven and faces threats that grow
over time. The problem does not stay within
authoritarian regimes—it also forms part of
the changing patterns of democratic govern-
ment.
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