NIVERSITY of Malaya (LM)
l Ivlce-tha.ncelmr Professor

Datuk Dr Mohd Amin
Jalaludin was recently guoted as
saying thar the university is com-
mitted to “academic freedom and
rights with responsibility and ac-
countability”,

“Universities are not mere Lrans-
mitters of knowledge but, more
importantly, places where new
ideas and truths are discovered. It
is a place to produce individuals
who think critically and who gov-
ern and justify their acts with prin-
ciples,” he said.

“This requires an uninhibited
environment for the free fow of
ideas, free expression of thought
and action with the over-
arching guarantee of aca-
demic freedom.”

This refreshing stance
of the oldest and premier
university of the country
sends a very Important
slgnal as to what edu-
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Academic freedom, bedrock
of new social contract

more autonomous for a long time.

Metaphorically, the differences
between the two have been likened
to two vehicles travelling on the
same highway but one is subjected
to tood many toll gates. It is not
surprising that private universities
tend to be well ahead in carrying
out substantial changes,
although several of them
are led by former vice-
chancellors or deputy
vice-chancellors of public
universities. The latter's
loss is the former’s gain,
facilitated by a greater

cation is all about in an scope of autonomy.
era where the role of ter- gﬁujfﬂﬁgﬁ; The oft-repeated Ted-
tiary institutions is high- ofesiirad. soning is that since public
Iy contested. Many tend fmfm:j of universities are funded by
to forget that higher ed- Notti ;3: taxpayers’ money, they
ucation institutions are Sz Lo must be tightly (literally)
in the pursuit of knowl- @/d Chairof controlled — at the ex-
edge that safegnards the Leadership at pense of allowing a uni-
welfare of the commu- URIVersitiSains  yercjry to function like
nity at large. Islam MEIEa}'sIa. one.

Of late, the govern- Emailhimat The International Asso-
ment has Initiated a education@nst.  ciation of Universitles, of
number of steps to pro- COMLMY which UM is a member, is

and institutional auton-

omy to take the university to the
next level. This has had a very
positive impact as seen at the re-
cent Conference on Leadership
and Governance of Fublic Higher
Educarion Institutions with its em-
phasis on autonomy. Hosted by UM
and the Higher Education Lead-
ership Academy of the Edtcation
Ministry, the focus on public uni-
versities rafsed an interesting ob-
servation which implied that their
private counterparis have been

affiliated to the United
Mations Organization for
Education, Science and Culture
{Unesco) and based in Paris, has
helped to clarify the issue since
1988, It has lssued a statement
called Academic Freedom, Univer-
sity Auronomy and Social Respon-
gibllity that is widely endorsed.
Therein the principle of academic
freedom is defined as freedom for
members of the academic com-
munity — scholars, teachers and
students — to follow their schol-
arly activities within a framework

determined by that community in
respect of ethical rules and in-
ternational standards, and without
outside pressure.

Academic freedom engages the
obligation of ¢ach member of the
academic profession to strive for
excellence and Innovation, and to
advance the frontiers of knowledge
through research and the diffusion
of its results through teaching and
publication.

It also engages the ethical re-
sponsibility of the Individual and
the academlc community in the
conduct of research, both in de-
termining the priorities of that re-
search and in taking account of the
implications which its results may
have for humanity and nature,

For its part, the university has an

obligation to uphold and demaon-
strate to society that it stands by its
collective obligation to be ethical,
fair and tolerant; set and upkesp
standards when applied to re-
search and teaching: pracrise due

. process and institutiomal review;

render account to soclety; self-ver-
ify; and be transparent in the con-
duct of institutional self-govern-
ment,

All these go to show that the
worth of a university is recognised
by its academic freedom and in-
stitutional autonony which are en-
dorsed by Unesco, Since its earliest
days, the university has professed
intellectual and spiritual engage-
ment with the principles of “uni-
versalism” and “internationalism®
while academic freedom and uni-
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versity autonomy evolve within the
setting of the historic national
community. Academic freedom
and university autonomy must
form the bedrock of a new social
contract — an agreement to uphold
values commaon o humanity and
meet the éxpectations of a world
where frontiers are rapidly dissolv-
ing — before universities can serve
world society.

It 15 therefore imperative to re-
spect both academic and Institu-
tional autonomies If the bound-
aries of knowledge are to be en-
larged, with universities playlng
their rightful roles meaningfully.
The writer is president of the In-
ternational Assoclation of Univer-
sities.
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