FREEDOM AS FARCE: OR, WHO GETS TO BE FREE?
BY GEORGE APORIA[footnoteRef:1]* [1: * Pen name.] 

PROLOGUE.
It is thanks to the principles of academic freedom—and all the privileges I am subsequently afforded—that I am able to write, without shame or fear, that those principles of academic freedom are a farce. 
Academic freedom is an illusion, manifesting as a creature slouching down the halls of Fisher Library—through the sagging shelves, bowing to rest amid the sleeping students unfurled on couches at midday. Academic freedom is the communication of the mildly controversial, of those almost-liberating statements, carefully framed and folded between margins without ever managing to be uncomfortable or unpalatable. Academic freedom is a right to be free only within the always already restricted English system of signs and symbols and syntactical consistency. To freely communicate a disbelief in—or, perhaps, a careful wariness towards the premise of—academic freedom, one would need to reevaluate the constructs of language, academy, scholarship, and form that underly our understanding of communication itself. Academic freedom is “art speak” waiting to be torn apart by the inky fingers who heralded its rise. Does this writing sound clever to you? Does this language make you feel freer already?
OPENING UP.
This essay argues that “academic freedom” is a fantasy, one that inherently contradicts the ethical principles of safety, social harmony, and multiculturalism. Academic freedom—the right to “engage in intellectual inquiry”, to “express […] opinions and beliefs”, and to “contribute to public debate” in relation to “academic activities”—rests upon monocultural Western assumptions of epistemology, knowledge production, and rhetorical discourse.[footnoteRef:2] These assumptions are rooted in oppression, and we cannot promote social harmony under such conditions.  [2:  The University of Sydney, Charter of Freedom of Speech and Academic Freedom (2019), 2–3, https://www.sydney.edu.au/policies/showdoc.aspx?recnum=PDOC2011/64&RendNum=0.] 

To promote academic freedom while upholding genuine ethical principles means rethinking the definition of freedom and, subsequently, the means and modes of scholarly communication that are enshrined as “rights” under this definition. It means opening up definitions and ways of thinking, communicating, and sharing; following the logics of culturally informed epistemological scholars such as Aileen Moreton-Robinson, Silvia Rodríguez Maeso, and Marta Araújo.[footnoteRef:3] It means navigating, as the rest of this essay will, the question of how we know what knowing means—and how we know what it means to be “free” in knowledge.  [3:  Aileen Moreton-Robinson, “Whiteness, Epistemology and Indigenous Representation,” in Whitening Race: Essays in Social and Cultural Criticism (Canberra, Australia: Aboriginal Studies Press, 2004), 75–88; Marta Araújo and Silvia Rodríguez Maeso, eds., Eurocentrism, Racism and Knowledge (London, England: Palgrave Macmillan UK, 2015).] 


KNOWING NOTHING.
To “know” is to position yourself as a subject. To know, something—an object—must be known.[footnoteRef:4] Historically, the divide of knower/known, or subject/object, has fallen along the racial lines of white/non-white, among other social divisions of class, ability, gender, and religion.[footnoteRef:5] These other distinctions are important and worth noting, but it was race, first and foremost, that defined the scope and practice of knowing. Moreton-Robinson writes that when knowledge was established as the field we know today, whiteness established its limits.[footnoteRef:6] Whiteness was the default, pure, tabula rasa mind onto which knowledge could be projected and learned; whiteness was positioned as invisible: not something to be known, like the exotic ways of the nether folk, but simply something that is, something that creates knowledge “in the other’s name”.[footnoteRef:7] Whiteness, then, is the undercurrent beneath the supposedly pure, untainted, ahistorical field of knowing—or rather, it is the supposed purity, the thing which cannot be tainted. The first written languages were developed in Mesopotamia, Egypt, India, and China; some of the longest oral histories come from the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples of Australia.[footnoteRef:8] And yet knowledge, knowing, and academia have become synonymous instead with the forums of Ancient Athens, the European Enlightenment, the Socratic seminars of the Ivy League and Oxbridge, and even the sandstone architecture of Australia’s elite universities.[footnoteRef:9]  [4:  Moreton-Robinson, “Whiteness, Epistemology and Indigenous Representation,” 75.]  [5:  Araújo and Maeso, Eurocentrism, Racism and Knowledge, 25–28.]  [6:  Moreton-Robinson, “Whiteness, Epistemology and Indigenous Representation,” 75.]  [7:  Moreton-Robinson, 75.]  [8:  Johan Östling and David Larsson Heidenblad, The History of Knowledge, trans. Lena Olsson, Elements in Historical Theory and Practice, ed. Daniel Woolf (Cambridge, United Kingdom: Cambridge University Press, 2023), 2; Ian McNiven, “Torres Strait Islanders: The 9000-Year History of a Maritime People,” in Awakening: Stories from the Torres Strait (Queensland, Australia: Queensland Museum, 2011), 211; Patrick Nunn and Nick Reid, “Evidence That the Oral Stories of First Nations Australians May Be Thousands of Years Old,” Agora 58, no. 2 (2023): 9–13.]  [9:  Araújo and Maeso, Eurocentrism, Racism and Knowledge, 23–27; Stephen Lake et al., “A Brief History of Australian Universities,” Social Alternatives 41, no. 1 (2022): 8–9.] 

However, these kinds of Eurocentric knowledges are different from alternate epistemologies for a few reasons. Most crucially, Eurocentric knowledge produced and privileged in Western settings like universities relies inherently on hierarchies of knowing.[footnoteRef:10] It is the resounding cry of Western knowers that my methods are better than yours, my language is purer than yours, my knowledge is freer than yours: the positioning of superiority always implying an inferior.[footnoteRef:11] There are many entry points to this discussion of hierarchies. There is the history of ontological Cartesian dualism that divides knowledge between the superior mind and the inferior body, the cultural biases embedded in the physical structure or “social materiality” of a classroom space, and the anthropological history of studying the “exotic” (read: “non-white”) as a way to pure knowledge.[footnoteRef:12] But I am specifically interested in language. What makes my writing sound clever to you? What language makes us freer?  [10:  Araújo and Maeso, Eurocentrism, Racism and Knowledge, 24. It is worth noting here that when I refer to “Western knowledge” I refer also to masculine knowledge, for the intersection of Westernness and maleness is indivisible in this context.]  [11:  Thomas Teo, “What Is a White Epistemology in Psychological Science? A Critical Race-Theoretical Analysis,” Frontiers in Psychology 26, no. 13 (2022), https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.861584.]  [12:  For examples, see, respectively: Araújo and Maeso, Eurocentrism, Racism and Knowledge, 26; Karen Dale, “Building a Social Materiality: Spatial and Embodied Politics in Organizational Control,” The Interdisciplinary Journal of Organization, Theory and Society 12, no. 5 (2005): 649–78; James Redfield, “Kant’s Racist Anthropology in Context: Ethnographic Archives of the German Enlightenment,” Cromohs 27 (2025): 96–127, https://doi.org/10.36253/cromohs-15099.] 

There are two metrics of success for language in Eurocentric knowledge production, each eliminating a new swathe of potential knowledge producers from the canons of cleverness (or, more specifically, the ability to be seen as clever). The first is the language itself. The preference for English (although we are afforded, generally, the privilege of choosing American, British or Australian spelling) immediately places a barrier in the face of most of the world’s population.[footnoteRef:13] This barrier widens if we consider the exclusion and policing of non-white dialects of English, like Aboriginal English or African-American Vernacular English (AAVE), which are commonly tied to “negative assumptions about [a speaker’s] intelligence and credibility”.[footnoteRef:14] The second obstacle is the demanding expectation placed on how English is performed and accepted in academia: the demands of structure, tone, vocabulary, allusion, and pragmatics, which we may call formal expectations. Those highbrow jargons, lengthy clauses, and “always alreadys” that proliferate journals and monographs are not innate. Academese is like legalese: a learned system of communication, and not an easy learning at that. Nor are they always (already?) compatible with alternate forms of learning and knowing. [13:  David Crystal, “Two Thousand Million?,” English Today 24, no. 1 (2008): 3–6.]  [14:  Zariah Altman, “Speech on Trial? An Exploration into the Effects of Lingual Discrimination on African American Vernacular English,” Howard Law Journal 63, no. 3 (2022): 305–306; Amy Thunig and Tiffany Jones, “‘Don’t Make Me Play House-N***er’: Indigenous Academic Women Treated as ‘Black Performer’ Within Higher Education,” Australian Educational Researcher 48, no. 3 (2021): 399.] 

[image: A close-up of a whiteboard with words

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]








These recognisable formal expectations were and are developed within those Eurocentric knowledge systems. We can trace them back to the rhetorical forefathers of Ancient Greece and Rome, who used rhetoric as a tool to silence, to oppress, and to justify the unjust.[footnoteRef:15] Here, the notion of academic freedom is becoming complicated. For what does it matter if you are free to speak if the speech must be constrained within formal expectations, lest it be devalued? What does it matter if you are free to speak if you must conform to a (language) system that was cultivated in the process of subjugation, or even cultivated for the very purpose of subjugation?[footnoteRef:16] Finally, what does it matter if free academic expression is a right if the tools to engage in this expression are sequestered behind high walls? To distort Orwell: some people, it seems, are more free than others.[footnoteRef:17] [15:  Michael J. MacDonald, The Oxford Handbook of Rhetorical Studies, Oxford Handbooks (2014; Online Edition, 2017), 160–162.]  [16:  Edward Schiappa, “The Development of Greek Rhetoric,” in The Oxford Handbook of Rhetorical Studies, Online Edition, ed. Michael J. MacDonald, Oxford Handbooks (2014; Online Edition, 2017), 33–42; William J. Dominik, “The Development of Roman Rhetoric,” in The Oxford Handbook of Rhetorical Studies, Online Edition, ed. Michael J. MacDonald, Oxford Handbooks (2014; Online Edition, 2017).]  [17:  George Orwell, Animal Farm (1945; Collins Classics, London, England: William Collins, 2021).] 


A BRIEF INTERLUDE: PROMOTING FREEDOM.
To understand what language makes us freer or less free, and thereby to understand what academic freedoms we are afforded, we must understand what freedom itself is—a task that has inspired and haunted countless philosophers, economists, social theorists, poets, and civilians. To be free or not to be free, that is the question. With time enough, we could trace the origins of the word through Old Frisian and German cognates—frīdōm, vrītuom, frīheit—and map out its intersections with imperialism, colonisation, slavery, suffrage, and civil rights movements.[footnoteRef:18] We could, I imagine, get lost in freedom, become trapped in semantics and etymologies and paradoxes of free will and choice and religion. You will forgive me for leaving the latter to Barry Schwartz.[footnoteRef:19]  [18:  Oxford English Dictionary, Freedom (n.), Etymology, 2025, https://doi.org/10.1093/OED/1165035277.]  [19:  Barry Schwartz, The Paradox of Choice: Why More Is Less (New York, NY: Harper Collins, 2005).] 

To narrow it down to the key concerns of this essay—race, language, and expression—American Emeritus Professor of History, Tyler Stovall, is likely the most useful “knower” or thinker. Stovall asked the question of what freedom means at the intersection of race and modern political theory, concluding that “ideas of freedom in the modern world have been racialized”.[footnoteRef:20] Specifically, [20:  Tyler Stovall, White Freedom: The Racial History of an Idea (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2021), 5.] 

whiteness and white racial identity [are] intrinsic to modern liberty. Models of autonomy and self-empowerment have often come with a racial dimension […] To be free is to be white, and to be white is to be free.[footnoteRef:21]  [21:  Stovall, 5.] 

While many position freedom and race as fearsome foes—never the twain shall meet—Stovall insists that they are also allies whose histories are enmeshed. This concept is, I argue, a vital part of deconstructing the paradigm of whiteness as invisible. To state that freedom and race are always enemies is to think only of the racial identities whose histories are less free; that is, to think of whiteness yet again as something neither privileged nor subjugated, simply the de facto. Does it follow, then, that to “promote the principles of academic freedom” is to “promote the principles of academic whiteness”? Will only white students and white faculty ever experience the breadth of academic freedom that we wish to uphold? Or that every white person who steps into the halls of the University will automatically be afforded this privilege without scruple? While Stovall is undoubtedly correct in his assertions about the origins of freedom, particularly in an American context, I struggle to push that argument to the subsequent conclusions that seem to follow. This struggle could be something to do with the language of freedom, in the distinction between “freedom of” (speech, discussion, argumentation) and “freedom from” (constraints, hardships, barriers). “Freedom of” seems to be the assumed default, the right enshrined in Charters (“the freedom of staff and students […] to express their opinions and beliefs”) and Constitutions (“freedom of communication on political matters”).[footnoteRef:22] “Freedom from”, then, is the overlay made complex by race, socioeconomic status, or native language—we have freedom of speech, but not freedom from constraints of language. [22:  The Australian Government Solicitor, Australia’s Constitution: With Overview and Notes by the Australian Government Solicitor (Canberra, Australia: The Parliamentary Education Office, 2022), viii; The University of Sydney, Charter of Freedom of Speech and Academic Freedom, 3.] 


OUR MULTICULTURAL COMMUNITY. 
The terms of the argument are set. Freedom of, knowledge of. This may all come across, ironically, as the kind of academic work that is so often subject to the criticisms I am trying to engage with: too rooted in theory, divorced from meaningful solutions, praxis, and action. Let me turn to the practical experiences of freedom and constraint that we should, I think, be focusing on. 
Let us assume the barriers to academic freedom are largely entwined with the barriers to language. In that case, the students disproportionately impacted by these barriers at the university level are those for whom English is an additional language or dialect (EAL/D) and those for whom the formal expectations of academic communication are unfamiliar, such as first-in-family (FIF) students. In 2021, 35% of the University of Sydney’s cohort were identified as coming from non-English speaking backgrounds, and 12% were FIF, with the number of prospective diverse students rising year on year according to Australian University Admissions Centre reports.[footnoteRef:23] It is worth noting that these experiences intersect and compound, not only with each other but with other barriers to educational advantage, like class, race, ability, gender, and socioeconomic background.[footnoteRef:24] These students exhibit consistently lower measures of academic self-efficacy (their belief in their potential to succeed academically). This has been categorically demonstrated in studies undertaken at Australian universities, such as Metcalf and Wiener’s focus on FIF students or Steele’s focus on the failures of English Medium Instruction (EMI) to support EAL/D students.[footnoteRef:25] Metcalf and Weiner write: [23:  Samantha Clarke, Rebecca Denham, and Adam Bridgeman, “A Snapshot of Student Diversity at Sydney,” Teaching@Sydney, February 14, 2022, https://educational-innovation.sydney.edu.au/teaching@sydney/a-snapshot-of-student-diversity-at-sydney/; Lotte Weber and Simone Maddison, “USyd’s First in Family: A Seat at the Table (…I Mean, Desk),” Perspective, Honi Soit (Sydney, Australia), March 27, 2024, https://honisoit.com/2024/03/usyds-first-in-family-a-seat-at-the-table-i-mean-desk/; The University of Sydney, “University of Sydney First Choice for School Leavers in NSW,” News and Opinion, December 8, 2020, https://www.sydney.edu.au/news-opinion/news/2020/12/08/university-of-sydney-first-choice-for-school-leavers-in-nsw.html.]  [24:  A. A. Tefera, J. M. Powers, and G. E. Fischman, “Intersectionality in Education: A Conceptual Aspiration and Research Imperative,” Review of Research in Education 42, no. 1 (2018): vii–xvii, https://doi.org/10.3102/0091732X18768504.]  [25:  Debra Ann Metcalf and Karl Kilian Konrad Wiener, “Academic Self-Efficacy in a Twenty-First-Century Australian University: Strategies for First-Generation Students,” Higher Education Research & Development 37, no. 7 (2018): 1472–88, https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2018.1484705; Carly Steele, Ana Tankosić, and Sender Dovchin, “English Medium Instruction or Exploitative Models of Income? International Students’ Experiences of EMI By Default at an Australian University,” Journal of English as a Lingua Franca 13, no. 1 (2024): 73–94, https://doi.org/10.1515/jelf-2024-2011.] 

First-generation students’ lack of knowledge of university protocols, together with the unfamiliar tertiary educational environment, creates fewer opportunities to experience accomplishments early in their university experience. The reduced number of early positive accomplishments relates to fewer occurrences of the internalised reciprocal process of evaluation and behavioural readjustment which are integral to the formation of academic self-efficacy.[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Metcalf and Wiener, “Academic Self-Efficacy,” 1484.] 

Entitlement to a liberty—such as academic freedom—is not the same as the availability and accessibility of that liberty, and this is made clear by the focus on the “fewer opportunities” and “fewer occurrences” available to FIF university students. Steele concurs, describing students who find that “different communicative approaches” between native-English-speaking tutors and EAL/D students “impacted [the] ability to engage with, and benefit from, the instruction. Consequently, an opportunity for reciprocal learning between [students] and [their] supervisor were missed.”[footnoteRef:27] Again, we see that the constructs of language—high fluency expectations, the unwillingness to hear thoughts that are not perfectly parcelled into highbrow English, the assumption that language should be used to argue or discuss rather than clarify or connect—prevent true academic freedom for these students.[footnoteRef:28] [27:  Steele, Tankosić, and Dovchin, “International Students’ Experiences of EMI,” 88.]  [28:  Steele, Tankosić, and Dovchin, 77–78; The University of Sydney, Charter of Freedom of Speech and Academic Freedom, 2.] 

Moreover, the very language used to describe academic freedom—as a means to “educate, discuss, […] disseminate and publish […] and to contribute to public debate”—belongs to the semantic field of argumentation or linear deliverance, reiterating the Western idea that language should be used to promote a “one-way flow of information” from the knower to the unknower.[footnoteRef:29] This one-way practice undermines different ways of thinking—ways that may encourage values like collaboration, experiential knowledge, or somatic comprehension—and positions students as consumers in a neoliberal purchasing relationship. We have been operating in an outmoded system since the turn of the second millennium, and in fomenting academic freedom, we have failed to question both the form and the foundation of this freedom.[footnoteRef:30] Knowledge becomes a parcel purchased as an end product rather than an iterative, ongoing practice of giving and receiving.  [29:  Steele, Tankosić, and Dovchin, “International Students’ Experiences of EMI,” 87.]  [30:  Lake et al., “A Brief History of Australian Universities,” 8–9.] 

This picture, surely, cannot be the pinnacle of social harmony and multicultural value that we strive for—and in many cases, pay substantial and ever-increasing amounts of money for—at a university.[footnoteRef:31] When I imagine this vision of harmony and cultural equality, I think of free expression, of accessible paths to learning and teaching, of the freedom to be confident and secure while undergoing the necessary discomfort of engaging with the novel: new cultures, new languages, new ways of thinking and knowing. And yet, the experience of many multicultural students is that academia is not compatible with these freedoms. The modes of expression are inaccessible or incongruous with their ways of learning and producing knowledge.  [31:  Jack Thrower, University Is Expensive (Canberra, Australia: The Australia Institute, 2024), 4–7, https://australiainstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/P1736-University-is-expensive-Web-1.pdf.] 


EPILOGUE. 
So, where to from here? 
I do not wish for the abolition of grammar, spelling, jargon, and “always alreadys” (though we could likely do with fewer of those). These features may confine our knowledge, but they are not ubiquitous for no reason. What I wish is that we think of these features as representations of knowledge, not as knowledges themselves. Or, more specifically, I wish that we think of these features as one way of representing knowledge, divorced from and responsible for the quelling of culturally diverse epistemologies. To promote academic freedom while still believing that academia and knowledge only take one “natural” shape is irresponsible and, as I have hopefully demonstrated, antithetical to the premise of multiculturalism and harmony between cultures. This approach makes knowledge an unattainable or even unsafe venture. Instead, we must ask how we know what we know, how we know how to identify freedom, and, above all, know what we do not know. I hope we can ask: Why does this language sound clever to you? How can this language make others feel freer? 


END NOTES.
Word count, including footnotes, is 3201.
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