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Magna Charta Universitatum: The Spine of World Universities

Distinguished audience,

It is a great pleasure and privilege being with you today. And it is not for reasons of formalities and politeness that I wish to express my gratitude, but it is a truly heartfelt desire. Firstly, on a personal note; it is my first time in Nigeria and in the region in general. But more importantly, I highly appreciate the importance the University of Ilorin is giving to the Magna Charta Universitatum and the Magna Charta Observatory. Not all our signatory universities are doing this. I hope they would take this university as an example. Nevertheless, I am convinced that it was a smart decision and I hope that after my talk, you will not regret it. But I also believe that it is a strong message that the University wants to send out, in line with its developments and strategic plans. 

The Magna Charta Observatory is an organisation that brings together some 662 universities, which have signed the Magna Charta Universitatum and thereby declared their commitment to adhere to the principles and values laid out in it. The Observatory’s mission is to uphold, defend and support the fundamental principles and values of The University. We have signatory universities in 78 countries worldwide and I must admit that Africa is the least covered continent. It is therefore my hope that our message will spread not only in Ilorin or in Nigeria, but also throughout the continent. I should be immensely grateful to the Vice-Chancellor if he would try to foster the presence of the values and principles of the Magna Charta in his function as President of the Association of African Universities. We are highly interested in strengthening our relations with African universities. 

I must say that I was very pleased that the Vice-Chancellor came to the city of Bologna in order to sign the Magna Charta Universitatum on behalf of this University about a month ago. This, I believe, was not a coincidence, but a very conscious decision in line with the direction of the leadership. 

Signing the Magna Charta Universitatum is not just a formality. It is the expression of belonging to a worldwide community of universities, sharing the same ideals and ideas, even though operating in very different circumstances. 

The Magna Charta was originally signed in 1988 by 388 Rectors. The number of signatories is still growing extensively every year. Why would universities decide to sign up to a 21-year-old document, even in growing numbers? Maybe the Vice-Chancellor would be a better person to answer this question, but I will try to spell out some of the reasons. There are no immediate benefits attached to becoming a signatory university, not in terms of reputation and certainly not in financial terms. But the expression of belonging to the academic community of shared purpose of the fundamental principles and values strengthens both the individual university and the whole community. 

It is of vital importance to strengthen the community. There are attacks on institutional autonomy and on academic freedom on a regular basis. These attacks are sometimes obvious, sometimes subtle. They are sometimes more or less severe to the individuals concerned. In the less severe cases, people are restricted in their personal rights. In the most extreme cases, they are physically and/or psychologically harmed and sometimes even killed. But on a systemic level, the attacks are endangering the underlying idea of the university, be it intentional or not. 

The principles and values of The University are also under constant threat by some of the ongoing reform processes and discourses we are facing in higher education. Why are the principles and values of such a great importance? They form the spine of the idea of The University. Without them, the institution of the university would have an entirely different character and purpose. 

But the character and purpose of The University as we know it is not just needed, it is indispensable. It is the bridging element between different countries and political and economic systems. It transcends the artificial boundaries and real frontiers that we are used to or sometimes forced to live with. It might be worthwhile to take a look at the history of the Magna Charta Universitatum. 

The idea for drafting a document of this kind came in 1986/87. Certain developments in Western Europe took place. Common programmes for student mobility were discussed. But also during the 1980s major changes in the area of governance of universities occurred. The state retreated from its direct influence in line with a move from an interventionary to a facilitatory state. Academia welcomed the developments, but felt the need to diminish a degree of risk for universities in the sense that higher education policy might be determined by others, beyond universities. 

It was possible to observe already some changes in Eastern Europe, but nobody knew when these changes would finally occur or even if they would happen at all. But still universities from Eastern Europe were restricted from becoming members of the European association of universities. There was a clear need to support the academics in Eastern Europe who had to face a very difficult situation; on the one hand conducting research on an academic basis and transmit this knowledge, on the other hand to function as a state institution, contributing to the state doctrine. 

In 1988, the people behind the Magna Charta Universitatum managed to bring together Rectors from both the West and the East and sign a common document, referring exclusively to the academic traditions and outlining the values and principles of The University. 

In short, these principles are:

· The university is an autonomous institution and needs to be independent of all political authority and economic power.

· Teaching and research are inseparable.

· Academic freedom is the core of university life.

· Following humanist tradition, the university strives to attain universal knowledge.

The word about universities gathering and signing a document quickly spread around the world. Therefore, not only European universities signed the Magna Charta, but also many from outside Europe. Despite the fact of a slight Eurocentrism that you can find in the document, which is solely owed to the historical context in which it was written, that is also a clear sign that the values and principles are not of European nature, but that they are global values and principles of the academia. Using the 900th anniversary of the University of Bologna as the external stimulus, the Magna Charta Universitatum became the first written statement in the history of higher education containing the fundamental freedoms and proclaiming the underlying principles of The University at global level. 

The exercise of freedoms asks for further clarification; freedom from what and freedom for what? Both academic freedom and institutional autonomy shall be granted to prevent undue interference in academic affairs from the side of politics or economy. The question is, however, which interference is undue and which is necessary?

The academics are the experts in their respective areas and disciplines. Hence, any interference with the outcomes of their research or with the content of their teaching could a priori considered as undue interference with the epistemological autonomy. It does happen though.

More common is interference with the daily operations of the university. This I would call interference with the managerial autonomy. Many of the current reforms that we are witnessing all over the world have the potential to more or less openly violate the principle of managerial autonomy. Often the argument for this interference is to foster more efficiency and effectiveness but usually it rather has a detrimental effect on the functioning of the university.

Public authorities nevertheless have the responsibility to define the generic rules and regulations of society. This might lead to conflicts or contradictions with the overall needs of some specific sectors. These conflicts – from the viewpoint of common sense – are, however, often not as severe as they might sound. For example, in most countries there are regulations about safety measures in laboratories. Dogmatically, one might argue that this violates the principle of institutional autonomy. Legislation would also not allow for any sort of tests with human beings, as human rights would forbid this. Again dogmatically, this could also be interpreted as a limitation of academic freedom. Common sense makes clear that in practice this cannot be considered as undue interference and the effects of this interference are also not detrimental to the cause of the university.

Measures to prevent any undue interference result in a paradox: it needs the state to regulate that the state (or others) should not interfere. It is a thin line to find the right balance between academic freedom, institutional autonomy and the public responsibility. 

Public responsibility should be exercised with due regard for the need of universities and higher education systems, as well as their staff and students to act freely and efficiently in the pursuit of their mission. Therefore, public authorities have a responsibility to promote autonomy for universities and academic freedom for individual members of the academic community. 

In most cases, governments do not allow universities complete autonomy but they are not able to dominate them to a passive role. There is a strong added value in the pro-activeness of universities. They have the capacity to respond to objectives of their own, determined in an autonomous independent and coherent manner. 

The concept of institutional autonomy should not be understood as isolation but in relation to public authorities. This is a great challenge, but the prerequisite is an understanding of the necessity to achieve this balance.

Academia has since the early days a tradition of mobility of scholars and students. There are many practical problems relating to the exercise of the mobility. There are above all financial, academic, cultural and linguistic obstacles. But even if all these obstacles are overcome, there are still impediments. Universities are usually not allowed to freely hire their staff and to select their students. Regulations are in place with regard to the right of residence, which prohibit proper mobility. Too seldom one can find visa regulations that take due account of the specific necessities of higher education. We do not need to go as far as to look at the effects of the United States’ homeland security policy to see how universities are affected. The humiliating policy of visa regimes have caused problems for the representatives of this very University to come and sign the Magna Charta and there was also a moment when I thought, I would not be able to be here with you today. 

Prohibiting mobility or to some extent making it very difficult will have very severe consequences. It will also make it a lot more difficult for a society to change and to development new perspectives. Just to give an example, I would like to refer to Serbia. The days of the brutal regime of Slobodan Milosevic are fortunately over. What the new generation would nevertheless need more than ever is some fresh thoughts and inspirations. But more than 90% of all the students in Serbia have never been outside the country in their whole lives. And we are talking about a country that roughly has the size of Kwara state. 

Not only the state and hence political authority has too often too much influence on the operations of a university. There are increasingly more economic pressures that have the potential of endangering the very core of the idea of the university as well. We are now living in a globalised world. But the globalisation of higher education is often understood as the existence of a few top-notch universities in few countries, whereas the bulk of universities are supposed to pass on the knowledge generated at the “top-class universities”. This is a trend that we need to seriously resist. This trend would go against the idea of a pluralist system that is ever so needed in higher education. Globalisation of higher education can also not be the outcome of economic and political designs and implementations by multinational enterprises or governments working in synergy. That would downgrade the university to a solely instrumental role. Like hospitals, a university cannot base its mission and operations on what is economically advantageous. This would clearly be against its mission, as such a university would not be able to address problems adequately. Knowledge is not simply that which is useful for economic development. Or to put it into the words of Bill Clinton: higher education is not always about the economy, stupid!

The concept of autonomy needs to be a lot stronger, not just in rhetorics but also in practice to counter the risk of economic dependence. There are far too many lip services in this area, declaring the importance of the autonomy of universities, but in practice not allowing for it. 

Let me turn to the second part of the question. Freedom for what? 

The university needs the freedom to determine its mission and to consequently strive to achieve it. The mission nevertheless should be continuously reviewed and redefined. 

On an abstract level, there are four elements of the mission of universities. Not every university is putting equal emphasis on each of them and that is also necessary to achieve the diversity that we need for our more and more diversified societies. But one could argue that the four missions of a university are:

· Truth

· Meaning

· Order

· Welfare

Universities are striving the eternal quest for truth and thereby achieving meaning and impact. They are helping to change the social order of society by giving individuals the possibility to advance on the social ladder through knowledge and its application. And generally, universities are contributing to the welfare of society at large. 

But on a less abstract level, one would be able to also identify four main purposes of higher education and any good university would cater for all of them. 

Firstly, university should prepare individuals for the labour market. Given the changes in the labour market, universities should better do this in a sustainable manner, enabling the individuals to constantly update their skills and competences. Secondly, university education should encourage personal development. It is not only the subject-specific competences that are necessary. In German we have a term called “Fachidioten” – idiots of their own subject – referring to people who know their subject very well, but hardly anything else. This is not the type of personalities that our societies require. Thirdly, higher education should prepare students for a life as active, critical and constructive citizens in a democratic society. This is crucial for the further development of our societies. Fourthly and lastly, universities should help to maintain an advanced knowledge base. 

Teaching and research are the core for the university mission. Some people argue that a third element is the service to society, but this comes naturally if teaching and research are undertaken in an adequate manner. The link between the two is, however, indispensable. We must continue to learn and generate more knowledge. Higher education is not just about handing down knowledge to the next generations. If this link between teaching and research is broken, universities are required to perform tasks that are not properly part of its mission. This would lead to a sole training of knowledge workers for what is currently sought after on the labour market. 

There is a possible danger also to focus almost exclusively on research and not to care about teaching. Rankings of universities might be a nice tool for policy makers – because they are so easy. But there is no ranking that adequately addresses the importance of both teaching and research. The vast majority is entirely focussed on research. But the importance of rankings is growing. This might lead to a situation in which institutional policies are streamlined to better fit indicators used for rankings and thereby letting behind the wider idea of higher education. But also politics encourage a much stronger focus on research. In Germany, there has been an initiative to identify so-called universities of excellence. This was an undertaking entirely focused on research. A few billions of Euros have been awarded to the universities now marked as excellent. A little later a similar initiative about excellence in teaching was started. The overall amount that was available this time was 10 million Euros. Yes, good research is often quite costly. But good teaching is also costly. The relations here put forward by the government are just not suitable for the real mission of universities. 

In terms of economic dependence or reward mechanisms, there is a danger to focus on research that is lucrative in the short-term. But that is not the only type of research that we need, especially not in the perspective of the long-term development of society. 

But we have to be cautious. There are reasons for these developments, namely certain desires put forward by society, and we have to address them. But we must not give in that this becomes the dominant function of the university. 

Institutional autonomy is a manifestation of the mission of the university. 

History has shown that the violation of academic freedom and institutional autonomy results in an intellectual relapse as well as social and economic stagnation. But the isolation of universities from society can have similar effects. It is an academic virtue to keep distance from the very heart of any power. But keeping distance from problems and conflicts that form our reality is equally dangerous. 

The traditional contract between society and universities was based on separation. But now there is a need for better interaction. This requires communication in both directions. Society responds to science and science needs to produce knowledge that is of social significance. This interaction needs to be performed by individuals as well as groups and institutions. It certainly also leads to more complex research, more interdisciplinarity and new forms of teaching, learning and assessment. 

Granting academic freedom and institutional autonomy is a matter of trust in the specificity and uniqueness of the institution. This trust, however, cannot be just taken for granted. It requires continued and open dialogue between the academic world and society at large. But as part of this new contract between universities and society, accountability and transparency are crucial. Quality assurance plays a decisive role in this context. The public needs to trust that universities are operating to the advantage of society in general and that taxpayers’ money is adequately spent. 

Society needs to re-gain trust in the universities that they are one of major driving forces for development for the better of society at large. After all, problem resolution may rather come from science than from populist rhetoric. 

Trust is very difficult to obtain but very easy to loose. Any form of academic malpractice is unacceptable. It is very dis-encouraging and harmful for the individuals that are affected through it. But it is also detrimental to the general trust of society in universities. Academic freedom and institutional autonomy are privileges. They include a kind of delegation of powers on the part of society for reasons that are essential. Therefore, any kind of malpractice is a threat to the privileges of academia and hence to the very idea of the university.

There is academic malpractice in every country in the world. There are only nuances in the types of malpractices and how openly they are performed. We need to openly address this question and combat any of them. This requires an open-mindedness and courage. Therefore, I became very happy yesterday when I first entered the campus here to see a large placard put up by the alumni association addressing this problem openly. Any member of the academic community needs to do their share and not shy away but live the principles and values by example. 
Similarly, academic freedom and institutional autonomy must not be used as scapegoats. There has to be a considerate use and application of it. For example, historians denying the Holocaust or anthropologists proclaiming the superiority of a certain race cannot claim academic freedom for their opinions. They are just very bad historians or anthropologists. 

Institutional autonomy should promote and protect academic freedom. But there might be instances when there is a potential clash between the two concepts. Let’s imagine the following scenario. Based on its institutional autonomy a university in Nigeria determines its mission and aims to contribute to regional development. In this university, there is a very good researcher, a zoologist, whose prime interest is the social interaction of polar bears. Obviously, this research interest does not adequately serve the mission to contribute to regional development. One could imagine many similar cases. What is now more important: institutional autonomy or academic freedom?

It is a difficult question to answer. But as a starting point it would be important to underline that it is crucial for the staff to be involved in shaping the institutional strategy. If the researcher is aware of the strategy and even had the possibility to influence it, then it is clearly their own choice to work in the university, which then also implies accepting the mission and trying to contribute to it themselves. 

This addresses the need for democratic governance within the universities. It is an indispensable item for the running of an autonomous institution. Autonomy without democracy is not an option. This, however, also requires the participation of students. Students need to be part of the formal and informal decision making bodies of universities. They form part of the academic community and hence the institution and we are talking about institutional autonomy and not autonomy of only a few individuals within the university. 

Academic freedom is also a right that students should benefit from. Academic freedom should not only be understood as the freedom to teach and the freedom to undertake research. It is also the freedom to study, which is an aspect often forgotten in the discourse about academic freedom. 

Conclusion:

There are differences between universities and there is no need for a uniform university. The diversity enriches and needs to be encouraged, but it must never be a diversity of values. The values and principles are the same, all over the world. There are processes of regionalisation in higher education. In Europe there is the so-called Bologna Process, aiming at the establishment of a European Higher Education Area. The values and principles of higher education are part of this process. In the major document, the preamble refers directly to the Magna Charta Universitatum. The values and principles contained in it should be the ones upon which the European Higher Education Area should be established. There are similar regional initiatives, in Latin America, in Asia-Pacific and in Africa. I hope that these processes will give the necessary consideration to the values of the Magna Charta, as these values are of global nature.

The establishment of Universities is one of the most significant achievements in the entire intellectual and social history of mankind. Universities have been and continue to be the breeding ground of ideas and knowledge, which is generating cultural, scientific, economical, social and technological development. They are centres of critical thought and the vanguard of innovation. Modern development without universities is unthinkable. That is to say autonomous universities. The exercise of a critical spirit is essential and can only be achieved in a context of continual research and scholarship carried out in an autonomous manner. 

The university and the academic life is a mixture of tradition and innovation. The rituals are often formal while its way of life has to allow informality and also space for eccentricity, which is crucial for creative thinking. Academic freedom is a crucial element for this. Academic freedom is a very special form of the freedom of expression. Freedom of expression is the fundament for a functioning society. If established society (economy, politics, culture) cannot be challenged, a society cannot evolve. However, it needs to be exercised with care. 
The University needs to remain the unique institution, respecting pluralism, valuing variety and flexibility of approaches to the various problems linked to teaching and research and thereby benefiting individual societies and humanity. 

We are gathered here on the occasion of the 25th convocation ceremony. Please allow me therefore to use my last words directed at the graduates:

You are graduating from the oldest institution in the world (if you disregard the catholic church). Not that the University of Ilorin would be the oldest one. But you are graduating from University. You can be proud of this as you can and should be proud of the specifics of the University of Ilorin as your Alma Mater. You might be continuing education or you might start working. But you are part of the society and you are well acquainted with the idea of The University. 

This University is promoting the idea of what higher education means, as all universities need to do. But you as graduates as well as everybody else, and by this I do mean everybody gathered here today, needs to promote the very idea of the universities and the principles and values that make it a University. The principles and values laid out in the Magna Charta Universitatum. 
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