
Introduction: Academic Freedom under threat (Dutch Embassy, Paris, 12-12-2024)


In my view the basic strength and weakness of science regarding its place and value in a 
democratic society is its ambiguity, in the following sense: on the one hand, science 
wants to make firm and reliable claims, like global warming due to man-made emissions 
of greenhouse gases, or the health dangers of smoking and alcohol. On the other hand, 
the key to science is its tentative and progressive nature, so that nothing is certain, 
knowledge can and will always change, and, as especially the French philosophers have 
emphasized, even “facts” are usually constructions. 


Over-emphasizing the strength of its claims weakens science because it thereby 
undermines its own methodology; it makes scientists look arrogant;  and it looks 
ridiculous when its claims turned out to be false. But  under-emphasizing its strength 
opens the door to for example climate deniers and what Naomi Oreskes called the 
“Merchants of Doubt” hired by the tobacco and fossile industries, with considerable 
impact on both politics and the general public, both of which are effectively targeted. 


Each of the subthemes of today can be analyzed from this point of view. Being 
vulnerable, even if this essential to the spirit of science, may and will come down to being 
unsafe, which is especially dangerous in the current academic climate, where increasingly 
dominant political agendas are simply at odds with scientific consensus. Turning to 
academic freedom:  the original context in which this idea emerged was the German 
University system around 1800, where it basically meant freedom from state intervention 
in return to loyalty to the state. The former remains welcome, but the latter (already 
heavily compromised during the Nazi era) would be disastrous in a world where in my 
view scientists have the duty to present messages that are unwelcome to both politics 
and people, such as climate change. In the Netherlands an undefined concept of 
academic freedom was (ab)used by University executives to defend continuing ties with 
Universities in Israel that are demonstrably linked to the Israeli Defense Forces and their 
atrocities in Gaza and elsewhere. We should try to find a valid replacement for the original 
German concept of academic freedom, one that navigates between the protection of 
what we reliably believe to know and the freedom to challenge everything we know.


Finally, the value of science in a modern democratic society is also based on its 
ambiguity. Its incompleteness and openness makes science particularly democratic; it 
isn’t the domain of some caste of Mandarins or some other elite with its own etiquette: 
everybody can join. Stressing this might hopefully also increase public trust in science. 
On the other hand, it is obvious that both politics and the public do not act fast enough 
against climate change and other disasters facing the world, so that I often think of the 
2000-year old slogan used by both Presidents Kennedy and Obama: ‘If not us, who? If 
not now, when?’ To save the planet we scientists have to stand on the barricades (as I 
have done for Extinction Rebellion), realizing, however, that even then our message can 
only be hesitant and tentative, which makes an uneasy combination with shouting 
superficial slogans while occupying a motorway! Striking the right balance between the 
tentative nature of every scientific claim and the simultaneous need to act on the basis of 
science is the main problem for scientists in a democratic society as I see it. 


