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Introduction
The position of universities worldwide is under pressure. Critics claim that there is no room for “alternative voices” at universities, and that universities should adopt a neutral stance. In a Pownews video, uploaded in April 2025, this is emphasized by the leader of the conservative student party VSP (Vrijmoedige Studenten Partij) at Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam. In the video, Marlon Uljee stresses that the university is not neutral and that, as a student party, they want to restore academic freedom. However, the video also reveals confusion about the distinction between freedom of speech and academic freedom. In this essay, I will debunk three of Uljee’s arguments that, according to him, show that academic freedom is absent at the university. I will also critically reflect on how academic freedom relates to institutional policy choices, social responsibility, and epistemological concerns.
 
Academic freedom
Before moving further, let’s start with a definition of academic freedom. For this essay, I use Sultana’s (2018) definition, which highlights the ability of academics and institutions to pursue research, teaching, and critical ideas, while upholding scholarly rigor, integrity, and social responsibility. This definition extends beyond free speech, emphasizing that academic freedom encompasses not only what can be said, but also how knowledge is produced, safeguarded, and disseminated responsibly.
The Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam (VU) emphasizes academic freedom in its identity and policies, hosting dialogues on controversial issues and supporting threatened scholars. Its independence is safeguarded in international contracts. Still, concerns exist about self-censorship, polarization, and external pressures. Uljee’s video highlights these tensions but often misinterprets what academic freedom really means.

Argument 1: Oppression?
In the video, Uljee complains that his party is labeled as Nazi’s and fascist by students. According to him, this shows that conservative students are silenced. Yet the fact that such criticism is visible actually demonstrates that there is space for counter-voices and public debate. The VSP is not banned; it can act freely, gets a media platform, and is allowed to participate in student politics. In this sense, the university accommodates pluralism. What Uljee calls “oppression” is better understood as the messy reality of free speech: the right to express one’s opinion includes the right of others to respond, criticize, or even ridicule. This does not constitute a violation of academic freedom, but rather shows that debate is alive.
 

Argument 2: The Pride Library and inclusion
The video continues with a segment in the Pride Library, where Uljee trivializes its existence. He frames it as proof of a “woke ideology,” claiming that the university pays too much attention to inclusion and diversity. Yet the presence of such a library embodies the plurality and social responsibility that are part of academic freedom. The collection makes marginalized perspectives accessible, enabling students and scholars to engage with knowledge that was historically silenced. Ironically, Uljee’s ability to freely walk through the Pride Library with a camera crew and publicly dismiss the materials demonstrates that academic freedom is functioning. The Pride Library can thus be read as a symbol of academic freedom in practice: the coexistence of materials, perspectives, and debates.
 
Argument 3: The Green Office and sustainability
In another clip, Uljee mocks the Green Office as “green madness,” joking that students will soon eat grasshoppers and that the cafeteria will turn vegan. While exaggerated, his remarks raise a valid question: does promoting sustainability compromise neutrality? Universities are not just arenas for debate; they also take positions on issues such as climate change, diversity, and human rights. These positions reflect their social responsibility and do not conflict with academic freedom. Climate change, for instance, is a scientific reality. Uljee’s ability to criticize the Green Office shows that debate is not silenced; instead, it illustrates how academic freedom allows discussion, even if not every view receives equal institutional support.
 
Neutrality, pluralism, and misunderstanding
A central confusion in Uljee’s video is the conflation of academic freedom with institutional neutrality. He argues that universities should be “neutral,” but academic freedom simply means that scholars and students can teach and research without political interference. It does not forbid universities from taking stances on issues such as sustainability or inclusion. 
Uljee also criticizes the university’s focus on topics like sustainability over migration, framing this as censorship. In reality, such choices reflect priorities in policy and resources. The existence of a Green Office does not stop students from researching migration or starting initiatives themselves. Academic freedom allows these possibilities, but it does not guarantee equal institutional support for every theme. 
More broadly, not every claim is of equal academic value. Universities have an ethical duty to curate knowledge based on rigor, evidence, and inclusivity. Pursuing “neutrality” at all costs could actually undermine academic freedom by legitimizing harmful or pseudoscientific ideas.
 

Critical reflection
The VSP’s critique reflects a broader cultural struggle where calls for “free speech” often mask a desire for ideological dominance. By accusing the university of censorship, Uljee positions his party as victims of exclusion, while in practice they enjoy full participation in the academic and political arena. His narrative resonates with global discourses of “cancel culture,” where being criticized is equated with being silenced.
At the same time, universities must tread carefully. There is a risk that institutional promotion of certain, such as inclusion or sustainability,may be perceived as coercive, potentially discouraging open inquiry by those with dissenting views. To safeguard academic freedom, universities should make transparent that their policy choices are grounded in evidence and ethical considerations, while ensuring space for critical debate. Restrictions should be minimal and only justified when speech directly undermines the safety and dignity of others.
 
Conclusion
The Pownews video with Marlon Uljee illustrates common misunderstandings of academic freedom. Uljee portrays the VU as dominated by “woke ideology,” yet the fact that he can voice these claims, spread them widely, and engage in student politics shows that academic freedom is functioning. What he sees as oppression is free speech and pluralism. Academic freedom does not mean neutrality or silence on social issues; it protects research and teaching while enabling open debate. The real challenge for universities is to balance pluralism with responsibility—welcoming criticism while upholding rigor and protecting vulnerable groups. The VSP video shows that debate at the VU is alive, and that the greater risk lies in misrepresenting what academic freedom truly entails.
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Annex

Link to the video
https://youtu.be/9apkt31HF5s?si=eU7fwc0bnMKvWD_b 
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