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CADEMIC FREEDOM IN A CATHOLIC COLLEGE OR UNIVERSITY HAS A THREEFOLD 
foundation: the duty of  all men to seek the truth, especially in what concerns God and His Church,1 
the nature of  the university as such, and, since the nature of  the university does not exist “as such,” the 
existential conditions under which the institution was founded.

 1. No society or individual can impose truth on an individual. The knowledge of  truth can occur only 
because of  a voluntary and free internal act of  assent to truth which “imposes itself  on the mind of  man 

only in virtue of  its own truth, which wins over the mind with both gentleness and power”(Dignitatis humanae, 
#1). Both the nature of  knowledge and the solemn duty to seek the truth, as well as the dignity of  man, demand 

the freedom from external coercion and restraint in the pursuit by the individual.
 The systematic and critical examination of  truth, which is particularly at home in the university, is born out 
of  a reverence for truth as well as out of  a more explicit recognition of  the duty to pursue the truth which is often 
given but obscurely and dimly. Such activity, therefore, starts with what is given, aims at its clarification and accepts 
what follows from an unprejudiced inquiry. By its very nature it is opposed to a so-called critical approach which is 
born of  a general attitude of  skepticism and distrust towards what is given and which assumes that the individual is 
the “measure of  all things.”
 Academic freedom cannot be reduced to freedom from external restraint and freedom from external coer-
cion. By its very nature the knowledge of  truth engages the inner dimension of  man.
While knowledge and assent to the truth are inner acts, they are possible only in virtue of  a reality which is external to 
the mind and which stands related to it as an authority validating the claim to truth of  what is presented to the mind 
of  man. Thus, the most fundamental dimension of  academic freedom is the inner freedom to submit and become subject to the truth of  

reality.
 This inner freedom must be explicitly recognized since “there are many who, under the pretext of  freedom, 
seem inclined to reject all submission to authority and make light of  the duty of  obedience.” It is for this reason that 
the Second Vatican Council urges everyone, “especially those responsible for educating others, to try to form men 
with a respect for the moral order who will obey lawful authority and be lovers of  true freedom - men that is, who will 
form their own judgments in the light of  truth...”(Dignitatis humanae, # 8)

 2. Man’s social nature and condition play an important role in the acquisition and growth in knowledge of  
reality. The value of  truth as well as the sense of  human dignity which follows its possession engender gratitude and 
promote a sense of  solidarity with the members of  the community who have shared their knowledge. The worth and 
the rank of  discovered truth in turn not only engender a spontaneous desire to share but ground the conviction that 





2

truth is universal and should be pursued and embraced 
by all men. The independence of  truth from subjective, 
social and historical dynamisms is furthermore the indis-
pensable basis and demand for justice among men. Truth 
is thus a metaphysical basis for a community of  persons 
and, as a thematic object worthy of  pursuit for its own 
sake, it has the power of  drawing men together.

 The spontaneous gathering of  “lovers and seek-
ers” of  wisdom can become the basis for a corporate en-
tity, an academy or university, which comes into existence 
when its members make a commitment to pursue truth 
in a formal, systematic and critical fashion.

 A number of  philosophers, each of  whom holds 
the immortality of  the soul, for example, may de facto con-
stitute an intimate group and enjoy the sense of  commu-
nity, but they do not yet constitute a corporate entity in 
which certain truths are not merely held in common but 
are subscribed to as the basis for a formal bond. The sub-
scription to the formal bond constitutes a de jure relation-
ship in which the corporate entity and its members have 
a right to demand compliance with the commitment as 
a basis of  membership. While entry into this community 
is a free internal decision of  each individual, it creates 
objectively binding claims which must be observed by 
the members. The rejection of  these truth implies a real 
separation from the corporate entity.

 An academy or university is in this sense a com-
munity of  scholars formally dedicated to the acquisition 
and transmission of  knowledge of  being along the “path” 
or method determined by the formal aspect of  the be-
ing under investigation. Contemporary expressions such 
“professional competence” or “scholarly standards of  a 
discipline” presuppose at least a tacit recognition of  cer-
tain truths about being which establish the methodology 
of  a discipline.

 Here it must be noted that an abstract “pursuit 
of  truth” cannot be the basis for a real academic corpo-
rate entity. In order to come into real, and not merely a 
“paper” or “legal” existence, the academic entity must 
be built on a corporate commitment of  its constituting 
members to a specific truth or body of  truths. This point 
needs particular stress since a widely accepted notion of  
academic freedom would have it that not even the uni-
versity may demand of  its faculty that it subscribe to any 
particular truth.2 Thus, the university could, in this view, 
demand professional competence and integrity of  its fac-

ulty, but the freedom demanded by the “search for truth” 
would mean that not even the university could demand 
of  it any commitment to a particular truth or body of  
truths.

 The corporate commitment to certain truths 
does not as such constrain freedom but establishes the 
basis for inquiry and discussion into an object. There can 
be no community of  research, inquiry and discussion if  
one member affirms an object and the other denies it.3

 And finally, the truth to which an individual or 
university is committed is not a limit to academic free-
dom but the object and end which makes it meaningful. 
If  someone wills an object and pursues it, it would be 
nonsensical to say that the object pursued is a limit to 
one’s freedom.4 No truths, whether natural or revealed, 
can be properly considered as a limit to academic free-
dom. On the contrary, they can only be the objects of  a 
free pursuit.5

 Certain freedoms as well as certain obligations 
follow from membership in the academy. Within the 
academy, the scholar must be free to propose theories 
or hypotheses explaining the accepted and recognized 
truths. Given the contemporary context it is important 
to distinguish between hypotheses which explain and 
hypotheses which explain away. In the latter instance, 
the proposed hypothesis is such that it denies the giv-
en which called for an explanation. As long as a scholar 
does not deny any of  the realities or truths to which the 
academy made its commitment, he must be accorded the 
courtesies and freedoms which are based in the dignity 
of  the person and the fact that truth cannot be imposed 
on persons. Freedom from restraint and coercion exter-
nal to the academy is in principle demanded by the nature 
of  knowledge and the dignity of  man. The academy as 
a corporate entity has a right to the freedom to maintain 
the commitments that account for its identity against ex-
ternal pressures and demands.

 The obligations of  the scholar are grounded in 
the basic commitment of  the institution in which he par-
ticipates, in the freedom of  his colleagues which he is 
called to respect, and the dignity of  the students who 
have a right for a pursuit of  the commitments of  the 
institutions as well as a courteous hearing and objective 
treatment of  their own commitments.

 Given the nature of  knowledge, every academ-
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ic institution should recognize that objective reality, as 
validating authority for truth, is always external to the 
individual mind, and everything else being equal, to the 
academic institution itself. Nevertheless, the institutional 
commitment to certain truths is always internal.

 Hence, no society or individual outside of  the 
academic institution may demand from or impose on it a 
truth or body of  truths under even the justified claim that 
these truths are objective and eternal. And no university 
or group of  universities may legitimately claim that some 
university limits academic freedom simply because it 
freely chooses as object of  intellectual inquiry some truth 
or body of  truths that they do not acknowledge. It is a 
basic violation of  academic professionalism to proclaim 
that an institution which commits itself  to some religious 
truths “limits” academic freedom rather than to attempt 
a theoretical and academically professional refutation of  
these religious truths.

 Academic freedom is currently and for the most 
part understood in a cultural context where truth is less 
and less affirmed as an objective and universally binding 
authority. At the same time “togetherness” and “com-
munity” (even on a global scale) are more and more af-
firmed. As a consequence there is an increasing tendency 
to claim membership in a community even while rejecting 
truths that were common and binding. It follows from 
this that individuals can consider themselves members 
of  a church, an academy, a religious order or a political 
party even after having rejected the basic commitments 
that were constitutive of  each community

 The “modern university,” if  it is to retain an im-
age and sense of  corporate identity in the face of  grow-
ing pluralism among its members, is increasingly forced 
to recognize the primacy of  individual opinion and the 
right of  expression. This accounts, in part, for the de facto 
loss of  original institutional commitment in many uni-
versities. In the absence of  such a commitment, the only 
criterion for membership is “professional competence” 
and available positions, with the consequence that the 
scientific disciplines, which afford some empirical mea-
sure for competence, achieve ascendancy in the univer-
sity, while the humanities become the province of  those 
who promote freedom from objective truth and the pri-
macy of  subjective opinion.

 In the face of  such pluralism in the universities 
and in society, neither the university itself  nor the state 

are able to impose a common truth or substantive stan-
dard. Neither common culture nor common authority 
are in a position to establish a common truth. The mod-
ern university, therefore, is doomed to a radical pluralism 
in regard to the most basic questions regarding human 
existence, its meaning and justification.

 3. The Catholic Church is in a unique position of  
having a divine guarantee for certain truths about both 
the natural and supernatural realms. The task of  an aca-
demic institution which commits itself  to these truths 
is to subject them to a rational investigation in order to 
understand and explain them by way of  the respective 
methods determined by the objects in question.

 The secular university which does not recognize 
these objects cannot raise the charge that the Catholic 
university is not a university or that it lacks academic in-
tegrity and freedom. It cannot do this anymore that the 
materialist who does not recognize the organic dimen-
sion can accuse the biologist of  lacking academic integ-
rity.

 A university becomes Catholic by virtue of  its 
commitment as an institution to the Magisterium of  the 
Catholic Church on the part of  its founders, be this the 
Church itself, the individual bishops in their dioceses, a 
religious order, or a group of  private individuals without 
canonical status in the Church.

 What does this imply in terms of  academic free-
dom? In the Catholic university, as in any other university, 
there must also be a freedom of  the scholar from exter-
nal restraint and coercion in his pursuit of  truth. And as 
in the case of  every university, it may be demanded of  its 
members that they not reject, in their academic activity, 
any of  the basic commitments of  the institution.

 In this respect there is no essential difference 
between academic freedom in a Catholic institution and 
academic freedom in a secular university. There is, how-
ever, a difference in the scope and articulation of  each. In 
the case of  the Catholic university, there are in principle 
more truths that can be pursued, examined, understood, 
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explained and internally accepted. And there are more 
corresponding obligations. In the secular university the 
teacher is not institutionally obliged to take God serious-
ly. In the Catholic university he is. And in the Catholic 
university, the teacher must take great care to avoid at 
all times “any action which seems to suggest coercion 
or dishonest or unworthy persuasion.”(Dignitatis huma-
nae, #4) In the secular academy the teacher will have the 
institutional academic freedom to consider the belief  in 
God as a result of  coercion or dishonest or unworthy 
persuasion.

 It may be suggested that an institutional commit-
ment to the truths taught by the Catholic Church need 
not imply a submission to the hierarchical authority of  
the Catholic Church.6 One may raise the question wheth-
er the truth about the primacy of  Peter is directly relevant 
or applicable to the academic institution. One may even 
claim that the hierarchical authority over the academy as 
such is a violation of  its academic character and that even 
if  the Pope himself  founds a university, he would have to 
keep his distance as Pope when it came to the specifically 
academic work
of  the university.

 To answer this question two steps must be taken. 
The first deals with one aspect of  the nature of  a uni-
versity as such. It can be maintained that the task of  the 
university is to form the mind. In one respect this is cer-
tainly correct. The act of  knowledge as such does not 
engage the heart or the will. In another sense, this posi-
tion seems to fall short. For if  man has the duty to seek 
the truth, truth about reality can impose certain duties on 
man. For all men are bound “to adhere to the truth once 
they come to know it and to direct their whole lives in ac-
cordance with the demands of  truth.” (Dignitatis humanae, 
# 2)

 The commitment of  the Catholic university to 
the truths about God, the truth about man and his hid-
den destiny and the truth about the world as taught by 
the Church necessarily implies that the academicians are 
aware of  the demands these truths make on every in-
dividual. Among the objects of  intellectual inquiry at a 
Catholic university there are some that make demands 
which deal with the ultimate and transcendent destiny of  
man. These demands are also truths and must be brought 
to bear across the whole range of  disciplines when they 
are appropriate. It would be a sterile and perverted ra-
tionalism to exclude the existential demand made by 

truth and to regard it as a disinterested spectator or, even 
worse, to treat it as the prize of  victory. While it cannot 
force the commitment of  the will and heart in response 
to the demands of  truth, the Catholic university recog-
nizes the importance and actuality of  these demands and 
cultivates an atmosphere of  love for the members of  its 
community, especially by introducing and maintaining a 
religious presence in the community, a presence which 
flows from but is neither equivalent to nor replaces its 
Catholic academic mission.

 But whatever the subjective certainty of  the aca-
demician, whatever his intellectual power and moral rec-
titude, he is not infallible and would be presumptuous 
to claim a definitive “yea” or “nay” in matters that deal 
with the spiritual nature and destiny of  man. The Catho-
lic Church proposes just such an infallible teaching for 
intellectual scrutiny.

 And second, therefore, when the Catholic institu-
tion makes a commitment, in the persons of  its founding 
authorities, to these truths, it necessarily becomes subject 
to the authority which guarantees them.

 Above it was noted that it is always an objective 
reality external to the act of  the mind that is the validat-
ing authority for truth. When an individual commits him-
self  to a search for truth he must be ready to submit him-
self  to that validating authority. This applies to natural 
and especially to divinely revealed truth. In the sphere of  
natural truth, the objective reality is the impersonal au-
thority that “stands in judgment” determining the truth. 
Thus, the individual stands in a de jure relationship, in 
a broad but real sense of  the word, to objective reality. 
With divinely revealed truths the de jure relationship is 
much stronger because it is a relationship to a personal 
authority. Both individual and corporate commitments to 
divinely revealed truths necessarily imply a de jure submis-
sion to the personal authority validating these truths.

 As a fallible institution, the Catholic university 
cannot claim a commitment to supernaturally revealed 
and guaranteed truths without a submission to their au-
thoritative source. If  it attempts to do so in the name 
of  its right to pursue truth in freedom from “authority 
of  every kind, lay or clerical, external to the university 
itself,”7 it establishes itself  as a counter authority. Because 
no finite being or institution can be the authority guar-
anteeing divinely revealed truth, such a university consti-
tutes itself  as a false authority. In doing this it destroys 
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its own academic nature at least in relation to the divinely 
revealed and guaranteed truths. For it can no longer take 
these truths seriously if  it “pursues” them but rejects the 
very authority which can make 
them binding. And if  commit-
ment to these truths is what 
makes a university Catholic, 
such a university ceases to be 
Catholic when it withdraws 
submission to the Magisterium 
of  the hierarchical authority 
of  the Catholic Church.

 A Catholic university 
which refuses institutional submission to the teaching 
authority of  the Catholic Church is a contradiction in 
terms. It is neither Catholic nor is it a university with 
respect to the supernatural truths which it can only en-
tertain but never pursue. It should be clear that a genuine 
commitment to divinely revealed and guaranteed truths 
necessarily implies a submission to the Magisterium, a 
submission which by its very nature is de jure even if  it 
does not include a formal canonical relation.8

 And finally, the genuine commitment to the high-
est Truth and the demands that issue from it means that 
the administration and teachers of  the Catholic Univer-
sity will undertake actions and programs which are not 
strictly speaking academic but which flow naturally and 
organically from the encountered truth. A serious ac-
ceptance of  the truth and its demands implies an edu-
cation of  the whole man, not just a cultivation of  his 
reason. The evangelical function of  the Catholic univer-
sity, whether explicit or implicit, flows from its primary 
academic commitment. The serious reverence for the 
truth, the love and respect for the student, the cultivation 
of  a social atmosphere that reflects both, will in great 
probability, enhance the student’s freedom and lead to a 
response on his part to the demands of  truth he encoun-
ters with his intellect.

 In summary, the freedom from external restrain 
and coercion and coercion is only a secondary dimen-

sion of  academic freedom, grounded in and derived 
from the more fundamental inner freedom of  assent 
and submission to being as the validating authority for 

truth. This authority is exter-
nal to the mind in the sphere 
of  natural truths and especially 
in the case of  divinely revealed 
truth which is validated by the 
authority of  a personal divine 
Being. If  the personal and cor-
porate commitment to truth is 
to be a genuine commitment it 
must necessarily involve a will-
ingness to submit to its vali-

dating authority which in no way limits academic free-
dom but on the contrary brings it to full actuality and 
completion. It would be a contradiction in terms for a 
Catholic university to claim commitment to the truths 
of  the Catholic Church but to refuse submission to her 
teaching authority. There can be no de facto Catholicity 
in a university which rejects a de jure relationship to the 
Magisterium.

In conclusion, the commitment of  the Catholic univer-
sity is to Christ, the Truth Incarnate, Who came into 
the world “to bear witness unto the truth.” When Pilate 
asked “What is truth?” Christ did not engage in an open 
and untrammeled theoretical discussion but bore a living 
witness in action - by His passion and death. The secu-
lar university would have the same response from the 
Catholic university, expecting it to give up its Catholic 
life in silence. And too many institutions have given this 
caricatured imitation of  Christ, forgetting that his Resur-
rection sealed and confirmed the truth of  the teachings 
He entrusted to His Church. The Catholic university has 
but to look to the Vicar of  Christ and the Bishops in 
union with him for the answer to the question “What is 
Truth.” Only thus will it remain in existence - and bear 
witness to truth.

Damian Fedoryka 

Christendom College

Feast of  Our Lady of  Fatima, 1988

“A Catholic university which refuses 

institutional submission to the teaching 

authority of  the Catholic Church is a 

contradiction in terms.” 
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