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Conversations around academic freedom in Aotearoa New Zealand often revolve around 
what counts as academic freedom (vs freedom of speech) and whether there should be 
consequences when academic freedom (re)produces epistemic violence against 
marginalised peoples. In our panel for TEU’s Academic Freedom conference, we asked a 
different set of questions: Who is allowed to speak with academic authority? What are the 
risks to those who do not ‘look like’ a typical academic? We wanted to explore, specifically, 
what academic freedom means for people who are not cis white men.  
 
Our panel consisted of four academics: one Indigenous, one Pacific and two tauiwi scholars, 
all currently employed at a University in Aotearoa New Zealand. Through our panel 
discussion, it became clear that academic freedom is not something enjoyed equally by 
everyone in academia. Māori and Pacific women especially are rarely afforded the same 
permissions and expertise as white scholars. They are rarely acknowledged as experts in 
their areas of study, nor do they receive the same invitations to speak with academic 
authority.  
 
Another common experience highlighted was how our perceived expertise shifted in the 
eyes of others. Tara and Jemaima, as Māori and Pacific scholars, are often asked to work 
on – and speak to – issues of diversity, equity, and inclusion – sometimes more so than in 
their area of trained expertise. The same has been the experience of Jan, as she is now 
often overlooked as an expert on exploding stars and asked instead to speak on exploding 
gender binaries.  
 
Our panel highlighted the risks that accompany being visible as a scholar who is also other 
(woman, Māori, Pasifika, trans, etc). The risks are intensified for those who are in junior 
scholars and those in precarious employment. The risks are also intensified for those who 
are speaking out against dominant/mainstream processes and structures. For members of 
the panel, those risks ranged from racist emails and voice messages to threats against their 
physical safety. There are additional risks related to career implications to consider, as well. 
And all these risks, while perhaps targeted at the individual scholar, have a real impact on 
their wider whānau as well.  
 
We believe that tertiary institutions have a responsibility in providing for the health and well-
being of their staff; this is especially true for those staff who face harassment and risk for 
exercising their academic freedom. In our group, we have had mixed experience with 
university support when we have come under fire. A more consistent experience has been 
had within the TEU, and we believe that supporting one another as a Union is a key 
resource.  
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We invite all readers to consider how they can best support the academic freedom of their 
marginalised colleagues; how can you work to ensure your tertiary institution has appropriate 
structures in place to provide the necessary support for scholars being harassed and 
threatened? How can you work to ensure that there are a diverse group of voices around 
any decision-making table? How can you amplify the voices of your marginalised 
colleagues? What support can you provide for those whose academic freedom comes at a 
cost? 
 
For readers who would like to read more about our panel on academic freedom for those 
who are not cis white men, please see our article in Te Ira Tangata (McAllister, Pausé, 
Eldridge, & Tiatia-Seath, 2021).  
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Dr. Tara McAllister (Te Aitanga a Māhaki/Ngāti Porou, she/her/ia) is a māmā and 
academic. Her research spans freshwater ecology and racism in the tertiary sector. Tara’s 
recent research has focused on the underrepresentation and undervaluing of Māori 
academics in New Zealand’s universities and the research sector more broadly. She is 
currently a Research Fellow with the Centre of Science in Society at Victoria University of 
Wellington. 

Dr. Cat Pausé (she/her) is a Fat Studies scholar at Massey University in New Zealand. Her 
research is focused on the effects of fat stigma on health and well-being on fat individuals 
and how fat activists resist the fatpocalypse. She has called for a new fat ethics, 
acknowledging the role science has played in the oppression of fat people and ensuring that 
research around fatness centres a fat epistemology.  

Associate Professor JJ Eldridge (she/her/them/they) obtained a PhD in astrophysics at 
the University of Cambridge in 2005. After time spent at the Institut d’Astrophysics de Paris, 
Queen’s University Belfast, and the Institute of Astronomy (Cambridge), Dr. Eldridge was 
appointed . as a Lecturer of Astrophysics at The University of Auckland. Her research is 
focussed upon the lives and deaths of stars.  

Associate Professor Jemaima Tiatia-Seath (she/her) is the Co-Head of School, Te 
Wānanga o Waipapa, School of Māori Studies and Pacific Studies, Waipapa Taumata Rau, 
University of Auckland. She is of Sāmoan heritage and has a public/population health 
background. Her expertise lies in Pacific Studies, Pacific health, mental health and 
wellbeing, suicide prevention and postvention, health inequities, climate change, and youth 
development.   

 


