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ABSTRACT

The raison d’être of the university, traced from Africa’s pre-modern higher 
education systems, is two-fold: first, to create a congenial atmosphere for learning 
as well as the pursuit, production, dissemination and protection of knowledge. 
The second is to advance social justice through the application of knowledge 
as a public good, speaking truth to power and challenging orthodoxy. To enable 
the performance of these duties, the university is accorded a specialised right – 
academic freedom, which, is linked to democracy – both within universities and 
in broader society – and shaped by the international laws and concepts of rights 
that existed in Africa before European contact.

European later contact with Africa’s higher education systems moved from 
collaboration to confrontation, resulting in epistemicide, linguicide and theft of 
history. Since then, Africa’s higher education system has continued to struggle 
to recapture its raison d’etre. Thus, whilst globally there is a general assault on 
the university and its academic freedom, the situation in Africa has become 
more precarious in the face of democratic backsliding and shrinking civic and 
political spaces. The conventional narrative identifies extra-mural factors and 
actors as generally responsible for the violations, with the State as the principal 
culprit against the university as a collective. However, by externalising the issue, 
little attention has been paid to the intra-mural.

The thesis of this lecture is that disaggregating “the University” into competing 
interests (classes) rather than treating it as a unified victim exposes the academic 
community as co-violators of academic freedom in their relationship with each 
other. Doing so helps to affirm the importance of identifying other factors that 
impact on the realisation of the pro-democracy/social justice mandate of the 
university. It also helps to assess how responding to and addressing those 
factors have the potential to reinvent democracy internally and have a spill-over 
effect in the larger society.

Findings indicate that the African university has become a site of repression 
by university administration (referred to as the “ruling class,” making up 2-5% 
of the university population and often set up as proxies for the State) against 
academics and students, with the latter being the more oppressed. Students 
(the “lower class,” constituting at least 80% of the university population) also face 
oppression at the hands of academics (“middle class”/”organic intellectuals,” 
5-8%) who exploit the asymmetrical power relations in the classroom to 
consolidate and perpetuate power.

The marginalisation of students from the academic freedom equation finds 
expression in the “banking model” of education, where teachers only deposit 
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knowledge into passive students. This approach discourages critical thinking 
among students and disables them from being aware of their own oppression. 
The approach helps to maintain existing social hierarchies and numb legitimate 
resistance by students. This has become possible largely due to massification in 
higher education in many African universities.

Other factors affecting students’ academic freedom are the infiltration and 
co-optation of student leadership by political parties through the setting up 
of party structures on campuses to influence student politics, sometimes 
through orchestration and legitimation of the use of violence and manipulation 
during elections. The end-result has been disenfranchisement of the general 
student population and their dissatisfaction and distrust in student leadership, 
though they generally have an enlightened understanding of, and craving for, 
democracy and interest in university governance.

As a result, students prefer to choose the path of “least resistance” (“culture 
of silence”) in their relations with university administration and academics or 
engage in violent confrontations as a last resort. In this regard, students’ least 
resistance versus violence choice mirrors youths’ democratic commitment 
versus tolerance for military intervention based on an Afrobarometer 2021-23 
and African Youth Survey 2026 report regarding the perception of the youth in 
national politics. They express interest in democracy but disillusionment with 
democratic dividends produced by the political elite. Consequently, they are 
more likely to accept military takeovers when elected leaders abuse power 
for their own ends. Some are also asking for new models of democracy rooted 
in Africa’s reality. Both suggest discontent with process legitimacy rather than 
rejection of democratic values.

The lecture argues that academic freedom issues are rarely solved through a 
command-and-control approach that sidelines critical governance stakeholders 
in the university space – especially students who possess democratic legitimacy 
as primary beneficiaries of the university – and those outside it, including civil 
society organizations and professional associations which provide advocacy 
and monitoring capacities. Instead, a collaborative governance model, which 
relies on negotiations, cooperation and interactions among key interdependent 
actors possessing different resources, forms of legitimacy, and capacities, is 
recommended.

Relevant identified actors will be assigned a series of “democratisation tasks”, 
which involves a differently conceived democratic order. One, to democratise 
student politics and control political party influence on university campuses. This 
may include progressive or intellectuals within the university and civil society 
actors solidarising and collaborating with students to challenge the legitimacy 
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of the dominant order and restore civic participation in student governance.

Two, democratisation of the classroom, among others, through collaboration 
between student and academic unions to recalibrate the asymmetrical 
power relations between academics and students to democratise pedagogy 
and curriculum. This endeavour will involve adopting the “pedagogy of the 
oppressed” model of education, which will add to the traditional “epistemological 
task” of academics, the “political task” of developing the student’s political 
consciousness to produce in them “extra-functional abilities.” Student-academic 
union collaborations should then provide avenue for them to challenge the 
managerialist character and undemocratic practices of university administration 
to create a de-hierarchised social order within the university.

This model will add to the discussion  on “who is violating academic freedom” 
the discourse on “how multiple actors can jointly construct institutions that 
protect academic freedom to enable the university to realise its raison d’être.”

However, the #FeesMustFall movement in South Africa shall be used as 
case-study to show that where the collaborative governance model proves 
ineffective, students have the legitimate right to resort to disruption, occupation 
and confrontation within the law to achieve their goals. In this respect, student 
(and larger Gen Z protests) that led to the overthrow of governments or caused 
governments to succumb to their demands in Madagascar, India, Bangladesh 
and  others will be referenced. 

The democratisation project will result in a conscientised and liberated student 
force and their restoration from the periphery to the core of the academic 
freedom structure. Consequently, students will acquire a voice to articulate their 
concerns and grievances for redress and not resort to violence to achieve their 
targets. Further, students will be equipped to join gown to town – collaborate 
with youth in larger society to apply alternative dividend-yielding models of 
democracy rooted in Africa’s history and reality.

The lecture concludes that the future of Africa’s democracy lies in how 
democracy is practised in the classroom and on the larger campus in Africa’s 
universities and the critical role that students’ academic freedom can play in 
democracy in the larger society. In other words, the lecture proposes a return 
to the past to deconstruct and retrieve meaning from what colonialism, 
international law and the liberal script sought to obliterate in our understandings 
of the university, its raison d’être, academic freedom and democracy and to 
reconstruct same for the greater good of the continent.



Professor Kwadwo Appiagyei-Atua
LLB (Hons)(UG), BL(GSL), LLM (Dal), DCL (McGill)

University of Ghana School of Law
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PROFILE

Professional Summary
Kwadwo Appiagyei-Atua is a Professor of International Law and Human Rights at 
the University of Ghana School of Law, Legon. Over a career spanning more than 
three decades, he has combined rigorous scholarship and sustained advocacy 
to advance human rights and the rule of law in Ghana and more broadly, across 
the African continent and globally. His research spans several intersecting areas 
of international legal scholarship. A core focus of his work is the application 
of international law, specifically international human rights law, to interrogate 
and address systemic poverty, underdevelopment, and conflict across Africa. 
Additionally, his scholarship pays special attention to democratisation and the 
protection of academic freedom on the continent. 

Prof. Appiagyei-Atua’s interest in human rights began in secondary school, 
focusing on the relationship between human rights and development. His first 
article, “Human Rights and Development – Any Links? (The African Experience),” 
was published in the 1992 edition of the Ghana School of Law Journal.

For his LLM thesis, he attempted to compare Canada and Ghana, initially 
concluding Canada had achieved developed status through respect for human 
rights — a conclusion he later rejected upon recognising Canada’s development 
was built on racial discrimination against Aboriginal, Black and Asian peoples. 
This led him to question the liberal rights framework and explore alternative 
understandings of human rights and development.

A leading global voice on academic freedom, Professor Appiagyei-Atua 
serves as the Regional Director of the Africa Coalition for Academic Freedom 
and as Ambassador for the Magna Charta Observatory at the University of 
Bologna. He has also contributed significantly to international bodies including 
Scholars at Risk, the UN Working Group on Academic Freedom, and the Global 
Observatory on Academic Freedom. Additionally, he has consulted for major 
intergovernmental, including the African Union Commission on International 
Law (focusing on COVID-19 and international law, reparations for slavery, and 
the return of stolen artifacts), the UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) on 
its Education for Justice (E4J) initiative, the Open Society Foundation’s Global 
Program on Drug Policy (GPDP), and the Open Society Initiative for West Africa 
(OSIWA).

He has also engaged in civil society activism with local organisations including 
the Centre for Democratic Development (CDD) and the Institute for Democratic 
Governance (IDEG), on issues relating to election monitoring, corruption, the 
judiciary, parliament, disability, gender rights, the environment and LGBTQ rights.
Professor Appiagyei-Atua is a former Consultant of the School of Law at the
University of Business and Integrated Development Studies, Wa, Ghana 
and former Dean of the School of Law at the Heritage Christian University in 
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Amasaman, Accra. In addition, he serves as an adjunct professor at the Centre 
for Human Rights, University of Pretoria, South Africa; EUCLID University in The 
Gambia and at the Faculty of Law, National University of Ireland, Galway, Ireland. 

Education
Professor Kwadwo Appiagyei-Atua commenced his legal education at the 
University of Ghana, Legon, where he obtained a Bachelor of Laws (LL.B) (Hons), 
in Law, Political Science and Spanish between 1987 and 1990. He proceeded to 
the Ghana School of Law, Accra, where he qualified as a Barrister-at-Law (BL) 
and Solicitor in 1992. He subsequently obtained a Master of Laws (LL.M) from 
Dalhousie University Law School, Halifax, Canada, in 1994, with a dissertation 
examining the comparative legal regimes for the promotion of human rights in 
Ghana and Canada and their impact on development. Between 1996 and 1999, 
he pursued a Doctor of Civil Law (DCL) at the Institute of Comparative Law, 
McGill University, Montreal, Canada, completing a dissertation on developing 
indigenous perspectives on human rights as Africa’s contribution to international 
human rights law in the context of development. 

His academic and professional development has also included specialised 
training in mediation, human rights education, international protection of 
human rights, higher-education leadership and research management, through 
programmes undertaken both locally and internationally. Professor Kwadwo 
Appiagyei-Atua is fluent in several languages, including English, French, Spanish, 
Portuguese and Russian
.

Professional/Employment Record
Professor Kwadwo Appiagyei-Atua has built an extensive career spanning 
academia and legal in Ghana and internationally. He began his professional 
career as a French Tutor and Library Assistant at Ofori Panin Secondary School, 
Kukurantumi, Ghana. Upon being called to the Ghana Bar in 1992, he served as 
a Teaching and Research Assistant at the Law Faculty and Legon Centre for 
International Affairs (LECIA), until 1993. During the same period, he also served as 
Legal Counsel at Advent Chambers, Accra. He subsequently served as a Project 
Research Officer with the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council 
(SSHRC) of Canada and the Department of Justice of the Federal Government 
of Canada on a research project on Freedom of Expression, undertaken in 
collaboration with the Institute of Comparative Law, McGill University. 

Professor Appiagyei-Atua later served as Visiting Lecturer for the Civil 
Education Project at Tomsk State University, Russia, from 1998 to 1999, and as 
a Researcher with SSHRC, Canada, from 1999 to 2000, working on Normativity 
and International Legal Theory in collaboration with the Institute of Comparative 
Law, McGill University. During this period, he also practised as Immigration 
Counsel in Montreal, Canada.
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From 2002 to 2004, Professor Kwadwo Appiagyei-Atua served as a Bank of 
Ireland Post-Doctoral Fellow at the Irish Centre for Human Rights, National 
University of Ireland, Galway. In 2004, he was appointed Senior Advisor to the 
National Judicial Institute – International Cooperation Group in Ottawa, Canada. 
From 2005, he joined the School of Law at the University of Ghana, Legon, 
where he has risen through the ranks to the position of Associate Professor and 
Professor. He has also served as Chair of the Disciplinary Committee for Junior 
and Senior Staff. From 2005 to 2007, he served as Legal and Constitutional 
Policy Fellow at the Ghana Centre for Democratic Development (CDD-Ghana).

Professor Appiagyei-Atua’s academic career has included several international 
teaching appointments. From 2007 to 2008, he served as Visiting Lecturer at the 
Irish Centre for Human Rights, National University of Ireland, Galway, where he 
taught Gender and Human Rights and Child Rights Law. From 2008 to 2009, he 
served as Adjunct Lecturer in International Humanitarian Law at the Kofi Annan 
International Peacekeeping Training Centre, Accra, and from 2010 to 2011, as 
Adjunct Lecturer in Human Rights Law at GIMPA Law School, Accra. Since 2007, 
he has also served as Lecturer in the LL.M Programme in Human Rights and 
Democratisation in Africa at the Centre for Human Rights, University of Pretoria, 
South Africa, as the University of Ghana’s representative.

From 2013 to 2015, he served as a Marie Curie Incoming International Fellow at 
the University of Lincoln, United Kingdom, and as Ambassador to the Magna 
Charta Observatory at the University of Bologna, Italy. From 2018 to 2020, he 
served as Chief of Party for the USAID-funded Ghana Case Tracking System 
Project, an initiative aimed at strengthening the effective delivery of criminal 
justice in Ghana.

Since 2020, Professor Appiagyei-Atua has served as Adjunct Professor of 
International Law at EUCLID University, The Gambia, and as Adjunct Lecturer at 
the National University of Ireland, Galway, Ireland. From 2023 to 2024, Professor 
Appiagyei-Atua served as the founding Dean and former Consultant Dean of 
the School of Law at the University of Business and Integrated Development 
Studies (UBIDS, Wa, Ghana), where he played a pivotal role in establishing the 
school and shaping its academic direction. In 2024, he was appointed Regional 
Director for Africa at the Africa Coalition for Academic Freedom in Accra, Ghana.
 

Research Interests and Activities
Professor Appiagyei-Atua’s scholarship centres on a post-colonial analysis of 
the historiography of international law, human rights and academic freedom. He 
applies international law and more specifically, international human rights law 
to resolution of poverty, underdevelopment and conflict in Africa, with special 
attention to democratisation and academic freedom.
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His graduate studies sparked an interest in him toward interdisciplinary 
research spanning Political Science (democracy, elections, international 
politics, diplomacy), Philosophy, Sociology, Development Studies, Transitional 
Justice, History, Archaeology and Anthropology. Within Law, his focus has 
been questioning universal and conventional legal knowledge production, 
examining how African knowledge systems have been denigrated (epistemic 
injustice), and how this can be reversed — drawing on cultural relativism, legal 
pluralism, critical legal studies, post-coloniality and Third World Approaches to 
International Law (TWAIL).

Encountering TWAIL was a turning point, exposing him to the colonial and 
imperial character of international law and the need to decolonise the subject 
for Africa and other formerly colonised states. Through Contributionism, a 
TWAIL precursor, he engaged with the argument that Africa had its own notions 
and practices of international law. TWAIL subsequently extended into his work 
on academic freedom and the origins of the university — concepts also framed 
as European in origin.

Consultancy Projects
Professor Appiagyei-Atua has done consultancy works broadly in the area of 
access to justice, disability rights, prisoner justice, transitional justice, academic 
freedom, reparations, human rights and COVID-19 and drugs, among others, for 
various inter-governmental, national and non-governmental organization across 
the globe. They include, the Open Society Foundation, UNESCO,  Office of the 
AU COVID-19 Champion, H.E. President Cyril Ramaphosa, the African Union 
Commission on International Law, European Union, Deutsche Gesellschaft für 
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ, GIZ Nigeria and Ghana), Education for 
Justice (E4J), UN Office on Drugs and Crime, under the Doha Declaration; Lead 
Researcher, Africa Governance Monitoring and Advocacy Project (AfriMAP), 
the World Universities Network Fellowship, the Bank of Ireland Post-Doctoral 
Fellowship, NUI Galway.

Teaching and Thesis Supervision
Professor Kwadwo Appiagyei-Atua has supervised and examined doctoral 
research addressing a broad range of complex and contemporary issues. His 
involvement has included serving as Head and Member of doctoral supervision 
committees, as well as External Supervisor for doctoral research undertaken at 
leading institutions in Africa, Europe and Australia.
Beyond doctoral supervision, Professor Kwadwo Appiagyei-Atua has also 
supervised and examined numerous master’s and undergraduate theses.
Professor Kwadwo Appiagyei-Atua’s contribution to thesis supervision is a 
testament to his broader commitment to academic mentorship and capacity 
building. He has helped cultivate a generation of academics and legal 
professionals equipped with the skills to engage with complex legal issues and 
to contribute meaningfully to academic and professional discourse.
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Membership of Governing Boards
Professor Appiagyei-Atua is a board member, Africa Network for Clinical Legal 
Education (ANCLE); Ambassador, Magna Charta Observatory, Bologna, Italy; 
board member, Global Observatory on Academic Freedom, King’s College 
London, UK; and, until recently, board member, Academic Freedom Committee 
of the International Studies Association, University of Connecticut, Storrs, CT, 
USA.

Key Contributions to the Profession
Professor Kwadwo Appiagyei-Atua’s contribution to the legal and academic 
profession has been shaped by a sustained commitment to advancing human 
rights and the development of future generations of legal practitioners and 
scholars. He has made significant contributions to legal education in Ghana and 
internationally.

Moot Court
A significant aspect of Professor Kwadwo Appiagyei-Atua’s contribution has 
been his longstanding involvement in moot court competitions, particularly in 
the fields of international law and human rights. Since 1999, he has served as 
a coach, judge and mentor in numerous international and regional moot court 
competitions, including the African Human Rights Moot Court Competition, Philip 
C. Jessup International Law Moot Competition, ICC Moot Court Competition, 
Stetson International Environmental Moot Court Competition and International 
Criminal Law Network Moot. His teams have achieved notable successes, 
including joint victories in the African Human Rights Moot Court Competition 
in 2008, 2009 and 2017, and joint runner-up positions in 2011, 2018 and 2020. 
He has also contributed to the development of interest in legal education at 
the secondary-school level, having organised the Ghana Senior High Schools 
Moot Court Competition from 2021 to 2023 and organising the pilot competition 
in 2017. These initiatives have provided students with opportunities to develop 
advocacy, legal research, critical thinking and public speaking skills while 
encouraging early engagement with the law.

Training and Mentorship 
Professor Kwadwo Appiagyei-Atua a has played an important role in the training 
and mentorship of students and emerging legal scholars. Over the course of 
his academic career, he has supervised and examined undergraduate, master’s 
and doctoral research across areas including human rights, international law, 
constitutional law, international criminal law, migration, transitional justice, 
peacekeeping, refugee rights, democratic governance and regional integration. 
His supervision and examination work has extended beyond the University of 
Ghana to institutions including the University of Pretoria, the National University 
of Ireland Galway, Université Bordeaux and Monash University. Through these 
engagements, he has contributed to the development of a new generation of 
legal academics, working on issues of national and international significance.
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Through decades of involvement in legal education and professional 
development, he has helped to strengthen the capacity of students to engage 
critically with international law and human rights. His sustained commitment to 
developing legal talent and promoting excellence in legal education has made 
a significant contribution to the growth of the legal profession in Ghana, Africa 
and the wider international community. His student-led academic freedom 
projects at the University of Ghana has helped to exponential interest of 
students to pursue a course in human rights. It has provided agency to students 
to address critical issues of national importance such as “Galamsey” and the 
rights of “kayayee” (female potters at markets), and campus-related matters 
like sexual harassment, student security on campuses and the suppression of 
student voices in the classroom.

Campus-Related Activism and Community Services
As a scholar activist, Professor Appiagyei-Atua played an active role alongside 
like-minded academics and UTAG to contest the enactment of the Public 
University Bill in 2018. He has also served as chair of the Membership Rights 
Committee of UTAG which has played some important roles to protect and 
promote the rights of academics.

Additionally, Professor Appiagyei-Atua has contributed to shaping the discourse 
on human rights, respect for the rule of law, democracy and international justice 
through various media engagements on radio, television and online platforms in 
Ghana and across the continent. His robust, rigorous and critical commentary on 
such subjects has won him support and admiration from many quarters.

Family Life
Professor Appiagyei-Atua is a family man. He is married to Nana Akua with 
whom they have five children, two biological and three adopted. They are Ekow, 
Yaw, Ruth, Oforiwaa and Kofi. He has close relationship with his extended family 
made up of Samuel Atuah Anim, Okatakyie Opare Atuah, Andrews Atuah, Nana 
Afua Safoaa, Joseph Jack Lartey Atuah, Josephine Yeboah and Lucy Koranteng.

Christian Life
Professor Appiagyei-Atua is a member of the Church of Christ, of which he 
has been a member since 1985 when he was baptised at Asamankese. He 
now worships with the Abokobi Church of Christ. He has had many spiritual 
mentors who have shaped his Christian life, including John Franklin Tamakloe, 
John Twumasi, Dr Twumasi-Ankrah, Elder Douglas Boateng, Evangelist Joao 
Theodore Quist, among many others. 



UPCOMING EVENTS
9th September, 
2026

Interview on Research and Innovation Agenda 
on Radio Univers 105.7 F.M.  
Guest: Professor Samuel Nii Ardey Codjoe
Time: 9:00 a.m

16th September, 
2026

Interview on Research and Innovation Agenda 
on Radio Univers 105.7 F.M.  
Guest: Professor Kwadwo Appiagyei-Atua
Time: 9:00 a.m

UNIVERSITY ANTHEM

Hail University of Ghana
The nation’s hope and glory
The place that bears the star of peace
That bids us all to do our best
Let the great Tower of learning
Inspire both young and old
May we proceed in unity to uphold 
the public cause.

//: Arise, arise O Legon
Defend the cause of freedom
Proceed in truth and integrity to make
Our nation proud: //

					   
We ask for strength and wisdom
As we climb the hill of learning
May we excel in what’er we do

As we prepare to face the world
With a mind ready at all times
And a conscience quick to feel
May we proceed in unity to uphold 
the public cause.

//: Arise, arise O Legon
Defend the cause of freedom
Proceed in truth and integrity to make
our nation proud ://

			             
				  
(Prof. Emeritus J. H. Kwabena Nketia)
			              (1921-2019)
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