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President Xi Jinping 
The State Council General Office 
2 Fuyoujie 
Xichengqu 
Beijingshi 100017 
People's Republic of China 
 
November 21, 2014 
 

RE: Professor Ilham Tohti 
 

Your Excellency:  
 
I write on behalf of the Scholars at Risk Network to express our gravest concern over reports that 
an appeals court in China has upheld the sentence for Professor Ilham Tohti, a public intellectual 
and economics professor, who was convicted on charges of separatism and sentenced to life in 
prison in September.  
 
Scholars at Risk (SAR) is an international network of hundreds of higher education institutions in 
36 countries dedicated to promoting academic freedom and its constituent freedoms of thought, 
opinion, expression, association and travel. In cases involving alleged infringement of these 
freedoms, SAR intervenes hoping to clarify and resolve matters favorably. 
 
Professor Tohti is a professor of economics at the Central Minzu University in Beijing and 
advocate for the rights of the Chinese Uighur minority. Scholars at Risk understands that on the 
afternoon of January 15, 2014, police raided Professor Tohti’s family home; seized computers, 
cell phones, passports and student essays; and arrested Professor Tohti. According to reports, he 
was held incommunicado until late June, after which he was denied regular access to family. On 
July 30, Professor Tohti was formally charged with separatism, charges that reportedly stem from 
his teachings at the university and writings published on his former website, Uighur Online. 
 
On September 16 and 17, 2014, Professor Tohti underwent a two-day trial in the Urumqi 
Intermediate People’s Court, which was closed to the public. Professor Tohti's lawyers have 
reported that they were denied access to evidence in advance of trial and were not allowed to call 
defense witnesses. Evidence presented by prosecutors reportedly included Professor Tohti's 
teaching materials, as well as material taken from the Uighur Online website. Professor Tohti 
reportedly maintained his innocence throughout trial, rejecting the charge of separatism. 
 
Following trial, on September 23, 2014, the court found Professor Tohti guilty of separatism and 
sentenced him to life in prison. In addition, the court ordered that all of Professor Tohti’s assets be 
confiscated. 
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Professor Tohti appealed the decision, and Scholars at Risk understands that, on November 21, 
2014, an appeals decision was made within the detention center where Professor Tohti is being 
held; the decision upheld the initial conviction. Reports indicate that the appeals decision was not 
made in an open court, and that Professor's Tohti's lawyer was unable to attend, given that it was 
held on such short notice. 
 
We would of course welcome any additional or contrary information you might share that will 
help us to understand the situation more fully. Absent this, the facts indicate that Professor Tohti 
was arrested, convicted and sentenced as a result of scholarly and nonviolent expressive activity, 
conduct that is expressly protected under international human rights instruments including the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights, to which China is a signatory. Therefore, in the absence of any clearly legitimate, publicly 
expressed grounds for doing so, the arrest and conviction of Professor Tohti raise serious 
concerns for his well being and for the ability of intellectuals generally in China to conduct 
world-class scholarship under such circumstances. We find the situation particularly distressing 
given the important role that China and Chinese universities and scholars in particular should play 
in the development of knowledge, research and scholarship in the 21st century. 
 
We therefore respectfully urge you to examine the circumstances of Professor Tohti’s arrest, 
detention and conviction, and to ensure that any charges or convictions related to his academic 
activities are lifted, and that in the interim, his case is addressed in a manner consistent with 
internationally recognized standards of due process, fair trial and detention, in accordance with 
China’s obligations under international law. 
 
We thank you for your immediate attention to this important matter, and look forward to your 
response. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Robert J. Quinn 
Executive Director 
 
Cc: 
 
H.E. Mr. Wang Yi 
Minister of Foreign Affairs 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China 
No. 2, Chaoyangmen Nandajie, Chaoyang District, 
Beijing, 100701 People’s Republic of China 
Email: webmaster@mfa.gov.cn 
 
H.E. Mr. Cui Tiankai 
Ambassador of the People’s Republic of China to the United States 
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Embassy of the People’s Republic of China in the United States 
3505 International Place NW 
Washington, DC 20008 USA 
Fax: +1 (202) 328-2582 
Email: chinaembassy_us@fmprc.gov.cn 
 
The Honorable Max Baucus 
United States Ambassador to the People’s Republic of China 
United States Embassy of Beijing, China 
No. 55 An Jia Lou Lu 100600 
People’s Republic of China 
 
The Honorable John F. Kerry 
Secretary of State  
United States of America  
U.S. Department of State 
2201 C Street NW 
Washington, DC 20520 USA 
 

 


