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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Attacks on scholars, higher education institutions, students, and staff occur with alarming frequency in
every region around the globe. The negative impact of these attacks extends well beyond the individuals
and institutions directly targeted to include entire academic systems and society generally: that is, the
consequence of such attacks is to shrink the space in which every person is free to think, question, and
share ideas. Through its Academic Freedom Monitoring Project, Scholars at Risk (SAR) responds to these
attacks by identifying and tracking key incidents, with the aim of protecting vulnerable individuals, raising
awareness, encouraging accountability, and promoting dialogue and understanding that can help prevent
future threats. Free to Think 2017, the third installment in SAR’s reporting of attacks on higher education
communities,1 analyzes 257 reported attacks in 35 countries occurring between September 1, 2016, and
August 31, 2017.2
The Monitoring Project collects data on defined types of attacks on higher education. These include
killings, violence, and disappearances; wrongful prosecution and imprisonment; loss of position and
expulsion from study; improper travel restrictions; and other severe or systemic issues (including, for
example, university closures or military occupation of a campus). While they differ across states and
regions and by severity and type, these attacks all share a common motivation: to control or silence
higher education institutions and personnel. This report focuses on key developments and trends over the
reporting year.
Severe, violent attacks on the university space were again reported over the past year. These include
attacks in societies experiencing armed conflict or extremism, where higher education communities may
be targeted as perceived symbols of state authority or sources of potential opposition to radical ideologies.
These also include targeted attacks against individual scholars or students, generally intended to punish
or deter inquiry or expression on disfavored topics. During the past year, large-scale violent attacks were
reported on campuses in Pakistan, Nigeria, and Syria, while targeted killings of individual scholars and
students were reported in Pakistan,
Niger, and Sierra Leone.

REPORTED ATTACKS ON HIGHER EDUCATION
SEPTEMBER 1, 2016 – AUGUST 31, 2017
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Killings, Violence, Disappearances

55

Imprisonment

83

Prosecution

45

Loss of Position

32

Travel Restrictions

21

Other

21

Total

257

In Turkey, state and university
authorities continue to take sweeping
measures against the higher
education sector. These include
imprisonment and prosecutions;
dismissals and expulsions of scholars
and students; and restrictions on
travel and institutional autonomy.
To date, thousands of scholars,
administrative staff, and students
1 For past editions of Free to Think, see https://
www.scholarsatrisk.org/bytype/free-to-think/.
2 The data in this report reflects only a small
subset of all attacks on higher education
communities during this reporting period.
Given the limited resources available, as well
as the scope, variety, and complexity of attacks
occurring, a comprehensive accounting is not
yet possible.

Free to Think 2017

"Overall, the thread
running through this
Incidents of violence against organized student expression
report is the intent
were reported in increasing numbers this year. In Venezuela,
South Africa, Niger, Cameroon, Turkey, and India, state
to silence inquiry
authorities responded to nonviolent student protests with
force, including with rubber bullets, tear gas, and stun
and discourse."
grenades. In some cases, however, students engaged in violent
have been targeted, in apparent retaliation either for their
imputed affiliations or for the content of their nonviolent
research, publications, teaching, and other expressive activity.

or coercive conduct, including incidents in South Africa, where campus facilities were damaged, and in the
United States, where physical force was used to intimidate and disrupt disfavored speakers on campus.
In Venezuela, as the general political crisis has deepened, university campuses have been sites of conflict
and violence, often involving government troops clashing with student protesters.

In many states, authorities attempted to obstruct free inquiry and expression through travel restrictions,
including restrictions on entry, exit, and residence, either at home or abroad. Over the past year, Turkey
issued decrees stripping thousands of scholars of their passports. Since the decrees also expelled the
scholars from their university positions and banned them from working at state institutions in Turkey in
the future, the removal of their passports completes the ban on their ability to continue their work, at
home or abroad. In China, authorities ordered Uyghur students from China who were studying abroad to
return to home; and reports suggested that family members were held hostage pending the return of their
student relative. Reported, too, were the imposition of fines, as well as the detention and disappearance
of students who did return. Israeli and Thai authorities prevented individual scholars from crossing their
borders, while Chinese, Ugandan, and Turkish authorities barred individual scholars from exiting, all
apparently in response to nonviolent academic conduct or expression. And, if it is not struck down by the
U.S. Supreme Court, the Trump administration’s executive orders restricting travel from Iran, Libya, Somalia,
Sudan, Syria, and Yemen could have severe impacts on higher education, undermining the vitality of U.S.
campuses as places of open and diverse cultural and intellectual exchange.
In Central and Eastern Europe, legislative and administrative actions over the last year have threatened the
autonomy and continuing operations of universities and research centers, including especially, in Russia,
the Levada Center and European University in St. Petersburg, and, in Hungary, the Central European
University. Although these incidents do not involve physical harm or imprisonment, they suggest an intent
to punish researchers or institutions for their affiliations or for the content of their research, publications,
and teaching. As such, they represent serious threats to academic freedom and institutional autonomy.
Overall, the thread running through this report is the intent to silence inquiry and discourse. It connects
scholars, students, and staff on campuses around the world, mapping a global crisis. Scholars at Risk once
again calls on responsible states, higher education leaders, and civil society to respond to this crisis—to
reject the use of violence, criminal investigations and penalties, legislative and administrative interference,
and other coercive means to restrict peaceful expression, as well as to reaffirm publicly their support for
the principles that critical discourse is not disloyalty, that ideas are not crimes, and that everyone should be
free to think, question, and share ideas.
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VIOLENT ATTACKS ON HIGHER
EDUCATION COMMUNITIES
Violent attacks on higher education communities
stifle knowledge production by scholars, students,
and higher education institutions, limiting the
ability of society as a whole to develop.
During the past year, 55 violent attacks against
higher education communities were reported.
At least 46 students, scholars, campus security
personnel, university staff, and other individuals
were killed in these attacks, with hundreds more
injured.

Attacks on Campuses
Significant mass attacks targeting universities
occurred in Syria, Pakistan, and Nigeria. On
October 4, 2016, armed opposition troops in Syria

launched rocket attacks that targeted buildings
on the campus of the University of Aleppo (AFMI3
372). The university was located in an area
controlled by the Syrian regime at the time of
the attack. Reported casualties range from 2 to 5
students killed and as many as 12 students injured.
This incident raises particular concerns regarding
the targeting of university facilities in armed
conflict.
In Pakistan, on October 24, 2016, armed militants
stormed and attacked Balochistan Police College
(BPC), in Quetta, killing at least 61 people—
primarily students—and injuring at least 120 (AFMI
382). At approximately 11:20 PM, two gunmen
wearing suicide vests entered BPC through the
college’s front gate and killed two security guards

3 Citations to AFMI (Academic Freedom Monitoring Project Incidents) refer to incidents reported by the project as listed in the
appendix to this report.

Security officers patrol the entrance of Nigeria's University of Maiduguri, where armed groups and individuals have
coordinated at least six attacks since January 16, 2017.
© 2017 STEFAN HEUNIS/AFP/Getty Images
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on duty, while a third gunman entered by scaling
a rear wall. The three assailants entered student
residence halls, opened fire, and threw grenades.
Shortly thereafter, police, army soldiers, and special
services commandos arrived on campus and, over
several hours, exchanged gunfire with the militants
before clearing the campus. Two of the assailants
detonated their vests during the attack; the third
was shot by security forces before he could do
so. Officials from the Islamic State jihadist group
publicly claimed responsibility for the attack.
Starting on January 16, 2017, armed groups began
targeting Nigeria’s University of Maiduguri in a
string of six violent attacks, resulting in at least 14
deaths and 33 injuries.
The first such attack, on January 16, 2017, killed
at least four people and injured another 15 (AFMI
410). At around 5:15 AM, security guards shot and
killed a girl of about 12 years old who was wearing
an explosive belt as she attempted to enter the
campus. A second young female bomber entered
a mosque on campus and detonated an explosive
device as worshipers gathered for morning prayers,
killing herself, professor Aliyu Man, and at least
one other person. Security forces shot and killed a
third suicide bomber near the university before her
vest could be detonated. The militant group Boko
Haram claimed responsibility for the attack.
Three additional mass attacks occurred at the
University of Maiduguri within a single week in
May 2017. On May 13, three suicide bombers
attacked the university, killing themselves and one
security guard and injuring another (AFMI 472).
Security guards stopped and questioned two of the
attackers, who quickly detonated their explosives.
The third assailant reached a chapel on campus
and detonated his vest; no further casualties were
reported. The university was scheduled to hold an
admissions exam that morning, with approximately
four thousand students expected to attend. Media
reported severely lower attendance following the
attacks.

In a similar attack on May 18, three unidentified
suicide bombers attacked the University of
Maiduguri, killing themselves and injuring three
others after attempting to enter a female residence
hall (AFMI 477). When security guards patrolling
the campus confronted them, one of the attackers
quickly detonated his explosives, while the other
two fled to a construction site on campus where
they then detonated their explosives. Three
security guards were injured in the attack.
Two days later, on May 20, an unidentified
individual attempted to bomb a residence hall
(AFMI 480). When a security guard spotted the

CASE UPDATE
Giulio Regeni

In Free to Think 2016, SAR reported on the case
of Giulio Regeni, an Italian graduate student from
Cambridge University, U.K., researching labor
movements in Egypt, who disappeared in January
2016 and was later found murdered; his body
showed signs of torture. Despite international
attention and demands for state investigations,
the case remains unsolved. Regeni’s murder took
place at a time of mass unrest on the campuses
of Egyptian universities and of mass detentions
of Egyptian scholars and students. On June 9,
2016, SAR issued its Courage to Think Defender
Award, in absentia, to the “wrongfully detained
scholars and students in Egypt,” in recognition of
their commitment to exercising the right to think,
share, and question ideas despite tremendous
risks. As of this report, hundreds of Egyptian
scholars and students remain in prison or subject
to other restrictions.
Photo Credit: 2017 Alisdare Hickson (CC BY-SA 2.0)
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Demonstrators chant slogans and protest the killing of Mashal Khan, who was beaten to death by fellow students
in response to blasphemy accusations at Abdul Wali Khan University in Mardan, Pakistan (AFMI 462).
© 2017 REUTERS/Akhtar

attacker just outside the campus and approached
him, the attacker quickly detonated his explosives,
killing only himself.
On June 25, a group of unidentified individuals
attacked the University of Maiduguri and the
surrounding community, killing 1 security guard
and 8 civilians and injuring 3 campus security
personnel and 11 civilians (AFMI 496). The
attackers arrived on campus at approximately
10:00 PM, when one stormed a campus security
office, killing a guard and injuring three others. Four
of the attackers left campus for the nearby village
of Zannari, where they detonated explosives, killing
8 people and injuring 11 others.
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The most recent attack on the University of
Maiduguri occurred on July 6, when two attackers
attempted to bomb a university dormitory (AFMI
503). Campus security, which had been increased
following the previous attacks, spotted and quickly
fired on the attackers, killing one. The other
detonated his explosive device, killing himself.
Media reports suggest that the attacks have been
carried out by the militant group Boko Haram; the
group has publicly claimed responsibility for the
January 16, 2017, attack. Responding to these
attacks on the University of Maiduguri, a federal
institution of higher education, the state reports
that it intends to build a fence around the campus,
install closed-circuit surveillance equipment around
the perimeter, and increase security forces.
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Targeted Attacks and Disappearances
In addition to these mass attacks, this reporting
period saw incidents of premeditated attacks
and disappearances in apparent retaliation for
nonviolent expression.
In Pakistan, on April 13, 2017, Mashal Khan, a
journalism student at Abdul Wali Khan University
(AWKU) in the northern Pakistani city of Mardan,
was brutally attacked and killed by a mob after
being accused of blasphemy (AFMI 462). Police
reported that rumors had circulated among the
student body that Mr. Khan maintained a Facebook
page that published blasphemous content. An
investigation later found that the rumors were
spread in order to incite violence against him,
apparently in retaliation for concerns he had raised
regarding students’ rights at the university. On the
afternoon of April 13, Mashal was in a university
residence hall when a large group of students
surrounded and attacked him. The group stripped
Mr. Khan and beat him to death with wooden
planks. Several sources suggest that he was also
shot at close range. Two other students who were
accused of blasphemy alongside Mr. Khan were
also beaten but managed to escape. In response
to the attack and campus protests that followed,
AWKU officials ordered the university closed;
it reopened on May 22. A police investigation is
ongoing.
Also in Pakistan, on January 6, 2017, Salman
Haider, a scholar of psychology from Fatima Jinnah
Women University and a human rights activist
known for his left-wing, secularist views, was
kidnapped (AFMI 407). Three others, also active
in left-wing, secularist groups, went missing on
January 4 and 6, prompting concern that the four
were kidnapped because of their activism. On
January 28, Dr. Haider was released and reunited
with his family; the other three activists also
reappeared in late January. The identity of Dr.
Haider’s abductors has not been announced.
In a related incident on January 16, unidentified
individuals abducted and tortured Punjab
University student Suhail Ahmed in apparent

retaliation for social media posts expressing
support for the then-missing Dr. Haider (AFMI
412). Mr. Ahmed was taken from his hostel room
by force, blindfolded, brought to an undisclosed
location on campus, and severely beaten. Mr.
Ahmed reports that security guards did not
respond to his pleas for help.
In Algeria, on February 16, 2017, several
unidentified individuals attacked a group of
professors participating in a general assembly to
discuss the National Council of Higher Education
(CNES), a faculty union, on the Ben Aknoun

CASE UPDATE
Disappearance of Student
Protesters in Mexico

In Free to Think 2015, SAR reported on
the September 2014 disappearance of 43
students from the Raúl Isidro Burgos Rural
Teachers’ College of Ayotzinapa, Mexico. A
state investigation of the incident identified
the remains of at least one student and a mass
gravesite with other remains. The Inter-American
Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) signed an
agreement with the state and nongovernmental
organizations representing the victims and their
families to provide assistance and support. In
July 2017, reports emerged that cell phones
belonging to IACHR experts in Mexico for the
investigation had been targeted with spying
software sold only to governments to fight
criminals and terrorists. Mexican authorities
have denied involvement in the spying. The case
remains unresolved.
Photo Credit: 2015 Nopal Media (CC BY-NC-ND 2.0)
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campus of the University of Algiers (AFMI 428).
The meeting—where professors intended to hold
a vote on the potential establishment of a CNES
office on the university campus—took place amid
controversy regarding accusations of rigged
elections for the national leader of CNES, as well
as reports that the university’s rector opposed
the establishment of an on-campus CNES office.
A group of at least 10 young men interrupted the
meeting, attacked faculty, and attempted to steal
the ballot box. Three professors were injured.
On June 28, 2017, Fanuel Kaseke, a student at the
University of Zimbabwe (UZ), was abducted and
held for six days, apparently in connection with his
peaceful student activism (AFMI 500). Mr. Kaseke
cofounded and leads a student organization on
campus and is known for writing political articles in

Killings, Violence,
and Disappearances
During this reporting period,
SAR issued 55 reports of killings, violence,
and disappearances. These incidents include
killings and disappearances either in retaliation
for particular academic content or conduct,
or targeting of members of higher education
communities, including higher education
leaders, academic and nonacademic staff, and
higher education students. Disappearance
includes arrest, detention, abduction, or
other deprivation of liberty by government or
quasi-government officials, by groups, or by
individuals acting on behalf of, with support,
consent or acquiescence of the government,
followed by a refusal to disclose the fate or
whereabouts of the persons concerned, or
a refusal to acknowledge the deprivation of
their liberty, which places such persons outside
the protection of the law. Violence includes
violent physical assaults causing serious harm
to individual members of higher education
communities, including beatings, shootings, or
other injuries with weapons, and torture.
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student publications. On June 26, he helped
organize a student protest against UZ’s decision
to increase tuition for medical students, during
which violent clashes between protesters and
police broke out (AFMI 498). Following the protest,
Mr. Kaseke received anonymous, threatening calls
demanding that he stop writing and organizing
demonstrations. On June 28, Mr. Kaseke was
lured into a car by two men and a woman asking
for directions. Once Mr. Kaseke was in the car,
one of the passengers struck him on the head,
knocking him unconscious. He awoke in a cell in
what appeared to be a remote area, where he was
detained for six days, beaten, and interrogated
about his role in the June 26 protest. On July 4,
his captors apparently sedated him and left him,
unconscious, on a street in Mbare. Men identifying
themselves as police have reportedly frequented
Mr. Kaseke’s mother’s house and asked about his
whereabouts since he was released by his captors.

Violence against Student Protesters
Violent attacks frequently occurred in the context
of student protests. (See page 20.) Four of these
resulted in student deaths. On March 23, 2017,
students from Sierra Leone’s Njala University
demonstrated in response to faculty strikes. The
students marched without a permit through the
streets of Bo, with some students burning tires,
blocking roads, and engaging in vandalism. Police
opened fire and shot tear gas at the students in an
effort to disperse them. One student was killed,
several were injured, and 35 were arrested (AFMI
446). On April 10, 2017, security forces clashed
with students protesting outside Abdou Moumouni
University, in Niger, over complaints about the
allocation of university resources. One student
died, at least 88 were injured, and 313 were
detained (AFMI 460). On May 24, 2017, a 22-yearold nursing student was shot and killed by state
security forces during a protest on the campus of
Orient University, in Venezuela (AFMI 482). And on
July 21, 2017, two student protesters were killed
and many more were injured when Congolese
soldiers and police opened fire on University of
Kinshasa students demonstrating against the
recent detention of two classmates (AFMI 510).
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IN MEMORIAM Liu Xiaobo (1955-2017)
Liu Xiaobo, a Chinese scholar of literature, writer,
human rights defender, democracy advocate, and
Nobel Laureate, died in China on July 13, 2017. Liu
was a prominent supporter of the 1989 Tiananmen
Square protests and among the leading drafters of
“Charter 08,” a manifesto promoting democracy and
nonviolent political reform in China. He was taken
into custody in December 2008 and held without
charge until December 2009, when he was convicted
and sentenced to 11 years in prison and 2 years of
deprivation of political rights on charges of “inciting
subversion of state power.” SAR included Liu on its
Scholars-in-Prison list and campaigned along with many
others for his release. He was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize on December 10, 2010, while in prison, for
his “long and nonviolent struggle for fundamental human rights.” Less than one month before his death,
authorities announced that Liu had been diagnosed with late-stage liver cancer; despite international pleas,
he was not permitted to travel abroad to seek potentially life-saving treatment. Liu’s wife, Liu Xia, has been
incommunicado since her husband’s death. She had been under house arrest since 2010 and was last seen
in a video posted to Youtube, on August 18, 2017.
Photo Credit: 2017 Etan Liam (CC BY-NC-ND 2.0)

SAR condemns these targeted, violent attacks on higher education communities and calls on state
authorities to investigate these incidents, to make every effort to hold perpetrators accountable, and to
ensure the security of all members of the community. SAR also calls on higher education institutions and
civil society to press state authorities for greater protection and accountability, and to contribute to efforts
to understand and reinforce principles of autonomy and academic freedom.
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ONGOING THREATS TO TURKEY'S
HIGHER EDUCATION SECTOR
State and university authorities continue to take
sweeping and targeted measures against Turkey’s
higher education sector.
In Free to Think 2016,4 SAR reported on
investigations, detentions, prosecutions, firings,
travel restrictions, and other actions against
scholars who endorsed the Academics for Peace
petition (hereafter referred to as the Peace
Petition) calling for peace in the southeastern part
of the country,5 and on the expansion of these
actions to thousands more scholars following a July
15, 2016, coup attempt.
One year on, this purge continues, posing an
unprecedented threat to a national higher
education system.
Since September 1, 2016, 7,023 academic and
administrative personnel have been targeted for
dismissal from their positions, and 294 students
have been expelled in accordance with a series of
decrees issued under a state of emergency that
continues to be extended. At least 990 scholars,
staff, and students have been detained or arrested,
with warrants served for at least 318 more. All
but five reports of such violations in Turkey are
in connection with endorsement of the Peace
Petition or coup-related accusations.

Imprisonments & Prosecutions
Over the last year, SAR has reported 49 incidents
involving detentions, arrests, warrants, and
wrongful prosecutions of at least 1,308 scholars,
staff, and students in Turkey.
In most incidents, authorities have sought the
detention or prosecution of scholars, staff,

and students, on suspicion of having alleged
connections with Fethullah Gülen, a Muslim cleric
self-exiled in the U.S. who Turkish authorities
claim was responsible for the coup attempt. The
evidentiary basis supporting these allegations has
often been unclear or undisclosed to the public.
This has been of most concern in cases of mass
detentions, including on September 2, 2016, when
security forces took into custody 15 academic
and administrative personnel from Mustafa Kemal
University, including its rector, Hüsnü Salih Güder
(AFMI 349). Three days later, eleven academic
personnel from Sakarya University were similarly
detained on unknown grounds (AFMI 352). On
November 2, 2016, authorities issued warrants for
137 academics, later detaining at least 73 following
searches of their homes (AFMI 387). It is unclear
how many remain in detention or what evidence
has been presented for their prosecution.
In other coup-related cases, the evidentiary basis
for detentions and arrests has ranged from the
alleged use of a secure smartphone messaging
application, to institutional affiliations, to acts of
peaceful expression and association.
On September 27, 2016, authorities detained
seven research assistants from Karadeniz Technical
University for alleged use of Bylock, an encrypted
smartphone messaging application that state
authorities claim was used by organizers of the
coup attempt (AFMI 365). At least 553 university
personnel and students have since been taken
into custody or named in warrants on suspicion
of using the application, including 72 personnel
from Süleyman Sah University for whom detention
warrants were issued on May 5, 2017 (AFMI 469).
On May 30, 2017, 27 former academic personnel
from Dokuz Eylül University were detained,

4 See https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/resources/free-to-think-2016/.
5 On January 10, 2016, a group of academics known as Academics for Peace published a petition titled, “We will not be a party to
this crime,” which strongly condemns the government’s anti-terror policies as applied to Kurdish rebels in the southeastern part of the
country and urges the authorities to resume peace negotiations. 1,128 academics from Turkey endorsed the petition at the time of its
original release.
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Professor Nuriye Gülmen (L) and primary school teacher Semih Özakça (R) have led a hunger strike in protest of
emergency decrees that have left tens of thousands of educators unemployed, including themselves. On May
22, 2017, Professor Gülmen and Mr. Özakça were detained during a sit-in and later arrested on charges of being
"member[s] of a terrorist organization." They have continued their hunger strike while being held in pretrial
detention (AFMI 481).
© 2017 ADEM ALTAN/AFP/Getty Images

accused of using Bylock and also for allegedly
holding accounts at Bank Asya (AFMI 484), which
was founded by followers of Fethullah Gülen. The
bank was closed down by state financial regulators
shortly after the coup attempt.
On September 10, 2016, the economist and
columnist Mehmet Altan, along with his brother
Ahmet Altan, a prominent journalist in Turkey, were
detained and questioned over their appearance
on a television show just one day before the
coup attempt (AFMI 356). According to the public
prosecutor’s office, the brothers “gave subliminal
messages suggesting a military coup” and allegedly

“threatened” the government and president during
their televised appearance. Their commentary
during the appearance was reportedly critical of
President Erdoğan’s government and skeptical
about the stability of the current administration.
The brothers have since been charged with
“attempting to remove the constitutional order”
and “committing a crime on behalf of an armed
terrorist group without being a member of it.” They
remain in detention, pending the outcome of their
next hearing, which is scheduled for September
19, 2017. If convicted, they could face life
imprisonment.
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In a similar case, Günal Kurşun, a legal scholar and
human rights defender, learned on April 28, 2017,
that he had been indicted on charges including
“being a member of a terrorist organization,” which
carries a sentence of up to 16 years in prison. The
indictment reportedly indicates that the charges
relate to his previous affiliation with and writings
for Today’s Zaman, a newspaper shut down over
alleged ties with Fethullah Gülen (AFMI 463). On
July 6, 2017, Professor Kurşun along with İdil Eser,
the director of Amnesty International Turkey, and
eight others were detained while attending a digital
security workshop in Istanbul. Professor Kurşun,
Ms. Eser, and five of the original detainees have
since been formally arrested on charges of “aiding
a terrorist organization” and remain in pretrial
detention as of this report.
Scholars detained or facing prosecution include
high-profile cases that have become symbols of the
purge’s impact in Turkey and around the world.

Wrongful prosecution
and imprisonment
During this reporting period, SAR reported
45 incidents of wrongful prosecution and 83
cases of wrongful imprisonment. Wrongful
prosecution includes administrative, civil, or
criminal proceedings against higher education
leaders, academic and nonacademic staff, or
higher education students involving false or
otherwise wrongful grounds; or charges directly
relating to, or in retaliation for, the expression
of academic opinions or other professional
or student activity; or in retaliation for other
exercise of fundamental human rights including
free expression and freedom of association.
Wrongful imprisonment includes the arrest,
interrogation, detention, and/or prosecution of
scholars, students, or other members of higher
education communities on false or otherwise
wrongful grounds or charges, directly relating to,
or in retaliation for, the expression of academic
opinions, or other professional or student
activity, as well as in retaliation against other
exercise of fundamental human rights, including
free expression and freedom of association.
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On December 20, 2016, prominent sociologist
İştar Gözaydın and 11 of her colleagues from
the now-closed Gediz University6 were detained
and later arrested on terrorism-related charges
(AFMI 402). In protest of her arrest and detention,
which authorities justified based on a review of
her scholarly work, Professor Gözaydın began a
hunger strike that attracted widespread media
attention and led to calls for her release. On March
30, 2017—100 days into her hunger strike—she
was released and placed under a travel ban.
While no longer in custody, Professor Gözaydın is
expected to return to court on January 12, 2018,
to face charges of “being a member of a terrorist
organization.”
Professors Esra Mungan, Kıvanç Ersoy, Muzaffer
Kaya, and Meral Camcı, who were arrested in
March 2016 in connection with a press conference
they organized to reaffirm their commitment
to the Peace Petition, have attended five court
hearings while the minister of justice considers a
public prosecutor’s request to change the charges
from “making terrorist propaganda” to “insulting
the Turkish nation” (Penal Code Article 301).7 The
four academics are expected to attend their next
hearing on December 26, 2017.
In August 2016, it was announced that Serkan
Gölge, a U.S.-Turkish physicist at the U.S. National
Space and Aeronautical Association (NASA) and
the University of Houston, had been detained and
placed in solitary confinement after an estranged
family member informed the authorities that he
was a spy for the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency.
Nine months later, on April 17, 2017, Dr. Gölge
made his first court appearance to face charges
of being a member of the Gülenist movement.8 At
this and subsequent hearings, Dr. Gölge has denied
6 Gediz University and 14 other foundation universities—
universities established by and supported by the Gülenist
movement—were closed by order of emergency decree on
July 23, 2016. See http://monitoring.academicfreedom.info/
reports/2016-07-23-various-institutions.
7 See http://monitoring.academicfreedom.info/reports/201603-14-bo%C4%9Fazi%C3%A7i-university-mimar-sinanuniversity-fine-arts-ni%C5%9Fanta%C5%9F%C4%B1university.
8 See http://monitoring.academicfreedom.info/reports/201608-05-nasa-university-houston.
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Threats to Turkey’s Higher Education Sector
(January 1, 2016–August 31, 2017)⁹

1,404 scholars, staﬀ, and students

detained, arrested, or named in warrants

7,023 higher education personnel
dismissed and banned from public
service and travel abroad

60,000+ students

aﬀected by state-ordered
university closings

407 higher education personnel
and students criminally charged

294 graduate students expelled from their
Turkish institutions while studying abroad

the charge, which is reportedly based on his prior
studies at Gülen-affiliated educational institutions
in Turkey and a U.S. one-dollar bill allegedly
found during a search of his family’s home. State
authorities have reportedly interpreted certain
serial numbers on the dollar bill as indication of
membership, even rank, in Mr. Gülen’s movement.
If convicted, Dr. Gölge could face up to 15 years in
prison.
A growing number of scholars like Dr. Gölge have
been held in detention for prolonged periods of
time. Media reports and accounts from scholars
in Turkey suggest that a combination of factors
has contributed to this. Turkey’s judiciary has itself
suffered dismissals and detentions of thousands of
judges and public prosecutors on terrorism-related
charges.10 As a consequence, the judiciary may
lack the capacity to meet the unprecedented case
volume; judges may also be hesitant to proceed
with cases in such a contentious environment.
Similarly, there may be heightened difficulties

and delays in identifying legal counsel willing
to represent scholars facing terrorism-related
charges, due to the risk of detention for lawyers
taking up these cases.11 Hearing delays may also
be a result of haste in issuing warrants and making
arrests without substantial evidence, requiring
investigations and attempts to gather evidence
after the fact. On August 25, 2017, Emergency
Decree No. 694 increased these due process
concerns by extending the maximum pretrial
detention period for individuals detained based
on terrorism-related allegations from five to seven
years (AFMI 515).
Finally, state and university authorities have
cracked down on faculty, staff, and students
peacefully protesting mass dismissals and other
actions against the higher education sector. On
February 10, 2017, police attacked and arrested
scholars, students, and other individuals who
had peacefully gathered at Ankara University to
protest a February 7 decree ordering the dismissal

9 Data in the above graphic covers incidents preceding this reporting period, dating back to January 2016, when the Peace Petition
was published.
10 See https://www.ft.com/content/0af6ebc0-421d-11e7-82b6-896b95f30f58?mhq5j=e1.
11 See https://stockholmcf.org/301-lawyers-in-jail-over-100-lawyers-wanted-in-turkey/.
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Loss of Position
Since September 1, 2016, 5,717 academic
personnel12 and 1,306 administrative
personnel from at least 115 higher education
institutions—7,023 personnel in total—have been
ordered dismissed by government decree, on
suspicion of being connected with Mr. Gülen’s
movement and of participating in the coup attempt
(AFMI 348, 386, 392, 408, 424, 464, 509, and 515).
These decrees further provide that personnel
listed therein are banned for life from taking civil
service positions and are to have their passports
invalidated indefinitely.

NASA scientist Serkan Gölge was reported
detained in August 2016 and has since been
held on charges of being a member of the
Gülenist movement. If convicted, he could face
15 years in prison.
Photo courtesy of Kubra Gölge

of 330 academic personnel (AFMI 426). Just one
week later, administrators at İstanbul Technical
University launched disciplinary investigations
against 24 students who had participated in a
peaceful demonstration to protest the same
decree (AFMI 429). And on May 22, 2017, police
detained and later arrested Nuriye Gülmen, a
professor of literature, along with Semih Özakça,
a primary school teacher, engaged in a hunger
strike to protest a January 6 decree that ordered
their dismissal alongside more than six thousand
other civil servants (AFMI 481). Professor Gülmen
and Mr. Özakça, who have continued their hunger
strike while in detention, have been charged with
“being member[s] of a terrorist organization” and
are scheduled to attend their first hearing on
September 14, 2017.

The decree orders have effectively eliminated
future academic employment prospects within
and outside of Turkey. The stigma surrounding the
terrorism-related allegations on which the orders
are based have kept private higher education
institutions from considering these scholars and
administrators as candidates for employment.
SAR understands that obtaining employment
even in the food services or manual labor sectors
has proved nearly impossible for many of these
scholars.
In addition to the immediate harm to the targeted
personnel, the state-ordered dismissals have had
debilitating effects on institutions. At Süleyman
Demirel University and Gazi University, for
example, 240 and 224 personnel, respectively,
have been dismissed. Across Turkey’s higher
education institutions, these dismissals have left
a growing number of courses without instructors,
research projects have been disrupted or
abandoned, and students have lost advisers to
oversee their theses and instruction.
Emergency decrees issued on September 1, 2016,
October 29, 2016, April 29, 2017, and July 14,
2017, ordered the expulsion of 285 students
who were studying abroad at the time, mostly in
the United States, the United Kingdom, Canada,
and Germany (AFMI 348, 386, 464, and 509). The

12 An additional 2,808 academic personnel have been unemployed due to the closing of 15 universities by order of emergency
decree No 667, on July 23, 2016. While they are not banned from civil service positions, their employment records have been marked
with a code indicating that their loss of position was related to an emergency decree, thus making employment at other public or
private universities virtually impossible. See http://monitoring.academicfreedom.info/reports/2016-07-23-various-institutions.
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students were accused of having connections with
alleged terrorist organizations. In addition, the
decrees cancelled their financial aid and provided
that any degrees or certificates they obtained
abroad would not be recognized in Turkey,
imperiling their ability to study, work, or even
return safely to Turkey.
State-ordered dismissals and expulsions were
based on the same allegations as detentions and
arrests: affiliations with alleged Gülen-linked
institutions, including banks and educational
institutions. However, it is also apparent that
acts of expression and associations have played
a role. As of this report, a growing number of the
academic personnel who had signed the Peace
Petition have been ordered dismissed, including
half of the 330 academic personnel listed in decree
No. 686 (AFMI 424).
Relatively few higher education personnel or
students have benefited from state orders to
reverse dismissals and expulsions. Only 94
academic personnel, 7 administrative personnel,
and 27 students named in government decrees
have had their position or student status
reinstated.13 It is unclear through what procedural
process or on what evidentiary grounds these
dismissals and expulsions were reversed. SAR
understands that a January 23, 2017, decree
ordered the creation of a State of Emergency
Procedures Investigation Commission that would
review appeals from civil servants who have been
ordered for dismissal. The commission reportedly
began receiving applications on July 17, 2017,
and is expected to receive as many as 110,000
applications in its first stage of review.14
In addition to the emergency decrees, Turkey’s
Higher Education Council (YÖK) and university
authorities have continued to take their own
targeted measures against scholars and students.
On February 22, 2017, YÖK cancelled foreign work
permits of Boğaziçi University professors Noémi

Loss of position
During this reporting period, SAR
reported 32 incidents of loss of position. Loss
of position includes discharge, demotion, loss
of promotion, or other professional penalty
for a scholar’s academic work, including
statements made in the classroom, writings,
research, professional association/union activity,
engagement with (and criticism of) higher
education leadership or education policy, etc.
Relevant incidents involving students include
dismissal or expulsion from studies based on
academic work or student activities, including
statements made in the classroom, writings,
research, student association/union activity,
engagement with (and criticism of) higher
education leadership or education policy, etc.
Levy-Aksu and Abbas Vali, who hold French and
Iranian citizenship, respectively (AFMI 432). The
official notice reportedly did not indicate a reason
for YÖK’s decision; however, it appears that it
was in retaliation for their endorsement of the
Peace Petition. Similarly, on April 6, 2017, it was
announced that YÖK had cancelled the foreign
work permit of Chris Stephenson, a British scholar
of computer science at Istanbul Bilgi University
who had been arrested one year prior (AFMI
457).15 And on June 27, 2017, it was announced
that 12 scholars from Dokuz Eylül University were
suspended indefinitely due to an investigation into
their endorsement of the Peace Petition (AFMI
499).
Loss of position by decree and other retaliatory
measures taken by universities have put extreme
pressure on these individuals, their families,
and their colleagues. Following a December
2016 terrorist attack in Istanbul, an employee at
Çukurova University publicly denounced Mehmet
Fatih Traş, a 34-year-old research assistant,
as a terrorist. This was apparently due to his
endorsement of the Peace Petition and his alleged

13 Decrees calling for the reinstatement of personnel include Nos. 675, 675, 677, 686, 688, 689, 692, and 693.
14 See http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/appeal-body-begins-receiving-objections-to-state-of-emergency-rulings.
aspx?pageID=238&nID=115610&NewsCatID=338.
15 For SAR’s report on Professor Stephenson’s arrest, see http://monitoring.academicfreedom.info/reports/2016-03-15-bilgiuniversity.
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affiliation with the Peoples’ Democratic Party
(HDP), a pro-Kurdish opposition party. Soon after
these rumors spread, the university dismissed
him from teaching his courses (AFMI 401). Dr.
Traş was unsuccessful in applying for positions at
other universities and claimed that he had been
“blacklisted by [YÖK].” On February 24, 2016, Dr.
Traş committed suicide by jumping off the seventh
floor of an apartment building in Mersin.

Travel Restrictions
As described above, scholars and other personnel
ordered for dismissal by decree have had their
passports invalidated indefinitely. This same
provision applies to spouses of dismissed
personnel, forcing couples and their dependents to
remain in country, suffer financial insecurity, and
fear detention and other threats to their security.
Until the authorities reverse this order, 6,922
higher education personnel16 are barred from
traveling abroad to seek appropriate employment;
from participating in academic conferences,
workshops, and other opportunities for
international collaboration; and from otherwise
exercising their right to freedom of movement.
Given these restrictions, and faced with severely
limited employment opportunities and the risk
of detention at home, some academics have
attempted to flee Turkey and seek refuge abroad.
On September 11, 2016, authorities detained
Hakan Akın, who was suspended from his position
at Marmara University’s Faculty of Medicine in the
town of Uzunköprü (AFMI 357). Professor Akin
was preparing to flee to Greece in order to avoid
arrest. On May 20, 2017, a research assistant from
Gazi University and ten others who had also been
dismissed from their positions were detained in
Dalaman just before they attempted to travel to
the Greek island of Rhodes (AFMI 478). Just over
a week later, a former Erciyes University academic
was detained in Edirne province while he prepared
to cross the border into Greece (AFMI 483).

In three incidents, SAR has reported on the
deportation or threatened deportation of foreign
students enrolled in universities ordered closed
over suspected links to Fethullah Gülen. Starting
on September 26, 2016, Turkish authorities began
detaining and deporting Nigerian students upon
arrival at Istanbul’s Ataturk International Airport
(AFMI 363). The students, who were previously
enrolled in Fatih University, were returning to
Turkey after being required to renew their visas
in Nigeria in order to continue their studies. On
March 14, 2017, authorities arrested Ibrahim
Tawfiq Mohammed Anam, a Yemeni student who
had formerly attended Zirve University and Gediz
University (AFMI 439). Shortly before his arrest, Mr.
Anam’s request to renew his residency had been
denied for undisclosed reasons. He is currently
facing deportation proceedings. On March 16,
authorities detained Faysal Bsata and Abdel Salam
Salem, Syrian students who were also previously
enrolled in universities that were closed down in
July 2016 (AFMI 442). When Mr. Bsata and Mr.
Salem went to the Turkish immigration office
in Gaziantep to renew their Turkish residency,
they were detained without charge and held
incommunicado. Mr. Bsata has since been
deported, while Mr. Salem’s status is unknown.
Sources familiar with these and similar detentions
and deportations have reported that Turkish
authorities have detained foreign students in
camps originally built to house Syrian refugees and
are pressuring foreign students facing deportation
to agree in writing to depart Turkey voluntarily.

Restrictions on Institutional
Autonomy
Institutional autonomy has come under additional
threat over the past year. An October 29, 2016,
emergency decree included an order to change the
process for state university rector appointments.
Previously, six rector candidates were nominated
by university faculty, with three being presented
by YÖK to Turkey’s president for appointment.
Decree No. 676 eliminated faculty nominations,
giving YÖK the authority to nominate three of

16 While 7,023 higher education personnel have been ordered for dismissal by emergency decrees, authorities have ordered to lift
travel restrictions and restore employment status for 101 of these personnel.
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its own candidates for the president to
consider. The procedural amendment
further provides that, should the president
reject the three candidates within 30 days
without suitable replacements provided
by YÖK, the president may then directly
appoint a rector of his choosing (AFMI 386).
Another emergency decree issued on April
29, 2017, ordered a legislative amendment
affecting travel. While university rectors
were previously required to request
permission from YÖK only for annual leave,
the order states that they must now obtain
YÖK’s permission for any foreign workrelated travel (AFMI 464).

"Turkish authorities
should take all
necessary actions to
reverse the dangerous
course charted
against the higher
education sector"

In the nearly 20 months since a group of
1,128 scholars came together to sign a
public petition for peace, Turkey’s higher
education community has been under near-constant attack. Tens of thousands of scholars, students, and
staff are unable to carry out the research and teaching needed to drive the country’s future.

Detentions, prosecutions, dismissals and expulsions, travel restrictions, and other sweeping actions have
disproportionately affected the higher education sector. The speed and scale of these actions suggest a
disregard for due process rights and for the role of higher education, inquiry, and expression in democratic
society. In addition to the tragic effects on the immediate victims and their families, these actions risk
irreparable harm to the reputation and quality of Turkey’s higher education institutions.17
Turkish authorities should take all necessary actions to reverse the dangerous course charted against the
higher education sector, including by fulfilling all constitutional and international human rights obligations,
releasing all wrongfully detained individuals, and ensuring due process for all who are facing prosecution or
are in the midst of appeal proceedings. Leaders of higher education institutions, including YÖK, and other
members of civil society should press authorities to accelerate the reversal of these actions; to suspend any
investigations, prosecutions, detentions, or other pending disciplinary measures; and to ensure due process
for all victims under prosecution or in appeals proceedings. Finally, international state and higher education
authorities are urged to press Turkish authorities to remedy the above violations and to demonstrate
publicly their commitment to academic freedom and human rights.

17 At least one report indicates that research outputs from Turkey’s scholars have dropped 28 percent since July 2016,
foreshadowing a potentially damaging impact on metrics used in popular university rankings. See http://www.freedomforacademia.
org/the-short-term-effects-of-the-large-scale-purges-carried-out-by-the-akp-government-on-the-research-output-of-turkey-basedacademics-2/.
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THREATS TO ORGANIZED
STUDENT EXPRESSION
Organized student expression is a critical source
of public discourse that both challenges and
reinforces democratically legitimate authorities
within higher education, society, and the state. It
is also an essential part of the higher education
experience, preparing students for full participation
in society. As such, student expression is protected
under existing international human rights and
higher education principles, including especially
freedom of assembly, freedom of expression,
academic freedom, and the right to education. Too
often, however, violent or coercive force is used to
limit organized student expression in violation of
these principles.
Violence or coercion against peaceful student
expression not only harms individuals and
limits expression but also sends a message to
the entire university community that certain
ideas are not welcome. At the same time, when
student protests become violent or destructive,
they not only endanger other members of the
university community; but they also threaten to
escalate conflict and undermine the university as
a space for the exchange of ideas. In short, the
introduction of violence into student protest, either
by the authorities or by the protesters, harms a
university’s ability to function internally and within
the larger society.
In the past year, SAR documented a marked
increase in the number of incidents involving
organized student expression, including protests,
marches, press conferences, and other events on
and off campus. SAR’s previous report, Free to Think
2016, documented 39 such incidents, including
7 involving student violence. By contrast, during
the past year, SAR has reported 63 such incidents,
45 of which involved attacks on students, and
18 of which involved violent or destructive acts
committed by the students themselves.
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Students were killed in at least four cases involving
violent responses to organized student expression.
On May 4, 2017, Juan Bautista Lopez Manjarrez,
a student organizer, was killed by an unidentified
gunman following a student assembly at the
Territorial Polytechnic University José Antonio
Anzoátegui, in El Tigre, Venezuela (AFMI 468).
The day before the attack, Mr. Lopez Manjarrez
had reportedly expressed public support for a
plan by President Nicolas Maduro to rewrite the
constitution. Three others were injured in the
attack.
In Niger, Mala Bagalé, a sociology student at
Abdou Moumouni University, was killed during
an April 10, 2017, student protest over allocation
of university resources, facilities, and financial aid
(AFMI 460). The protest was organized by a student
union known as the Union des Scolaires Nigériens.
Although organizers called for a nonviolent protest,
some students blocked traffic, burned tires, and
vandalized public and private property. Security
forces shot tear gas at the students, some of whom
responded by throwing stones. Ultimately, in
addition to the death of Mala Bagalé, at least 88
students were injured, 313 were detained, and the
university was closed for one week.
In at least 23 incidents this year, authorities used
violent force to restrict student expression. For
example, on November 27, 2016, in Cameroon,
members of the University of Buea’s (UB) student
union issued a list of demands to the UB vice
chancellor, including about the disbursement of
presidential grants and the abolishment of lateregistration fees. They also called on Anglophone
students to participate in an indefinite strike
beginning the next day. Hundreds of students
gathered on the UB campus per the union’s call,
chanting and marching peacefully, when police
and soldiers arrived and ordered them to disperse.
When the students refused, security forces began
attacking protesters; according to reports, some

Free to Think 2017

officers opened fire on students, while others
chased students into dormitories, gathered them
together, and beat them (AFMI 393).

demonstrating on campus, hitting at least four
students at close range; one of these students was
shot at least ten times (AFMI 380).

On September 21, 2016, in South Africa, students
convened a meeting on the campus of the
University of the Witwatersrand (Wits University)
for Fees Must Fall, a nationwide student movement
established in October 2015 that opposed high
tuition fees and racial discrimination on campus.
After the meeting ended, a group of the students
attended a demonstration off campus and then
returned; as their demonstration continued, a
group of police ordered them not to leave campus
again. When the students approached the officers,
they were met with rubber bullets and stun
grenades (AFMI 361). Similarly, on October 20,
2016, police officers at Wits University fired rubber
bullets at a group of Fees Must Fall protesters

In Turkey, seven students from Dokuz Eylül
University were beaten by private security forces
on January 4, 2017, after they publicly read
a statement on campus calling for increased
secularism in Turkey (AFMI 405). They were then
taken into custody and arrested by police. A few
weeks later, on February 10, 2017, Turkish police
fired rubber bullets and shot tear gas at a crowd
of hundreds of students, scholars, and civilians on
the Cebeci campus of Ankara University as they
protested the most recent round of governmentordered faculty dismissals (AFMI 426). Police then
detained a group of 12 protesters that included
students, academic staff, and scholars who had
been dismissed from the university.

On January 20, 2017, a protester was shot during a demonstration against the scheduled speaking appearance
by controversial conservative speaker and former Breitbart News editor Milo Yiannopoulos at the University of
Washington, in Seattle (AFMI 415).
© 2017 Johnny Andrews/The Seattle Times
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Police officers fired rubber bullets at students throwing stones at them during a protest at the University of
Western Cape, in South Africa, on October 19, 2016 (AFMI 378).
© 2016 AP Photo/Schalk van Zuydam

Several states have seen campus protests devolve
into violent or destructive behavior by the students
themselves. In some cases, police responded with
disproportionate force, further escalating tension
on campus and, in some cases, nationwide.
In South Africa, for example, some Fees Must Fall
protests have been accompanied by violence or
destructive activity. On September 5 and 6, 2016,
protests on three campuses of the University
of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN) began peacefully but
turned violent as students set fire to university
buildings and property, disrupted classes, and
clashed violently with police, who attempted
to disperse the protesters by firing tear gas and
rubber bullets (AFMI 352). The clashes resulted
in injuries to students, multiple arrests, and the
temporary suspension of academic activities. On
October 19, Fees Must Fall protesters clashed
violently with police at the University of the
Western Cape’s (UWC) Bellville campus (AFMI
378). Alleging that residence halls on the Bellville
campus functioned as the base of operations
for Fees Must Fall at UWC, university officials
had implemented a partial shutdown of the
campus two weeks earlier, allegedly in order to
ensure campus safety in the face of new protests.
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Following a separate protest at another, nearby
campus, police raided residence halls. Students
who were on campus threw rocks at police, who
responded with tear gas, stun grenades, and rubber
bullets. Students reported that the police fired at
them indiscriminately. And on the same day, Fees
Must Fall student protesters at the University of
Cape Town attacked two security guards, beating
one and dropping a large rock on another from the
window of a university building (AFMI 377). Both
guards were hospitalized.
In India, on the afternoon of October 19, 2016,
students at Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU)
barricaded the school’s vice chancellor and
several senior administration officials into an
administration building to protest their response
to the suspected kidnapping of a JNU student
(AFMI 376). Although the vice chancellor explained
that evening that the situation posed a grave
health risk to a number of the officials locked
inside, the students maintained the blockade until
the following afternoon. On February 21, 2017,
at Ramjas College of the University of Delhi, a
nationalist student group known as the Akhil
Bharatiya Vidyarthi Parishad (ABVP) voiced its
objections to the school’s decision to invite two
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student activists (one of whom had previously been
charged with sedition) to campus for a seminar
on dissent. After demanding that the activists
be excluded from the seminar, ABVP members
reportedly attempted to disrupt the seminar
by playing loud music, breaking window panes
in a conference room, and throwing stones at
other students (AFMI 431). University authorities
eventually cancelled the session. The following
day, two student groups marched to the local
police station to register a complaint against the
ABVP. After they arrived at the police station, a
confrontation with ABVP members ensued, leaving
dozens of students injured.
In the United States, multiple high-profile
confrontations have given rise to concerns about
increasing constriction of academic freedom on
campus. At the University of Washington (UW), on
January 20, 2017—the day of the inauguration of
President Donald Trump—a violent confrontation
occurred outside the venue of a speaking event
featuring Milo Yiannopoulos, a controversial Web
personality whom UW College Republicans, a
partisan student group, had invited to campus
to speak (AFMI 415). Anti-Trump and antiYiannopoulos protesters gathered outside the
event, where they clashed with people attempting
to attend. Although the confrontations were
largely verbal, paint and bricks were thrown, and
one attendee shot a 34-year-old protester in the
abdomen.
Less than two weeks later at the University of
California, Berkeley, thousands of protesters
gathered to protest Yiannopoulos’s attendance
at a speaking event hosted by the student group
Berkeley College Republicans. Although the protest
was initially peaceful, protesters wearing black
masks arrived in the evening and attacked police
barricades, lit firecrackers at the event venue,
and broke windows (AFMI 421). The event was
cancelled shortly thereafter. The confrontation
eventually gave way to physical altercations,
destruction of property, and a fire in a campus
plaza.

Finally, at Middlebury College, on March 2, 2017, a
faculty member was injured and later hospitalized
as a result of student protesters disrupting a
campus discussion featuring controversial political
scientist Dr. Charles Murray (AFMI 435). When Dr.
Murray took the stage, a group of students stood
up, turned their backs on him, and began chanting
over his speech. With Dr. Murray inaudible,
the event was moved to a nonpublic location
on campus and made available for live viewing
online. Protesters learned of the new location
and attempted to disrupt the event there as well,
banging on windows, shouting and chanting, and
setting off fire alarms. After the event, Dr. Murray
and Middlebury professor Dr. Alison Stanger, the
event’s moderator, were attempting to leave the
location when they were confronted by a group of
protesters. The protesters blocked their path, and
Dr. Stanger was shoved and pulled by the hair; she
was later hospitalized and suffered whiplash and a
concussion as a result of the incident.

Other Attacks
During this reporting period, SAR
issued reports for 21 “other” incidents.
These include incidents that do not fit squarely
within one or more of the five defined types
of conduct, yet are of such importance, scale,
scope, and/or duration that they have already,
or have the potential, to significantly impair
higher education functions, academic freedom,
or the exercise of human rights by members of
higher education communities. Such incidents
may include occupation or closing of higher
education campuses; destruction of higher
education facilities, materials, or infrastructures;
systematic or prolonged harassment, or
threats against members of higher education
communities; systematic limits on access
to higher education; and/or systematic
discrimination based on gender, race, or other
grounds in access to, employment within, or
other elements relating to higher education.
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In addition to reports of violence, SAR has
continued to see detentions and arrests of peaceful
student activists throughout the past year. On
September 24, 2016, in Zimbabwe, at least 50 riot
police arrested 14 university students and 3 other
individuals at a peaceful meeting of the Zimbabwe
National Students Union (ZINASU) (AFMI 362).
Police officials later stated that those in custody
were charged with violating Section 41 (b) of the
country’s criminal code, which prohibits “disorderly
conduct in [a] public place.” Specifically, the police
alleged that the students were guilty of “singing
political songs” and “insulting the government.”
All the students were later released, although two
of the group’s leaders were eventually charged,
respectively, with “failure to notify the police of a
public gathering” and with “undermining authority
of or insulting [the] president.” Five days later,
three students at the University of Zimbabwe,
including a former president of ZINASU, were
arrested and charged with criminal nuisance,
under Section 46 of the Criminal Law (Codification
and Reform) Act, after they engaged in protest
at a graduation ceremony—namely, holding up a
placard demanding that the president take action
against unemployment, singing an antigovernment
song, and referring to the president as “Satan”

(AFMI 366). The students later pleaded guilty to
the charge and were released from custody with a
Zimbabwe $10 fine.
On March 16, 2017, a Thai court charged
seven students with contempt of court,
based on their participation in a February 10,
2017, demonstration for imprisoned Khon
Kaen University student-activist Jatupat “Pai”
Boonpattararaksa (AFMI 441). As of this report,
the final outcome of the charges is unknown. On
September 26, 2016, also in Thailand, authorities
issued a summons for participants in a July
31, 2016, talk at Khon Kaen University, on the
grounds that they had violated National Council
for Peace and Order (NCPO) Order No. 3/2015,
which bans political gatherings of five or more
people. Thailand’s New Democracy Movement, a
student-led group, had organized the event, which
was focused on the Thai junta’s draft constitution
(AFMI 364). Ultimately, 11 people were charged in
connection with the event.
In Pakistan, authorities detained two scholars
and a student leader from the University of
Karachi on April 1, 2017, in connection with a
press conference they organized to protest the
imprisonment of retired
scholar-activist Dr. Hasan
Zafar Arif (AFMI 454). The
student and one scholar
were quickly released, while
the second scholar, Riaz
Ahmed, was held for six
days on allegations that he
had “possess[ed] an illegal
weapon,” before being
released on bail.

On March, 16, 2017, a Thai court charged seven student-activists
with “contempt of court” in connection with a February 2017
demonstration in support of detained student-activist Jatupat “Pai”
Boonpattararaksa (AFMI 441).
© 2017 KHAOSOD ENGLISH
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In Turkey on March 30,
2017, police reportedly
detained 37 students
from İstanbul University
who participated in a
peaceful demonstration
commemorating the 1972
Kızıldere Massacre, a
military raid in which 10
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activists in Turkey were killed after taking British
intelligence officers hostage, allegedly to stop the
execution of their imprisoned colleagues (AFMI
452). Shortly after the demonstration began,
plainclothes police arrived on the scene and
detained 37 of the students. As of this report, the
outcome of any criminal prosecutions is not known.
SAR condemns the use of force against peaceful
protesters: it calls on national governments to
ensure that military and law enforcement authorities
exercise restraint and respond to protest activities in
a proportional and appropriate manner, consistent
with recognized international human rights
obligations. SAR further calls on state authorities
to recognize and ensure appropriate protections
for nonviolent public expression—in particular
when such expression occurs on a campus or in an
academic setting.

"SAR [...] calls on
state authorities
to recognize and
ensure appropriate
protections for
nonviolent student
expression"

SAR calls on student and academic activists everywhere to reaffirm the university value of social
responsibility and the nonviolence at its core. Members of higher education communities should commit to
respecting the campus as a safe, free space, where ideas can be expressed and debated freely, without fear
of physical harm or undue restriction.
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DETERIORATING CONDITIONS
IN VENEZUELA
Universities have come under increased threat
as political, economic, and social conditions have
deteriorated in Venezuela. Since at least 2014,
student-led protests have given rise in a number
of cases to mass arrests of protesters, with reports
of widespread custodial abuse and detention
without charge. Conditions continued to worsen
this year, as anti-government protests—which have
frequently been student-led—have been met with
violent retaliation. A team of UN investigators has
found that, since April 1, 2017, the government
has detained more than 5,000 protesters, and
more than 120 people have been killed during
demonstrations.18
On October 24, 2016, university students from
across the country organized demonstrations
against the cancellation of a referendum to remove
President Nicolás Maduro from office. In Caracas,
at the Central University of Venezuela (UCV),
students planning to march from campus to a city
plaza were intercepted en route by police officers,
who used tear gas, pepper spray, and buckshot
in an effort to block their passage (AFMI 384). At
least 27 students were injured in the clash. A few
months later, on February 14, 2017, a group of
students at the Táchira campus of the University of
Los Andes (ULA) organized a protest in response
to incidents involving the alleged use of force
by police one day earlier on other campuses in
Venezuela. Police launched tear gas and opened
fire on the ULA student protesters, injuring at least
40 (AFMI 427). The clash also resulted in significant
property damage on campus, although eyewitness
reports varied as to who was responsible.
On March 31, 2017, Bolivarian National Guard
(GNB) soldiers reportedly attacked student
protesters who were demonstrating against a
March 29 Supreme Court ruling that they argued
would weaken the country’s legislature and hand
unchecked power to President Maduro (AFMI

453). Two UCV students, Andrés Oliveros and
Rafael Álvarez, were reportedly detained during
the march. One week later, on April 6, police
entered the campus of the University of Carabobo
in Valencia—reportedly without invitation—and
clashed with students protesting the March 29
ruling (AFMI 456). At least 27 students were
injured by tear gas and shotgun pellets. On May 4,
2017, government authorities used rubber bullets
and tear gas to disperse UCV students as they
attempted to leave campus on a march to support
the country’s opposition and the families of 35
people around the country who had been killed in
protests over the previous two months (AFMI 467).
Finally, on May 24, 2017, state security forces
clashed with student protesters on the campus of
Orient University in the City of Bolivar; Augusto
Sergio Pugas, a 22-year-old nursing student,
died of a bullet wound to the head; seven other
students were injured (AFMI 482).
Crucially, while the number of violent attacks on
student protesters and the number of resulting
injuries are large, they tell only part of the story.
Many more students have been injured—and at
least 21 killed—in off-campus protests around
the country in which students were among the
general population of protesters. While they are
very likely human rights violations, these tragic
incidents could not be properly classified as attacks
on higher education or academic freedom, as they
do not involve authorities knowingly targeting
scholars, students, or higher education institutions.
However, they do demonstrate the degree to
which students are on the front lines in Venezuela,
both on campus and throughout the country.
At the same time, student protesters have, in at
least two key incidents in the past year, acted
inappropriately or violently. On March 6, 2017,
students at ULA Liria stole several public buses and
parked them on campus as part of a protest against

18 See http://www.ohchr.org/SP/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=21948&LangID=S.
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Students participating in organized expression on both sides of the political conflict have increasingly come under
attack by state military and police forces as well as groups of armed civilians known as "colectivos."
© 2017 FEDERICO PARRA/AFP/Getty Images

a recent reform of the public transit system. When
police arrived on campus to retrieve the buses,
they clashed with students and opened fire on
them (AFMI 436). Three students were injured; one
was hospitalized after being shot in the head.
On April 5, 2017, students on the campus of
Tachira Experimental University protested the
controversial March 29 Supreme Court ruling
mentioned above. Students blocked roads near
campus and later marched onto campus as hooded
individuals threw stones and molotov cocktails;
police responded with stones, tear gas, and
shotgun pellets (AFMI 455). At least 21 students
were treated for tear gas inhalation and shotgun
wounds.
Finally, Venezuela’s current unrest has led to
an abduction and at least 65 wrongful student
arrests and detentions during the past year. On
November 3, 2016, a ULA student named Andy
Guillen was walking to a protest march on campus
when he was forced into an unmarked van by
unidentified individuals and driven away (AFMI
388). His abductors detained him for more than
ten hours, interrogating him about a GNB vehicle
that had been stolen and burned a day earlier. On
May 15, 2017, Carlos “Pancho” Ramirez, a ULA
law student and leader of student activist group
Movimiento 13, was taken into custody by GNB
soldiers while he was en route to a protest in

Merida (AFMI 474). The soldiers transported him
to local GNB headquarters, where they detained
him incommunicado until May 17. He was then
transferred to a military airbase in Barquisimeto,
and later Santa Ana Prison, in Tachira State. Mr.
Ramirez is expected to be tried by a military court
on charges including “instigation to rebellion,”
which carries a sentence of five to ten years
imprisonment. On June 15, 2017, during a march
to protest the National Constituent Assembly
proposed by President Maduro, eleven university
students were arrested and transferred to a highrisk prison (AFMI 494). The students were released
on bail on August 11. And on July 2, 2017, GNB
soldiers entered the campus of the Pedagogical
Experimental University in Maracay, where a
group of students was nonviolently protesting
the Maduro regime. The soldiers reportedly beat
students and security staff, ultimately arresting
27 students (AFMI 501). The students were later
charged with offenses including "instigating
rebellion," "theft of military property," and "violation
of a security zone."
Scholars at Risk condemns the use of violence
and wrongful arrest by state authorities against
peaceful protesters on and off campus, and calls
on state authorities to protect academic freedom,
freedom of expression, and freedom of association
and to ensure that perpetrators of any past
violations are held accountable.
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RESTRICTIONS ON TRAVEL
The ability to travel across borders or within one’s
own country is a crucial part of academic life,
necessary for conducting field research, attending
academic conferences, studying abroad, and simply
going to class.
While states have the right to control entry
into their borders, that right is not unlimited:
restrictions on travel intended to limit academic
content or conduct may violate the rights to
academic freedom, freedom of expression, and
freedom of opinion. Article 19 of the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights speaks
directly to this issue when it provides that,
“[e]veryone shall have the right to freedom of
expression; this right shall include freedom to
seek, receive and impart information and ideas
of all kinds, regardless of frontiers...” Likewise,
travel within states may be subject to reasonable
limitations based on security or related interests,
but security measures that inappropriately limit
access to higher education may violate the right
to education. Finally, state decisions denying
scholars the right to travel abroad or requiring large
groups of scholars or students to return home from
academic travel are unlikely to serve any legitimate
security purpose and inevitably violate academic
freedom by limiting academic expression and
exchange.
During the past year, SAR has issued 21 reports
of travel restrictions in eight countries, including
denials of individual entry and exit visas based on
academic content or conduct, as well as sweeping
restrictions on travel by entire populations within
the higher education community.
On September 12, 2016, for example, Israeli
authorities prevented Adam Hanieh, a scholar of
development studies at the University of London’s
School of Oriental and African Studies who has
publicly criticized Israel in the past, from entering
Israel while en route to Palestine, where he was

scheduled to give a series of lectures at Birzeit
University (AFMI 358). When he arrived at Ben
Gurion Airport, Professor Hanieh was reportedly
stopped by authorities and held for questioning for
10 hours, then taken to a detention center, where
he was kept overnight before being deported
to the U.K. and banned from entering Israel for
10 years. According to Professor Hanieh, Israel’s
Ministry of the Interior cited “public security or
public safety or public order considerations” as a
reason for the deportation order.
On October 4, 2016, Hong Kong student leader
and activist Joshua Wong was detained for 12
hours at Suvarnabhumi Airport in Bangkok,
Thailand, before being deported back to Hong
Kong (AFMI 373). Mr. Wong achieved international
notoriety as a leader in the 2014 Umbrella
Movement, which sought electoral reforms in Hong
Kong; he was convicted for “unlawful assembly”
in July 2016 in connection with an Umbrella
Movement protest.19 He was traveling to Thailand
to deliver speeches at two universities and to
attend an event marking the fortieth anniversary
of Thailand's October 6, 1976, massacre of prodemocracy students. When he arrived in Bangkok,
Thai police and immigration officers reportedly
confronted Mr. Wong, stripped him of his passport,
and detained him before placing him on a plane
back to Hong Kong. Thai authorities later stated
that Mr. Wong had been put on a blacklist in
response to a request by Chinese officials.
Equally concerning are states’ denials of scholars’
rights to travel abroad—particularly when those
scholars have not been charged with a crime.
Denials of exit visas are frequently justified on
vague security grounds, but more often appear to
be motivated by a desire to prevent scholars from
communicating ideas that are critical of the state
while they are abroad.

19 Mr. Wong and his colleagues Nathan Law and Alex Chow had been sentenced to three weeks of community service, which they
served. On August 17, 2017, a Hong Kong court amended that sentence to six-to-eight months and took the trio into custody.

28

Free to Think 2017

In China, for example, officials barred Professor
Feng Chongyi, a Chinese national, from flying
to Australia, where he is a permanent resident
and a scholar of China studies at the University
of Technology, Sydney (AFMI 448). Professor
Feng writes regularly for and is quoted in news
publications. He has publicly criticized the Chinese
authorities’ treatment of dissidents and attempts to
influence China's overseas populations. In March
2017, Professor Feng traveled to China to research
conditions relating to human rights lawyers in the
country. Within a week of his scheduled return
to Australia, state security officers in Kunming
reportedly visited Professor Feng and questioned
him about his research and the individuals with
whom he had been meeting. On the morning of
March 24, he was stopped at a customs checkpoint
at Guangzhou Airport and prevented from boarding
his return flight to Australia. The next day, he
learned that he was being denied the right to leave
China on the grounds that he was a threat to state
security. Professor Feng was eventually permitted
to travel following advocacy on his behalf by the
Australian government and others.

On September 11, 2016, Professor Hakan Akin,
of Marmara University’s Faculty of Medicine, was
prevented from leaving Turkey for Greece and
arrested by Turkish police (AFMI 357). He had
been suspended from his position and placed
under investigation by his university in late July
on suspicion of being involved in the July 15 coup
attempt. He was detained in a town located near
the Meriç River, which separates Turkey from
Greece. Although a court ordered his release later
that day, he remained unable to leave the country.
In Uganda, Dr. Stella Nyanzi, a research fellow at
Makerere University and a prominent human rights
activist, began to suffer reprisals after posting
a Facebook message on February 15 criticizing
Janet Museveni, the country's Education Minister
and wife of the president (AFMI 458). Among
other things, she was prevented from traveling
to Amsterdam for an academic conference, her
passport and boarding passes were confiscated,
and she was placed on a no-fly list. She was
eventually arrested and charged with cyber
harassment and offensive communications.

Chinese authorities were behind at least two prominent cases of travel restrictions this year. Prominent student
activist Joshua Wong (L) was detained and denied entry to Thailand where he was scheduled to deliver speeches
at two unviersities (AFMI 373); Chinese authorities reportedly requested that he be put on a "black list." Feng
Chongyi (R), a scholar of China studies from the University of Technology, in Sydney, was barred from leaving China
on March 24, 2017, in apparent connection with research he had been conducting on local human rights defenders
(AFMI 448).
(L) © 2016 AP Photo/Kin Cheung (R) Courtesy of Feng Chongyi
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The past year has seen a significant rise in
legislative, administrative, and other government
actions that restrict scholars, students, and others
from traveling. This may harm the international
exchange of ideas on a mass scale. Turkey, in
particular, has issued eight separate decrees that,
among other things, invalidate the passports of
a large number of scholars and their spouses
(AFMI 348, 386, 392, 408, 424, 464, 509, and
515). This is part of a larger set of measures,
including mass terminations and bans on future
employment (see page 16) that aim to identify and
penalize public employees accused (often with
little evidence) of supporting Fethullah Gülen, the
cleric Turkish authorities have claimed was behind
the July 2016 coup attempt. The invalidation of
passports is particularly harmful, as it not only
prevents a disfavored class of scholars from
engaging in academic expression abroad but also
is effectively the final step in a career-destroying
effort: scholars who are already prevented from
pursuing their careers at home are also barred from
seeking employment anywhere else in the world.
Under the decrees to date, 5,623 scholars, 1,299
administrative staff, and their spouses are barred
from leaving the country.

Travel Restrictions
During this reporting period,
SAR issued 21 reports of travel
restrictions. Restrictions on travel or movement
include improper travel restrictions on higher
education leaders, academic and nonacademic
staff, and higher education students.
These include, but are not limited to, legal,
administrative or physical restrictions on travel
within a state; restrictions on travel between
states; arbitrary restrictions on a scholar or
student’s ability to obtain a visa, or other entry
or exit documents; denial of future permissions
for travel; and retaliation for attempting to travel
or after return from travel. Travel restrictions
may be imposed by government authorities of
the scholar or student’s home state, government
authorities of the state to be visited, and/or
higher education institutions, leadership, or
professional associations.
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Beginning in January 2017, Chinese authorities
have engaged in a campaign ordering student
members of the Uyghur Muslim minority who
are studying abroad to return to China. Although
the students were given until May 20 to return,
authorities began to impose severe pressures
on them well before that deadline. According
to reports, students’ family members were held
hostage to force the students’ return; in several
cases, the students who did return were jailed
or sent to reeducation camps, while others
have reportedly disappeared. The situation has
particularly impacted Uyghur students studying
abroad at Al-Azhar University, Egypt’s top Islamic
higher education institution. According to reports,
in July 2017, Egyptian authorities arrested and
began deporting dozens of Uyghur students,
apparently at the behest of Chinese authorities
(AFMI 502). And Uyghur students attempting
to flee to third-party countries were reportedly
stopped at the airport and prevented from doing
so. China’s actions may violate human rights
standards relating to arbitrary detention and due
process, academic and religious freedom, and
freedom of expression and association. Likewise,
Egypt’s actions may violate international human
rights standards, which prevent the removal of
aliens to a country where they face persecution
and/or torture.
Other recent government actions threaten to
significantly isolate national higher education
communities and limit the ideas that may be
allowed to cross national borders. While not
rising to the level of a reportable “attack” under
SAR's monitoring project methodology, these
developments warrant noting, given their
impact on the higher education sector. In Israel,
for example, a law enacted on March 6, 2017,
prohibits the issuance of a visa to any person, apart
from Israeli citizens and permanent residents, “if
he, [or] the organization or entity for which he
works, has knowingly issued a public call to impose
a boycott on the State of Israel.” The law represents
not merely an exercise of sovereignty, but is also
an attempt to use sovereignty to retaliate for
expressive content. The law’s impact on travel by
scholars and students could be severe.
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And, if it is not struck down by
the U.S. Supreme Court, the
Trump administration’s recent
executive orders restricting
travel from Iran, Libya, Somalia,
Sudan, Syria, and Yemen could
have severe impacts on higher
education within the United
States. The executive order
threatens not only to limit
the number of nationalities
on campus but also to send a
broader message that American
campuses are no longer spaces
of open, diverse cultural and
intellectual exchange—a message
that will be heard far beyond
the seven countries potentially
affected by the travel ban.
Restrictions on travel for scholars,
students, and staff—whether they
involve interstate or intrastate
travel, denial of an exit or entry
visa, forced return from abroad, or
government action that prevents
movement by entire classes of
higher education people—share
one common trait: they limit and
often penalize the international
exchange of ideas. As many states
adopt more nationalist policies,
these types of restrictions appear
to be growing in scope and number.

Syrian scholar and human rights activist Radwan Ziadeh
is among thousands of academics impacted by the Trump
administration's executive order on travel. Professor Ziadeh,
who holds temporary protected status in the U.S., was held
and questioned at Dulles Airport in Washington, D.C. after
returning from a conference abroad. While it did not explicitly
target the higher education sector, the original iteration of
the order severely threatened the ability of scholars and
students to engage in internationional research and learning
opportunities.
© 2017 Alex Wong/Getty Images

SAR calls upon state and international authorities to adopt and respect policies that fully protect the right
to academic travel, including the “right to freedom to seek, receive and impart information and ideas of all
kinds, regardless of frontiers.” Entry and exit visas must not be denied, passports must not be revoked, and
a return to one’s home country must not be based on alleged academic expression, research, or imputed
beliefs.
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THREATS TO INSTITUTIONAL FREEDOM IN
CENTRAL AND EASTERN EUROPE
Over the last year, legislative and administrative
actions have threatened the autonomy and
continuing operations of universities and research
centers in Central and Eastern Europe.
On September 5, 2016, Russia’s Ministry of Justice
ordered that the Levada Center register as a
“foreign agent” (AFMI 351). Founded in 2003, the
Levada Center is one of the leading independent
sociological research institutions in Russia, with
a focus on political and electoral polling. On July
11, 2016, a Russian state-sponsored group called
Anti-Maidan, which supported the pro-Russian
Ukrainian government during the Euromaidan
demonstrations, reportedly sent a request to the
ministry demanding that the Levada Center be
registered on the foreign agent list. The list was
established under 2012 legislation that requires
nongovernmental organizations engaged in
“political activities” that receive foreign funding to
register with the state and to disclose such status
in all public materials. Because the ”foreign agent”
label is associated with anti-Soviet espionage
during the Cold War era, Center staff argue that
required use of the label would undermine the
Center’s reputation for objective research, putting
its continuing operations in doubt. The order
was issued on September 5, 2016—suggesting
retaliation for a poll that the Center released four
days earlier showing low support for the ruling
United Russia party in advance of the country’s
September 18 parliamentary elections. The Center
unsuccessfully appealed the order to a Moscow
district court and has since filed an application for
review with the European Court of Human Rights.
On March 20, 2017, in Russia, the Arbitration
Court of St. Petersburg ruled to revoke the license
of the European University at St. Petersburg
(EUSP) (AFMI 444). EUSP officials and media

sources suggest that Vitaly Milonov, a prominent
conservative politician, triggered the proceedings
in June 2016 when he submitted a series of
complaints against EUSP, including, for example,
one objecting to its gender studies courses on
the grounds that they were "disgusting," "fake
studies," and possibly "illegal." These complaints
led to an investigation alleging numerous technical
violations, such as the absence of a faculty gym
and the failure to display anti-alcohol leaflets.
Although EUSP reportedly cured nearly all of
the alleged violations, the court revoked the
university’s license on March 20, 2017. Following
unsuccessful appeals, the university has applied for
a new license.
On April 10, 2017, Hungary’s president signed
an amendment to the national higher education
law that could force the closure of the Central
European University (CEU) (AFMI 459). Founded
in 1990, CEU is a world-renowned institution
with award-winning faculty and graduates. It is
accredited in both Hungary and the United States
(where under the U.S. federal system it is chartered
by the State of New York). The amendment, which
had been hastily presented on March 28, 2017,
and approved on April 4, included among other
things a requirement that foreign-accredited
institutions in Hungary maintain a physical campus
in the country of accreditation. CEU’s only physical
campus is in Budapest. Although the law does not
explicitly refer to CEU, the combined effect of its
provisions would appear to threaten the operations
of only CEU.20 These provisions include, in addition
to the financially prohibitive requirement that
CEU establish a new physical campus in the U.S.,
abandoning the CEU name (and its accumulated
reputation) and operating under a Hungarian name,
and eliminating an agreement that allows faculty
and staff from non-EU countries (including the U.S.)

20 In July 2017, Hungarian officials reached an agreement with the U.S. State of Maryland allowing continued operation of McDaniel
College, which has physical campuses in Maryland and Budapest, with reports suggesting ongoing negotiations over a similar
institution in the U.S. State of Massachusetts.
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to work at CEU without requiring foreign work
permits. CEU officials assert that the combined
financial and administrative burdens of these
provisions, if they are not reversed or amended,
would make long-term operation in Budapest
impossible. This targeted effect, coupled with
public statements by government authorities and
allies critical of CEU, strongly suggests that the
amendment was specifically intended to punish the
university for its liberal research and teaching and
for its affiliation with its founder, the prominent
Hungarian-American financier and philanthropist
George Soros.21 As of this report, officials from
Hungary and the U.S. State of New York have
entered negotiations over terms that might allow
CEU’s continued operation in Budapest.
Although these incidents do not involve physical
harm or imprisonment, all three suggest an
improper use of legislative or administrative
actions to punish researchers or institutions
for their affiliations or for the content of their
research, publications, and teaching. As such, they
represent serious threats to academic freedom and
institutional autonomy. Especially in cases such as
these, where institutions targeted by the actions
are threatened with full closure, the resulting

harms are not limited to those institutions and
their personnel but extend to the higher education
sector generally, which is put on notice that
disfavored content will be severely punished.
Accordingly, SAR urges state authorities and
higher education officials in Russia and Hungary
to renew publicly their commitment to core higher
education values, including academic freedom and
institutional autonomy. Specifically, SAR urges
Russian officials to reverse the negative actions
against the Levada Center and EUSP and to ensure
their continued operation free from interference or
threats. SAR urges Hungarian officials to withdraw
the legislative provisions threatening CEU, or
otherwise to secure a timely, negotiated agreement
with CEU and the U.S. State of New York that will
ensure CEU’s continued operation in Budapest,
again free from interference or threats.
SAR urges state and higher education leaders
around the world to continue to express publicly
and in private encounters with relevant officials
in Russia, Hungary, and elsewhere their support
for the Levada Center, EUSP, and CEU and for
core higher education values generally, including
academic freedom and institutional autonomy.

21 Adding to this suggestion, a July 2017 government-supported poster campaign, widely criticized as anti-Semitic, juxtaposed
images of Soros with anti-immigrant rhetoric.

Thousands of demonstrators attended a march in support of CEU. Legislation supported by the right-wing Fidesz
party was signed into law on April 10, 2017, that effectively sought to damage the university's ability to operate.
© 2017 ATTILA KISBENEDEK/AFP/Getty Images
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RECOMMENDATIONS
The data reflected in Free to Think 2017 present a continuing crisis of attacks on higher education
communities around the world, with heightened pressures in Turkey, Venezuela, Russia, Hungary, and
beyond. Violent attacks on the university space; the use of force against, or by, students; arrests and
prosecutions; terminations, suspensions, and expulsions; content-based restrictions on travel; legislative
and administrative attacks on university autonomy; and other pressures shrink the space for higher
education communities to develop and convey knowledge and serve society, especially on issues of critical
importance to public policy and democratic debate. Recognizing these incidents, despite variations in
target, type of attack, location, and scale, as a part of a single global phenomenon is a critical first step in
devising solutions. The next step is to encourage a robust response at the international and state levels,
from within higher education itself and from civil society and the public at large.
States, higher education leaders, civil society, and the public at large in all countries are urged to:
• recognize publicly the problem of attacks on higher education, their negative consequences, and the

responsibility of states to protect higher education communities within their territories against
such attacks;

• abstain from direct or indirect involvement in attacks on higher education of any type, including by

undue external interference or compulsion or by criminal, legislative, or administrative actions or
travel restrictions that punish or deter nonviolent academic conduct or expression;

• demand prompt, thorough, and transparent investigations of attacks on higher education

communities, as well as all reasonable efforts to hold perpetrators accountable;

• take all reasonable measures to ensure adequate security for all members of higher education

communities;

• respect the right of students to engage in peaceful, organized expression, and refrain from violence

or other inappropriate responses to such expression;

• reverse restrictions on the travel, movement, or residence of scholars, students, and other higher

education personnel, and refrain from future restrictions that are based on nonviolent academic
conduct or expression; and

• contribute to efforts aimed at reinforcing principles of academic freedom and institutional autonomy,

including by reaffirming their commitment in public statements, policies, and practices to the
principles that ideas are not crimes and that critical discourse is not disloyalty.

In Turkey especially, state authorities, higher education leaders, and civil society are urged to:
• implement an effective, transparent means of review for all higher education personnel who have

been subject to suspension, termination, expulsion, or other professional retaliation in connection
with the Peace Petition, investigations related to the 2016 coup attempt, or related events;

• ensure due process, consistent with international human rights standards, for all professors,

students, and other higher education personnel subject to civil or criminal actions; and

• suspend and reverse actions taken against Turkish higher education institutions and personnel,

including wrongful arrests, termination and suspensions, and restrictions on travel.
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In Venezuela especially, state authorities, higher education leaders, and civil society are urged to:
• affirm publicly a commitment to nonviolence and social responsibility and to take all necessary

measures to ensure that student expression—on campus and elsewhere—is safe;

• take measures to ensure compliance with internationally recognized standards of freedom of

expression and association, academic freedom, and due process;

• ensure that legal protections for institutional autonomy, under Venezuelan law, are enforced; and
• have state authorities, consistent with the fullest exercise of institutional autonomy and academic

freedom, take measures to ensure the security of higher education communities throughout
Venezuela, to prevent future attacks, and to hold perpetrators of past attacks accountable.

In Russia and Hungary especially, state authorities, higher education leaders, and civil society are
urged to:
• renew publicly their commitment to core higher education values, including academic freedom and

institutional autonomy;

• reverse the negative actions against the Levada Center and the European University at St.

Petersburg, to ensure their continued operation free from interference or threats; and

• withdraw the legislative provisions threatening the Central European University (CEU), or otherwise

secure a timely, negotiated agreement with CEU and the U.S. State of New York that will ensure
CEU’s continued operation in Budapest, free from interference or threats.

"Recognizing these incidents
[...] as a part of a single global
phenomenon is a critical first
step in devising solutions."
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APPENDIX: TABLE OF INCIDENTS
The below table includes 257 attacks arising from 168 verified incidents in 35 countries, as reported by
Scholars at Risk’s Academic Freedom Monitoring Project from September 1, 2016, to August 31, 2017.
Note that the total number of attacks exceeds the total number of incidents reported because a single
incident may involve more than one type of conduct. Figures cited only include independently verified
incidents. Over this reporting period, the project evaluated more than 270 reported attacks in 35 countries.
Incidents are listed below in reverse chronological order and are described by date, the country where
the incident took place, the institutions implicated in the incident, and the type(s) of attack associated
with the incident. For more detailed information on the below incidents, including links to sources cited
in incident reports, please visit the Academic Freedom Monitoring Project website at http://monitoring.
academicfreedom.info.
AFMI

Date

Country

Institution

515

08/25/17

Turkey

Various Institutions

514

08/23/17

India

Unaffiliated

513

08/20/17

Egypt

Zagazig University

512

08/14/17

Thailand

Chiang Mai University

511

08/09/17

India

Unaffiliated

X

510

07/21/17

Congo (DRC)

University of Kinshasa

X

509

07/14/17

Turkey

Various Institutions

508

07/12/17

India

Periyar University

X

507

07/11/17

Turkey

Unknown

X

506

07/10/17

Turkey

Turgut Özal University

X

505

07/10/17

Turkey

Boğaziçi University, İstanbul
Medeniyet University

X

504

07/06/17

Turkey

Selçuk University, Necmettin Erbakan
University

X

503

07/06/17

Nigeria

University of Maiduguri

502

07/02/17

Egypt

Al-Azhar University

501

07/02/17

Venezuela

Pedagogical Experimental University

X

X

500

06/28/17

Zimbabwe

University of Zimbabwe

X

X

499

06/27/17

Turkey

Dokuz Eylül University

498

06/26/17

Zimbabwe

University of Zimbabwe

X

X

X

497

06/25/17

Thailand

Thammasat University

X

X

496

06/25/17

Nigeria

University of Maiduguri

X

495

06/21/17

Sri Lanka

Various Institutions

X

494

06/15/17

Venezuela

Various Institutions

X

X

X

493

06/08/17

USA

Essex County College

492

06/07/17

India

Lucknow University

491

06/06/17

Pakistan

University of Agriculture Faisalabad

490

06/03/17

Thailand

Unaffiliated

Killings, Violence, Disappearances
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Imprisonment

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X
X

X
X

X

X
X
X
X
X

X
X

X

X

X
X
X
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489

06/02/17

Turkey

Anadolu University

X

488

06/02/17

Turkey

Namik Kemal University

X

487

06/01/17

Turkey

Unaffiliated

X

486

06/01/17

Turkey

Ankara University

X
X

X

485

05/30/17

India

Indian Institute of Technology-Madras

484

05/30/17

Turkey

Dokuz Eylül University

X

483

05/29/17

Turkey

Erciyes University

X

482

05/24/17

Venezuela

Orient University

481

05/22/17

Turkey

Selçuk University

480

05/20/17

Nigeria

University of Maiduguri

479

05/20/17

Iran

Islamic Azad University

478

05/20/17

Turkey

Gazi University

477

05/18/17

Nigeria

University of Maiduguri

476

05/17/17

Viet Nam

Unaffiliated

475

05/16/17

Venezuela

Andrés Bello Catholic University

X

X
X

X
X

Venezuela

University of Los Andes

X

Palestine

al-Quds University

X

472

05/13/17

Nigeria

University of Maiduguri

471

05/11/17

Turkey

Anadolu University

X

470

05/09/17

Turkey

Eskişehir Osmangazi University

X

469

05/05/17

Turkey

Süleyman Sah University

X
X
X

467

05/04/17

Venezuela

Central University of Venezuela

466

05/01/17

China

Xinjiang Islamic University

X

05/01/17

Turkey

Dicle University

X

464

04/29/17

Turkey

Various Institutions

463

04/28/17

Turkey

Çukurova University

462

04/13/17

Pakistan

Abdul Wali Khan University

X

461

04/11/17

India

Panjab University

X

460

04/10/17

Niger

Abdou Moumouni University

X

459

04/10/17

Hungary

Central European University

04/07/17

Uganda

Makerere University

Turkey

Istanbul Bilgi University

456

04/06/17

Venezuela

University of Carabobo

X
X

Venezuela

Tachira Experimental University

Pakistan

University of Karachi

453

03/31/17

Venezuela

Central University of Venezuela

452

03/30/17

Turkey

Istanbul University

451

03/28/17

Turkey

Işık University

450

03/27/17

Hong Kong

University of Hong Kong

449

03/24/17

Belgium

Catholic University of Louvain

X

X
X

04/06/17
04/05/17

X

X

458

04/01/17

X
X

457
455

X

X

465

454

X

X

05/15/17

Venezuela

X

X

05/14/17

05/04/17

X

X

474

468

X

X

473

Territorial Polytechnic University José
Antonio Anzoátegui

X

X

X

X

X

X
X
X
X

X

X
X
X
X

X
X
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448

03/24/17

China

University of Technology Sydney

447

03/23/17

Belarus

Belarusian State University

X
X

446

03/23/17

Sierra Leone

Njala University

X

445

03/22/17

Venezuela

Various Institutions

X

444

03/20/17

Russia

European University at St. Petersburg

443

03/16/17

India

KMC College

442

03/16/17

Turkey

Unknown

441

03/16/17

Thailand

Khon Kaen University, Ramkhamhaeng
University

440

03/15/17

Belarus

Mogilev State A. Kuleshov University

439

03/14/17

Turkey

Unknown

X

438

03/08/17

Turkey

Anadolu University

X

437

03/08/17

Egypt

Suez University

436

03/06/17

Venezuela

University of Los Andes

X

435

03/02/17

USA

Middlebury College

X

434

02/26/17

Thailand

Mahidol University

433

02/24/17

Turkey

Atatürk University

432

02/22/17

Turkey

Boğaziçi University

431

02/21/17

India

Ramjas College

430

02/21/17

Venezuela

University of Carabobo

429

02/17/17

Turkey

İstanbul Technical University

428

02/16/17

Algeria

University of Algiers

X

427

02/14/17

Venezuela

University of Los Andes

X

426

02/10/17

Turkey

Ankara University

X

X
X

X

X
X

X
X

X
X
X
X

X
X

X
X

02/09/17

Turkey

İzmir Katip Celebi University

Turkey

Various Institutions

423

02/06/17

Turkey

İstanbul Technical University

422

02/03/17

Turkey

Gazi University

421

02/01/17

USA

University of California Berkeley

420

02/01/17

Iran

University of Eastern Piedmont, Vrije
Universiteit Brussel

X

419

01/31/17

Venezuela

University of Los Andes

X

418

01/25/17

Malaysia

Malaysian University of Sabah

417

01/23/17

India

Tata Institute of Social Sciences

416

01/20/17

Turkey

İstanbul Technical University

415

01/20/17

USA

University of Washington

414

01/20/17

Turkey

Gaziosmanpaşa University

413

01/17/17

Cameroon

University of Buea

412

01/16/17

Pakistan

Punjab University

411

01/16/17

UAE

Qatar University

Prosecution

X
X

02/07/17
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X

X

424
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X

X
X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X
X
X
X
X

X

X
X
X
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410

01/16/17

Nigeria

University of Maiduguri

X

409

01/07/17

Taiwan

Open University of Hong Kong

X

408

01/06/17

Turkey

Various Institutions

407

01/06/17

Pakistan

Fatima Jinnah Women University

406

01/05/17

China

Shandong Jianzhu University

405

01/04/17

Turkey

Dokuz Eylül University

404

12/27/16

Turkey

403

12/22/16

402

12/20/16

401

12/15/16

X
X
X

X

Balıkesir University

X

X

Turkey

Uşak University

X

X

Turkey

Gediz University

X

Turkey

Çukurova University

X

X
X

400

12/13/16

Malaysia

Unaffiliated

X

399

12/09/16

Turkey

Istanbul University

X

398

12/08/16

USA

Orange Coast College

397

12/07/16

Sudan

University of Khartoum

X

396

12/06/16

Lebanon

Lebanese International University

X

X

395

12/03/16

Thailand

Khon Kaen University

X

X

394

12/01/16

Ethiopia

Unaffiliated

X

X

X

X
X

393

11/28/16

Cameroon

University of Buea

392

11/22/16

Turkey

Various Institutions

X

391

11/21/16

USA

Winthrop University

X

390

11/18/16

Turkey

Yıldız Technical University

X

X

389

11/11/16

India

Unknown

X

X

388

11/03/16

Venezuela

University of Los Andes

X

387

11/02/16

Turkey

Multiple Institutions

X

386

10/29/16

Turkey

Various Institutions

385

10/26/16

Turkey

Dokuz Eylül University

384

10/24/16

Venezuela

Central University of Venezuela

383

10/24/16

Turkey

Canik Başarı University

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X
X

382

10/24/16

Pakistan

Balochistan Police College

381

10/22/16

Malaysia

University of Malaya

X

380

10/20/16

South Africa

University of the Witwatersrand

379

10/20/16

Turkey

Aksaray University

378

10/19/16

South Africa

University of the Western Cape

X

X
X

X
X

377

10/19/16

South Africa

University of Cape Town

X

376

10/19/16

India

Jawaharlal Nehru University

X

375

10/14/16

South Africa

University of Cape Town

X

374

10/14/16

India

Jawaharlal Nehru University

X

373

10/04/16

Thailand

Open University of Hong Kong

X

X

372

10/04/16

Syria

University of Aleppo

371

10/03/16

Poland

Jagiellonian University

X
X

X

370

10/02/16

Turkey

Ege University

X

X
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369

10/01/16

Ethiopia

Ambo University

368

09/30/16

Turkey

Galatasaray University

367

09/30/16

Turkey

Gaziantep University

X

X

366

09/29/16

Zimbabwe

University of Zimbabwe

X

X

365

09/27/16

Turkey

Karadeniz Technical University

X

X

364

09/26/16

Thailand

Khon Kaen University

363

09/26/16

Turkey

Fatih University

362

09/24/16

Zimbabwe

Zimbabwe National Student Union

361

09/21/16

South Africa

University of the Witwatersrand

360

09/20/16

Turkey

359

09/16/16

358

09/12/16

357
356

X
X

X
X

X

X

X

Middle East Technical University

X

X

Turkey

Erzincan University

X

Israel

Birzeit University, University of London

09/11/16

Turkey

Marmara University

X

09/10/16

Turkey

Istanbul University

X

X

355

09/08/16

Turkey

Mevlana University

X

X

354

09/08/16

Turkey

Afyon Kocatepe University

X

X

353

09/07/16

Turkey

İnönü University

X

X

352

09/05/16

South Africa

University of KwaZulu-Natal

351

09/05/16

Russia

Levada Center

350

09/05/16

Turkey

Sakarya University

X

349

09/02/16

Turkey

Mustafa Kemal University

X

34822

09/01/16

Turkey

Various Institutions

X

X
X

X

X
X

September 1, 2016 - August 31, 2017 Total:
Total Attacks:

55

83

45

X

X

X

32

21

21

257

22 AFMI numbering continues from the most recent incident reported in Free to Think 2016 (see https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/
resources/free-to-think-2016/). For a comprehensive index of monitoring incidents, please visit http://monitoring.academicfreedom.
info/incident-index.
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APPENDIX: METHODOLOGY
The SAR Academic Freedom Monitoring Project aims to identify, assess, and track incidents involving
one or more of six (6) types of conduct which may constitute violations of academic freedom and/or the
human rights of members of higher education communities. The project consists of Scholars at Risk staff
working in partnership with higher education professionals, researchers, and advocates around the world
serving as monitors. Each monitor focuses on a specific country or region, sometimes serving as a lead
researcher supervising teams of other monitors and/or student researchers. Monitors and their researchers
may work within or external to the country or region being covered, following a detailed system developed
by Scholars at Risk for identifying, reporting on, and analyzing incidents of attacks on higher education
systems, institutions or personnel. Anonymity of monitors is maintained where warranted by personal
security or other concerns.
The six types of conduct monitored include: (1) killings, violence, and disappearances; (2) wrongful
imprisonment/detention; (3) wrongful prosecution; (4) wrongful dismissal/loss of position/expulsion from
study; (5) restrictions on travel or movement; and (6) other. The “other” type acknowledges that it is not
easy to anticipate all relevant types of attacks that the monitoring project might expose and leaves room
for researchers to include significant incidents which do not fit squarely elsewhere. Over time, regular
reports of similar kinds of conduct in the “other” type may justify adding an additional delimited type.
“Other” types of attacks identified by the project include military targeting, occupation or use of higher
education facilities; forced university closures; and systematic discrimination in access to higher education.
For three of the types – travel, dismissal/loss of position/expulsion, and prosecution – the project reports
only on incidents bearing some nexus to academic speech, content or conduct. For the other three
types – imprisonment; killings, violence, and disappearances; and other significant events – the project
requires only a nexus to members of higher education communities or higher education institutions and
infrastructures. For example, the dismissal of a professor or student is included if there appears to be a
nexus between the professor or student’s academic speech, conduct or the content of research, writing,
teaching, or lecturing. The killing of a professor or student is included even if there is no specific link to
academic speech, conduct or the content, if it satisfies the definition of “attack” and is therefore likely to
contribute to insecurity and have a chilling effect on higher education, intentional or otherwise.
Monitors submit reports to Scholars at Risk on a rolling basis. Monitors are encouraged to focus on
the defined types of attacks, but are also instructed to exercise an “inclusion preference,” reporting
corroborated incidents which may be difficult to fit within the five defined types, but which raise significant
concerns about the security and freedom of higher education communities. This allows the broadest
collection of initial data, data that over time will help support analysis of scope and frequency. In all cases,
Scholars at Risk staff provide a secondary level of review and work within the limits of available resources,
and with individual monitors, to corroborate reported incidents and to evaluate when an incident rises
to the level of reportable “attack” for project purposes. Sources typically include local, national, and
international media outlets and, where possible, primary sources such as interviews with victims, witnesses
or bystanders, and court, government, or university documents. Incidents corroborated by sufficient
reliable sources are deemed “verified” and published as warranting public attention, including via email
digests, website, social media, and summary reports. Scholars at Risk welcomes submissions of additional
corroborating, clarifying or contradictory information which may be used to further research or otherwise
improve data reported.
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SAR PUBLICATIONS & MATERIALS
Materials are available on Scholars at Risk's website at www.scholarsatrisk.org.

Protecting Student
Expression (Forthcoming)

Promoting Higher
Education Values Guide
(Forthcoming)

Free to Think 2016

Universities in a Dangerous
World: Report from the
2016 SAR Global Congress

Free to Think 2015

Intellectual-HRDs & Claims
for Academic Freedom under
Human Rights Law, Int'l J.
H.Rts., Vol. 18, Issue 7-8, pp.
898-920

The University and the
Nation: Safeguarding Higher
Education in Tunisia and
Beyond

Courage to Think
Monologues: Stories of
Threatened Scholars

Getting Involved:
Guide to SAR Membership
and Activities

How to Host Handbook

Scholar Handbook

Speaker Series Handbook

42

Thousands of educators and academics are killed, imprisoned, attacked, or threatened
around the world each year because of what they teach, write, or say. This is dangerous
for all of us. It not only destroys lives, but it also denies everyone the benefit of expert
knowledge, destabilizes vulnerable societies, and cripples the healthy public discourse
that sustains democracy.
Scholars at Risk is an international network of over 500 higher education institutions
and thousands of individuals in over 37 countries that is leading the charge in protecting
and offering sanctuary to threatened scholars and students. Our mission is to protect
higher education communities and their members from violent and coercive attacks,
and by doing so to expand the space in society for reason and evidence-based
approaches to resolving conflicts and solving problems. We meet this mission through
direct protection of individuals, advocacy aimed at preventing attacks and increasing
accountability, and research and learning initiatives that promote academic freedom
and related values.
Institutions and individuals are invited to take part in this important work by joining
the network, offering to host at-risk scholars, organizing campus events, advocating
on behalf of imprisoned academics and students, conducting research through SAR's
Academic Freedom Monitoring Project and working groups, proposing your own
projects, and donating to SAR to sustain these activities. To learn more about SAR
activities, network membership, or how you or your institution might benefit, please
visit www.scholarsatrisk.org.
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