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INTRODUCTION

1.1. Since October 2023, students at colleges across the United States “have organised anti-war
encampments and peaceful protests to express solidarity with Palestinian civilians in Gaza and to
oppose their universities’ affiliations with companies profiting from the conflict and
occupation.”1 Protests have aimed to hold universities and governments accountable, and raise
awareness about and oppose grave violations of human rights and international humanitarian law
in Gaza. Data collected by experts indicate that between October 2023 and May 2024, protests
occurred at approximately 525 universities, colleges, and schools across the country, including
encampment protests at approximately 130 institutions.2 An estimated 1 in 10 college students
participated in these protest activities.3

1.2 As U.N. Special Rapporteurs explain: “To express solidarity with Palestinian civilians or to
peacefully demand… divestment” is “political expression and advocacy of human rights,
protected by international law.”4

1.2. Yet, student protests have been met with a high level of repression, including “vilification,
criminalization, sanctions, arrests, detentions[,] . . . use of excessive force,” and “surveillance
both online and on campus,”5 as well as “deportation from the United States, expulsion and
suspension from their studies, loss of university housing . . . [and] inability to graduate.”6 This
repression has been repeatedly denounced by U.N. experts,7 as well as the world’s leading
international human rights organizations.8 The U.N. High Commissioner for Human Rights
cautioned that “legitimate exercises of the freedom of expression cannot be conflated with
incitement to violence and hatred” and emphasized that “responses by universities and law
enforcement need to be guided by human rights law.”9 The U.S. government has not responded to
these concerns with concrete steps to improve human rights. Rather, in 2025, the U.S. has
engaged in “a dangerous escalation” in its “crackdown on student activism and censorship of pro-
Palestinian voices.”10 The result is widespread violations of rights and a chilling of the exercise of
fundamental rights for large numbers of individuals across the country.

1.3. As documented in this submission, U.S. authorities have engaged in, enabled, or failed to protect
against serious and ongoing violations of the rights: (1) to opinion, expression, association, and
peaceful assembly; (2) of human rights defenders; (3) to liberty; (4) to privacy; (5) to education
and academic freedom; and (6) non-discrimination and the rights of migrants. The rights of
protestors across the country have been significantly curtailed. Further, the harms reach far
beyond individual protestors, creating widespread fear and deterring many from speaking
out—especially on issues related to Palestinian human rights. The Inter-American Commission
on Human Rights found that the U.S. government’s actions had led to “an environment of self-
censorship” at odds with human rights.11 Even those not directly involved in activism now feel
unsafe expressing views on critical matters of U.S. domestic and foreign policy, signaling a
serious erosion of fundamental rights and democratic norms.
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2. FACTS

2.1. Hamas and other armed groups carried out attacks in Israel on October 7, 2023, killing over 1,200
people, injuring thousands, and kidnapping 251 people.12 A UN Commission of Inquiry
concluded that these attacks constituted war crimes and violations of international humanitarian
and human rights law.13 Israel’s large-scale military response to the October 7 attacks caused
humanitarian catastrophe in Gaza, severe human rights violations, and the deaths of tens of
thousands of Palestinians.14 According to the UN Commission of Inquiry, Israel has been
responsible for war crimes, crimes against humanity, and violations of international humanitarian
and international human rights law.15

2.2 The widespread violation of the rights of Palestinians spurred global protests, including extensive
protests by students on U.S. university campuses.16 U.S. universities became a focal point of
repression against those advocating for the human rights of Palestinians. Student activists—many
advocating for a ceasefire, institutional divestment, and Palestinian human rights—faced mass
arrests, excessive force, immigration retaliation, censorship, and a severe and expanding chilling
of the exercise of their basic human rights.

2.3 By May 2024, protests had occurred at 525 universities, including encampment protests at more
than 130 institutions, with over 3,600 student arrests recorded.17 Students faced detention, violent
dispersals, and criminalization. Riot police were deployed on multiple campuses, where they
reportedly used tear gas, batons, and rubber bullets, resulting in serious injuries, including
concussions and broken bones.18 At some universities, students were arrested and detained, and
crowd control devices such as flash-bangs were used.19 Many students faced institutional
punishment, including suspensions and expulsions.20 These repressive responses have produced a
widespread chilling effect on student organizing.

2.4 The crackdown on academic freedom extended beyond students. Faculty members faced
retaliation for Palestine-related scholarship, and universities canceled courses and terminated
instructors following external pressure.21 Across campuses, academic freedom and independence
have been eroded.22

2.5 The State has also sought to criminalize protest.23 Legislators proposed over 30 laws restricting
student activism.24 The Department of Education initiated at least 60 investigations into
institutions of higher education,25 pressuring administrators to curtail campus protests or risk cuts
to federal funding.26

2.6 Surveillance tactics further chilled activism and speech across campuses. According to reports,
multiple universities increased CCTV monitoring, tracked student emails, collaborated with law
enforcement, and hired private investigators to investigate students.27 Law enforcement had
already surveilled protests directly and in 2025 the government announced an initiative to
“review tens of thousands of student visa holders’ social media accounts.”28 Students reported
doxing and harassment by private actors.29 Doxing took a variety of forms, including putting
personal information and photos on websites, calling students “terrorist sympathizers and
antisemites;” and putting student photos on “doxing trucks” near universities.30
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2.6. Protestors were treated differently “depending on their political position,” with Pro-Palestinian
students (many of Arab, Muslim, or Palestinian descent) “disproportionaly affected by the harsh
response.”31 The International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA) working definition of
antisemitism, criticized by human rights experts for conflating legitimate criticism of Israeli state
policies with hate speech,32 was weaponized to discipline activists, including Jewish students
advocating for Palestinian rights.33

2.7 In early 2025, the U.S. escalated repression rather than responding to repeated warnings from
international human rights experts and authorities.34 It used immigration law, federal funding, and
federal investigations to punish or pressure individuals and institutions.

2.8 The government directly targeted non-US citizen students, weaponizing immigration law to
suppress dissent and political speech on issues of critical importance.35 President Trump had
promised to remove non-citizen activist students,36 and according to Secretary of State Marco
Rubio, as of March 2025, the government revoked approximately 300 visas.37 Immigrant students
at institutions across the United States, including Columbia,38 Cornell,39 Tufts,40 Stanford,41

University of California schools,42 Ohio State University,43 and Georgetown44 faced visa
revocations. At the time of writing this report, new visa revocations were being reported
frequently.45

2.9 The government justified many of its immigration actions using a Cold War-era provision of the
Immigration and Nationality Act that purports to authorize deportation for individuals whose
presence the U.S. Secretary of State determines to have “potentially serious adverse foreign
policy consequences.”46 In one high profile and early case, Mahmoud Khalil, a Palestinian
graduate student and student activist at Columbia University, was seized by plainclothes ICE
agents. According to his lawyers, ICE refused to present a judicial warrant. Mr. Khalil was
subjected to overnight transfers across several jurisdictions, obstructing his lawyers’ ability to
challenge his detention.47 Mr. Khalil and his wife, then eight months pregnant, were told that he
would be held in New York but instead he was transported to New Jersey and then Louisiana all
while ICE’s detainee locator incorrectly showed that he was still in New York.48 Mr. Khalil was
denied basic necessities in detention and held incommunicado for over 40 hours.49 He has not
been charged with any crime, but the government claimed that his presence was against “foreign
policy” interests.50

2.10 While Mr. Khalil’s case was widely reported, he is not alone. Other international students have
been detained or had their visas revoked.51 Rümeysa Öztürk, a Turkish PhD student at Tufts
University, was similarly detained in March 2025—arrested on the street by masked plainclothes
individuals on her way to break Ramadan fast.52 The government revoked her visa, subjected her
to “irregular[]…arrest, detention and processing,” and “fail[ed] to disclose [her] whereabouts
even after” it became aware she had legal representation.53 Similar to the case of Mr. Khalil, Ms.
Öztürk has not been charged with any crime.54

2.11 The U.S. government also used funding revocation and threats, and federal investigations, in an
effort to pressure academic institutions to further suppress speech and assembly rights.55 Notable
examples include the government’s review of Harvard University’s federal funding, totaling
approximately $9 billion;56 revocation of $400 million in federal grants at Columbia that



6

terminated critical public health and medical research;57 freezing grants to Princeton University
amounting to $210 million;58 and an announced plan to halt $510 million to Brown University.59

The government sought to push universities to take actions such as banning face coverings and
restructuring academic programs.60 The government also launched 60 investigations into higher
education institutions,61 as well as an inquiry into law clinics at one University, citing their legal
representation of pro-Palestine protesters.62

2.14 The U.S. government has directly caused, contributed to, and failed to prevent these harms. As
detailed below, the government has committed violations directly, including through use of its
state security forces to repress protestors, its use of the immigration system to target noncitizens,
and undermining of university autonomy via funding and investigation threats. It has also enabled
and encouraged violations by universities, including by pressuring schools to restrict protests, and
has failed to take action to protect rightsholders from harm by private actors.

3. VIOLATIONS OF THE RIGHTS TO OPINION, EXPRESSION, ASSOCIATION, AND
ASSEMBLY

3.1. The rights to opinion, expression, association, and peaceful assembly–essential pillars for
democracy and necessary for individuals to engage in the protection of human rights–are
guaranteed under international human rights law.63 Article 19 of the ICCPR protects the right to
hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive, and impart information and ideas of all
kinds.64 Article 21 protects the right of peaceful assembly, and Article 22 guarantees the freedom
of association.65 The right to opinion cannot be restricted at all.66 The rights to expression,
association, and assembly only permit narrow restrictions.67 Restrictions must be (1) provided by
law, (2) serve a legitimate aim (such as public order or national security), and (3) be necessary
and proportionate.68 States must avoid “unwarranted interference” with the right to assembly and
“are obliged, for example, not to prohibit, restrict, block, disperse or disrupt peaceful assemblies
without compelling justification, nor to sanction participants or organizers without legitimate
cause.”69

3.2. The U.N. Human Rights Committee has clarified that peaceful assemblies may include
expressions that are provocative, controversial, contentious, or disruptive.70 States have a positive
obligation to facilitate assemblies and to ensure that individuals can protest without fear of
violence, repression, or stigmatization, particularly when advocating for human rights.71 States
must protect assemblies against disruption or violence from counter-demonstrators and must not
impose restrictions based on the message of the protest.72 As U.N. Special Rapporteur on
Freedom of Expression Irene Khan explains, “[t]he possibility that a peaceful assembly may
provoke adverse or even violent reactions from some members of the public is not itself sufficient
reason to prohibit or restrict the assembly.”73

3.3. Content-based restrictions on speech are particularly disfavored under international law.74

Political dissent or expressing views about a government is protected and must not be conflated
with hate speech or terrorism.75 Antisemitism and hate speech are important human rights issues,
and the U.N. Special Rapporteur on Assembly highlights that “Hate speech is unacceptable, and it
should be properly addressed by targeting specific individuals or groups involved, applying the
six-part threshold established by the Rabat Plan of Action on the prohibition of advocacy of
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national, racial or religious hatred that constitutes incitement to discrimination, hostility or
violence… not by imposing sweeping bans and restrictions on the whole assembly and
movement.”76 Further, as UN experts explain: “To express solidarity with Palestinian civilians or
to peacefully demand the divestment from companies facilitating Israel’s horrific assault on Gaza
is neither terrorism nor antisemitism, but political expression and advocacy of human rights,
protected by international law.”77

3.4. Since October 2023, the U.S. government and university administrations have imposed
increasingly repressive measures on students, staff, and faculty who advocate for Palestinian
human rights, resulting in systematic violations of the freedoms of opinion, expression,
association, and assembly. Repression has come in waves, resulting in a pattern of escalating
rights violations in direct contravention of the U.S. government’s international legal obligations.
The forms of repression of expression, association, and assembly rights include: (1) undue
restrictions; (2) suppression through criminalization, arrest, and using state and private security
forces to disperse protests and encampments; (3) disproportionate use of force in dispersing
protests, resulting in physical harm to protestors and bystanders; (4) undue use of university
discipline policies to punish students, faculty, and staff for exercising their rights; (5)
stigmatization of protestors; (6) widespread surveillance; (7) retaliatory judicialization,
particularly through the weaponization of the immigration system. These cumulative actions have
produced a pervasive chilling effect on speech, association, and assembly, silencing not only
those directly punished, but also the broader academic community and public.78 UN Special
Rapporteurs have raised concerns with the U.S. government that these actions against protestors
“appear to violate the right of the students to peaceful assembly.”79

3.5. Federal and state officials, alongside numerous university leaders, have responded to campus
protests with measures that unduly restrict fundamental freedoms. Since October 2023, numerous
federal and state laws have been proposed to suppress pro-Palestinian protest.80 Many proposed
laws lack a legitimate purpose and rely on vague or overbroad language, such as prohibitions on
protests deemed “intimidating” or “oppressive,” enabling arbitrary and discriminatory
enforcement against demonstrators.81 Although “most events were held peacefully”, authorities
“resorted to repressive measures.”82 Prohibiting and restricting peaceful assemblies without
legitimate basis violates the State’s duty to avoid “unwarranted interference.”83

3.6. Federal and state officials, alongside numerous university leaders, have sought to criminalize
protests and have used state and private security forces to break up protests and encampments.
According to the Harvard Kennedy School Crowd Counting Consortium, at least 3,645 protesters
were arrested between October 2023 and May 2024 in campus protest contexts.84 Notably,
according to analysis by The Guardian, approximately 60% of 2,800 charges and citations issued
against protesters in major U.S. cities during this period were dismissed or not prosecuted,
suggesting that mass arrests were often used more to intimidate than to address substantive
criminal conduct.85 Disrupting and dispersing peaceful assemblies, and sanctioning those who
participate, contravenes the state’s duty to avoid “unwarranted interference.”86

3.7. The conduct of security forces in breaking up protests also appears disproportionate and has
resulted in injury to protestors and bystanders. U.N. Special Rapporteurs have denounced that
many “peaceful protests . . . have been removed by police upon the request of the university
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administrations, sometimes with the use of force leading to hospitalisation of protestors. Such
actions appear disproportionate and lack legal justification.”87 According to the U.N. Special
Rapporteur on the Right to Education, “Riot units reportedly used tear gas and rubber bullets in
clashes with demonstrators, there are reports of violent arrests leading to injuries, including
concussions and broken bones requiring hospital treatment, as well as harassment of the
protesters.”88 U.N. Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Association and Assembly further explains,
“[i]n some instances, heavily armed law enforcement and anti-terrorism units have been
deployed, further stigmatizing solidarity protesters as ‘violent’ and ‘a threat.’”89 These tactics
violate international protections under Articles 19 and 21 of the ICCPR, which guarantee the
rights to freedom of expression and peaceful assembly, including for protests that are disruptive,
controversial, or met with hostility, so long as the conduct of participants remains non-violent.90

3.8. Universities have also taken undue disciplinary action against student protestors. UN Special
Rapporteur Romero explained: “In addition to the restrictions and violent responses to peaceful
protests, some universities have imposed severe and disproportionate retaliations on protesting
students, including disciplinary measures such as suspensions, expulsions, and actions that
prevented students from graduating.”91 UN Special Rapporteur Shaheed further noted reports of
“evictions from university housing, cancelation of food support programs” and concluded that
“All these measures have inevitably created a chilling effect on the whole academic community
and a climate of intimidation.”92 Not only has the U.S. government failed to protect protestors
from these breaches of their rights, as detailed in Section 7 below, the government has pressured
universities to discipline students for protected expression and assembly, by threatening or
directly revoking federal funding, stigmatizing university leaders and institutions who refuse to
fall in line, and launching burdensome investigatory probes.93

3.9 The violations including stigmatization of protestors (Section 4), pervasive surveillance (Section
6), and detentions, visa revocations, and deportations of non-U.S. citizen protestors (Sections 5
and 8) also unlawfully restrict expression, speech, and assembly rights.

4. VIOLATIONS OF THE RIGHTS OF HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS

4.1. The U.N. General Assembly Declaration on the Right and Responsibility of Individuals, Groups
and Organs of Society to Promote and Protect Universally Recognized Human Rights and
Fundamental Freedoms (“U.N. Declaration on Human Rights Defenders”) affirms that all people
have the right, individually and in association with others, to promote and to strive for the
protection and realization of human rights and fundamental freedoms at the national and
international levels.94 This is an essential right that is necessary for the protection of all human
rights. Article 5 guarantees the rights to meet, assemble, and communicate freely for human
rights purposes, and Article 12 imposes a positive obligation on States to protect defenders from
violence, threats, retaliation, or any arbitrary action as a consequence of their legitimate
activities.95 States are required to create an enabling environment for defending human rights.96 In
academic settings, these rights are reinforced by the principle of academic freedom, which
protects the ability to research, teach, and speak freely—including in support of human rights and
justice-related causes.97
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4.2 The UN Human Rights Council and Special Rapporteurs have emphasized that individuals
engaging in peaceful advocacy are human rights defenders under international law.98 This
includes, for example, those advocating on matters of foreign policy or international humanitarian
law. Protection applies regardless of the political sensitivity of the issues raised, and covers
students, academics, migrants, and others promoting respect for the rights of others.99 States must
not only refrain from interfering in defenders’ activities, but must actively ensure an enabling
environment, including by publicly legitimizing their work, refraining from stigmatization, and
preventing threats or attacks by private actors.100

4.3 Individuals who participate in peaceful protest in support of Palestinian human rights are human
rights defenders, as they are “people who, individually or with others, act to promote or protect
human rights in a peaceful manner.”101 The overwhelming majority of campus protests related to
Gaza have been peaceful protests protected under the right to protest.102

4.4. The stigmatization of protest and human rights on university campuses has been an ongoing
threat to the right to defend rights. The U.N. Special Rapporteur on the rights to freedom of
peaceful assembly and of association, Gina Romero, closely chronicled the stigmatization of pro-
Palestinian solidarity protest movements.103 She documented stigmatization of protestors who
advocate for Palestinian human rights by “High-level government officials, public figures, and
the media” and observed that “Universities and law enforcement have failed to protect protesting
students from vilification and threats expressed online and offline.”104 She further explains:
“Stigmatizing narratives against pro-Palestinian protesters have skewed public perception,
painting them as being extremist, violent in nature or linked to terrorism, which has increased
racism and hate.”105 This stigmatization escalated under the Trump administration, which has
painted all student protests in favor of Palestinian human rights as “pro-Hamas” and “pro-
terrorism,”106 laying the foundation for the criminalization and judicialization of protestors.107 As
outlined in Sections 2 and 3, these stigmatizing narratives have undermined the rights to
expression, assembly, and association—core protections for human rights defenders under
international law.

4.5. These dynamics have translated into material consequences: immigration-based retaliation,
surveillance, criminal charges, and university disciplinary sanctions have all been used against
human rights defenders engaged in peaceful protest.108 The Inter-American Commission on
Human Rights has warned that U.S. authorities have criminalized peaceful protest.109

Government officials’ inflammatory rhetoric, combined with actions by some university
administrators, has created a chilling effect on speech and organizing, particularly among Arab,
Muslim, and international students, staff, and faculty.110 The U.S. government’s failure to protect
human rights defenders—indeed, its active role in their repression—is in direct violation of its
legal duties toward human rights defenders.111

4.6. High-level U.S. officials have issued statements that stigmatize human rights defenders engaged
in peaceful protest, in violation of the State’s obligation to ensure an enabling environment for the
defense of rights.112 President Trump characterized student protesters as “terrorist sympathizers,”
and described protest activity as “pro-terrorist, anti-Semitic, [and] anti-American.”113 Such
statements dangerously conflate peaceful advocacy with terrorism and send a chilling message to
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human rights defenders, particularly those who are immigrants, Muslims, or otherwise
vulnerable. Such vilifying rhetoric also invites further legal and physical harm by portraying
protesters as national security threats,114 creating “a hostile environment for pro-Palestinian
expressions and activists.”115

5. VIOLATIONS OF THE RIGHT TO LIBERTY

5.1. Article 9(1) of the ICCPR protects the right to liberty, and prohibits arbitrary arrest and
detention.116 This is a “precious” right of “profound” importance,117 and applies to “everyone,”
including individuals in immigration or administrative custody.118 Detention is arbitrary when it
lacks a legal basis, results from the exercise of protected rights such as freedom of expression or
peaceful assembly, constitutes discrimination—including on the basis of national origin or
political opinion—or fails to meet standards of necessity and proportionality.119 Arbitrariness
includes injustice, lack of predictability, and disregard for due process.120 Detention as
punishment for exercising the freedoms of assembly, opinion, expression, and association is
arbitrary.121

5.2. The U.S. government has violated the right to liberty in a series of immigration-related
detentions, and ongoing threats122 to deport others puts the right at serious risk of frequent future
violation. UN Special Rapporteurs noted their alarm that “U.S. authorities are openly
weaponising deportation as a tool to censor critical voices, seriously damaging the precious rights
of free speech and assembly that the US has long cherished and promoted at home and abroad.”123

Students appear to have been arrested and detained not for any criminal conduct, but for engaging
in expression and advocacy—rendering the deprivation of liberty without lawful basis. The law
that the government has used to justify much of its immigration actions purports to authorize
deportation for individuals whose presence the U.S. Secretary of State determines to have
“potentially serious adverse foreign policy consequences.”124 This law is vague, overbroad, and
gives the U.S. Secretary of State unfettered discretion to decide to deport an individual.125 Any
detention on this basis, effectively for engaging in political speech disfavored by a government, is
arbitrary and unlawful.126

6. VIOLATIONS OF THE RIGHT TO PRIVACY

6.1. The right to privacy is protected under Article 17 of the ICCPR and Article 12 of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights which prohibit arbitrary or unlawful interference with an
individual’s privacy, family, home, or correspondence.127 This includes protection against
surveillance activities that are disproportionate, vague in legal basis, or discriminatory in
application.128 Surveillance “must be conducted on the basis of a legal framework, which must be
publicly accessible, clear, precise, comprehensive and non-discriminatory and … any interference
with the right to privacy must not be arbitrary or unlawful, bearing in mind what is reasonable to
the pursuance of legitimate aims.”129 As part of their duty to guarantee the right to defend rights,
states must also “[t]ake all necessary legislative, administrative, technical, and other other
measures, including ensuring private sector accountability, to prevent, remedy, and eliminate
cyber harassment, including technology-facilitated gender-based violence, smear campaigns,
doxxing, the spread of malicious or deceptive generated media, and other threats against human
rights defenders.”130
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6.2. The U.S. government has failed to protect protestors from breaches of their privacy rights by
private actors, has collaborated with private actors to surveil protestors, and has directly
surveilled protestors. Reports indicate that law enforcement agencies have worked with university
administrators to obtain and share information about student protestors, including names, group
affiliations, and meeting details.131 The U.N. Special Rapporteur on the right to education
critiqued the surveillance of student protesters, such as through high-resolution cameras,
university email monitoring, and other high- and low-tech methods, for contributing to a “chilling
effect.”132 Actions taken by universities are compounded by direct surveillance from police and
federal agents.133 Additionally, private actors have doxxed student protestors and have collected
and analyzed protest footage later shared with authorities.134 U.N. Special Rapporteur Romero
noted that “Universities and law enforcement have failed to protect protesting students from
vilification and threats experienced online and offline.”135 These practices create an atmosphere
of fear that discourages people from attending protests, joining advocacy groups, or speaking out
online.136

6.3. Surveillance efforts have disproportionately targeted Muslim, Arab, and international students,
raising concerns about discrimination, undermining Article 17 and Article 26 of the ICCPR.137

Multiple students affiliated with Middle Eastern or Muslim student associations reported visits
from federal agents or heightened monitoring after participating in peaceful protests.138 The U.N.
Special Rapporteur on the Right to Privacy has specifically recommended “[a]s regards to
surveillance, the cessation of any discrimination between United States citizens and residents and
those who were neither citizens of nor resident in the country.”139

7. VIOLATIONS OF THE RIGHT TO EDUCATION AND ACADEMIC FREEDOM

7.1. The right to education is protected under Article 13 of the International Covenant on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR)140 and Article 26 of the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (UDHR).141 Education must be directed toward the full development of the human
personality and strengthening respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms.142 The
realization of this right requires full protection of academic freedom, both for institutions and
individuals.143

7.2. Academic freedom includes the liberty of students and faculty “to express freely opinions about
the institution or system in which they work, to fulfil their functions without discrimination or
fear of repression by the State or any other actor,” and to enjoy all internationally recognized
human rights.144 Academic freedom should be “scrupulously observed,”145 and the autonomy of
academic institutions is an “essential”146 requirement for academic freedom.147 Institutional
autonomy entails “self-governance necessary for effective decision-making” over academic
work, standards, and internal management.148 Institutional arrangements must be “fair, just and
equitable, and as transparent and participatory as possible.”149 Institutional autonomy includes
autonomy in “administrative, financial, pedagogical and disciplinary functions.”150 Further,
“distribution of resources cannot become a tool for attacking academic institutions and groups,
nor a threat to critical thinking.”151

7.3. The U.S. government has interfered with the right to education and academic freedom by
pressuring universities to restrict protest, discipline students and faculty for protected expression,
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and restructure academic programs and governance.152 These interventions, detailed in the Facts
section, have included threats to revoke federal funding and public pressure campaigns targeting
universities perceived as insufficiently punitive of pro-Palestinian speech.153 The federal
government has used its funding authority to pressure schools.154 The Inter-American
Commission on Human Rights has expressed “deep concern” about the canceling of federal
funding “for universities where student-led protests have occurred.”155 The U.N. Special
Rapporteur on the right to education also expressed concern that pressure on university
administrators and academics “can result in the repression of free speech and self-censorship,
thus damaging academic freedom and the autonomy of universities.”156

7.4 Faculty have reported altering syllabi and avoiding controversial topics to shield themselves
from institutional scrutiny, and students report withdrawing from campus dialogue due to fear of
reprisal.157 The AAUP and the ACLU have warned that the chilling effect from government
pressure threatens core values of free inquiry and democratic learning.158 The U.N. Special
Rapporteur on Education has also condemned the systemic denial of academic freedom.159

7.5 This recent wave of federal interference continues a longer pattern of chilled academic discourse
on Palestine-related issues.160 International human rights experts have warned that violations of
academic freedom “have always resulted in intellectual relapse, and consequently in social and
economic stagnation.”161 This observation resonates with the current chilling effect reported by
students and faculty, including changes to curricula, withdrawal from campus speech, and
disciplinary retaliation.162

8. VIOLATIONS OF THE PRINCIPLE NON-DISCRIMINATION AND MIGRANTS’
RIGHTS

8.1. The government’s response to campus protests has disproportionately targeted pro-Palestinian
students—particularly those who are Muslim, Arab, or immigrants to the United States—raising
serious concerns about discrimination on the basis of political opinion, religion, national origin,
and immigration status. According to the U.N. Special Rapporteur on the Right to Education,
“[t]he most appalling factor is the unequal treatment of protesters depending on their political
position. Pro-Palestinian protesters are disproportionately affected by the harsh response,
allegedly for their antisemitic views, paradoxically, even if they self-identify as belonging to the
Jewish community or represent Jewish student associations.”163 Such differential treatment is
incompatible with the State’s obligation to ensure equality before the law and equal protection of
all rights.164

8.2. International human rights law protects the right to opinion, expression, and peaceful assembly
for all individuals, regardless of immigration status.165 Targeting non US citizen students violates
both the right to non-discrimination and the specific protections afforded to migrants under
international law.166 The “targeting of foreign nationals in the U.S. with threats to revoke student
visas or residency rights is not only discriminatory and violates constitutional protections, but is
highly dangerous as it seeks to exert a chilling effect on free expression on immigrants going far
beyond the Palestine issue.”167

8.3 The harms to those targeted for visa revocation and deportation are severe: including major
disruption of their studies and careers, significant fear and uncertainty, and potential separation
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from family. Further, fear of being targeted for deportation is chilling the speech and association
of many non-US citizens, who report removing their opinions from online forums, withdrawing
from conferences, not pursuing or publishing scholarship, not organizing academic events, not
traveling to or from the United States, and changing the content of their teaching. Such chilling
impacts the learning, intellectual development, and political discourse of all in the United States
and globally.168

RECOMMENDATIONS

Freedom of Opinion, Expression, Association, and Assembly
1. Ensure that the rights to opinion, expression, association, and assembly are enabled and

promoted, and that any restrictions comply with international standards.
2. Cease government actions that suppress or criminalize peaceful protest through legislation,

surveillance, institutional pressure, or other measures.

The Rights of Human Rights Defenders
3. Recognize students, staff, faculty, and other peaceful campus protesters as human rights

defenders entitled to protection under the U.N. Declaration on Human Rights Defenders.
4. Refrain from stigmatizing rhetoric by public officials and take affirmative steps to create an

enabling environment for human rights advocacy, including protection from private actor
harassment.

Right to Liberty and Protection from Arbitrary Detention
5. Immediately end the use of visa revocation, and immigration detention and deportation, against

students and others engaged in lawful protest or political expression.
6. Ensure that any detention complies with ICCPR Article 9, including access to counsel, judicial

review, and protection against incommunicado detention or jurisdictional transfers designed to
obstruct legal recourse.

Right to Privacy and Protection from Surveillance
7. Prohibit surveillance (including the use of facial recognition or metadata tracking) of campus

activism absent individualized suspicion and prior judicial authorization.
8. Adopt safeguards to prevent discriminatory surveillance targeting students based on political

opinion, nationality, religion, or association with advocacy organizations.

The Right to Education and Academic Freedom
9. Cease using federal funding or administrative threats to pressure universities into restricting

speech, altering curricula, restructuring departments, or disciplining students, staff, and faculty.
10. Affirm and protect academic freedom and institutional autonomy in accordance with General

Comment No. 13, including freedom of inquiry, teaching, and association.

Violations of the Principle of Non-Discrimination and Rights of Migrants
11. Ensure that enforcement of protest-related laws or immigration provisions does not discriminate

against Arab, Muslim, or international students, and repeal discriminatory visa policies.
12. Guarantee equal protection under the law for all students regardless of religion, national origin, or

immigration status who engage in peaceful protest and political expression.
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