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AFTER DECADES oF UNPRECEDENTED human devel-

opment, the world is now witnessing a significant demo-

cratic backlash characterized by an increase in populism, 

propaganda and violent repression and criminalization 

of critical voices. At the forefront of opposition move-

ments, we find academics and students rising up to defend 

fundamental freedoms such as the right to expression 

and peaceful assembly, as well as safeguarding education 

as a public good. In recent times, the consequences of 

such efforts have posed a significant risk and, in many 

cases, a high cost to the lives of these individuals.

Higher education institutions, and civic space in 

general, have increasingly become targets of authoritarian 

forces. Despite increased coverage of this issue, based 

on our experience working with student movements, 

we observe that a considerable number of attacks on 

this group go unreported. Additionally, being a human 

rights defender has become more dangerous, yet student 

activists across the world continue to take on this role. 

Therefore, understanding the trends of these attacks,  

the methods of repression used by perpetrators, and 

the different struggles of student activism is of upmost 

importance for systematically documenting attacks on 

student activists and movements and ultimately,  

increasing their protection moving forward. 

The protection of student activists isn’t a new topic 

for SAIH. As a solidarity organization, supporting our 

peers at risk has been a central focus of our work and 

one of our most successful lobbying efforts is precisely 

the creation of the Students at Risk (StAR) program in 

Norway – a program that has provided a temporary safe 

haven for nearly one hundred persecuted students. I 

myself am one of the beneficiaries of this program. After 

leaving Honduras in 2018, I have been able to finish my 

studies and continue the fight for human rights and demo-

cracy from Norway. The StAR program has allowed us 

to discover the complexities of protection work and is 

one of the reasons for our re-defined approach to this 

work. In order to protect student activists, we see the 

need for a three-pronged approach: (I) documenting re-

pression of student activism in a systematic way; (II) 

mobilizing international, regional, and national advo-

cacy efforts to fight back on such repressions and hold 

the perpetrators to account; and (III) establishing local 

and international protection mechanisms to safeguard 

activists’ human rights. This report provides a founda-

hector Ulloa
 PRESIDENT oF SAIh
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tion for us and other relevant stakeholders to advance in 

strengthening the protection of student activism.

More concretely, this text seeks to underline the 

need for more comprehensive research and reporting  

on attacks against student activists. This report marks 

a new stage for our organization, one based on the desire 

of supporting student movements worldwide, inspired 

by, and aimed at, complementing other important initiatives 

carried out by Scholars at Risk, the Global Coalition 

to Protect Education from Attack and the Varieties of 

Democracy (V-Dem) Project, among others.

The report provides an array of country cases, show-

casing the global span of repression of student activism 

and presenting initial findings of more subtle, often  

ignored, means of repression. Direct and subtle attacks 

against students undermine free and open civic space 

and universities’ educational environment. Broader  

civil society, including the higher education community, 

urgently needs to commit to the protection and promotion 

of student activism – recognizing its value as an important 

component of learning and civic engagement, both on 

and off campus.

This report is done in solidarity with student activ-

ists globally, and calls on states, higher education institu-

tions, human rights organizations, and ultimately soci-

ety as a whole, to contribute to strengthe ning students’ 

civic identities and political agency. The information 

and analysis presented here can be an essential tool for 

raising awareness of the threats student activists and 

movements are facing, the importance of recognizing them 

as subjects of the right to academic freedom and taking 

action to protect their human rights.
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STUDENTS AND STUDENT UNIoNS have been important 

political actors throughout history, mobilizing around 

contested issues and often inspiring spin-off movements 

that influence institutional politics. Questions raised 

within the classroom often transcend the university 

campus and shape societies at large. However, as this 

report shows, the repression of student activism has 

become more frequent, more coercive, and intense. 

Unions have been banned, student activists and leaders 

are continuously persecuted and ultimately become  

targets due to their tireless activism. Thousands of 

learners have been deprived of their right to education 

because of their attempt to shape their educational reali-

ties, lives, and futures.  

Despite this, few mechanisms are in place to protect 

students’ rights or monitor the real-life costs students’ 

pay for their activism. Consequently, students are often 

forced to create new pathways outside established  structures, 

often with limited resources or support.  Additionally, as 

this report highlights, we are likely  not seeing the breadth 

of violations that student activists face.

With student solidarity as a fundamental pillar,  

the Global Student Forum (GSF) was founded in 2020 

as the formal unification of the world’s largest student 

federations and their national organizations. Through 

its 202 member unions from 122 countries, GSF is the 

democratic and independent voice of learners world-

wide, representing the economic, social, cultural and 

educational interests of more than 200 million secondary 

and tertiary students from across the globe. As the global 

umbrella union of student organizations, GSF is proud to 

partner with SAIH in the launch of this important research. 

This report offers important insights into the  

realities of student activists across contexts, high-

lighting their role in shaping institutions as well as  

societies. It will serve as an important testimony of  

the impact student activism can have while also high-

lighting the repression activists face as the price for their 

political efforts. By gaining a better understanding of the 

problem, we can mobilize our membership and advocate 

for solutions.

Foreword by  
Sebastian berger 
EXECUTIVE DIRECToR 

globAl STUDENT FoRUM
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INTRoDUCTIoNINTRoDUCTIoN

1 Fassihi, F. (6 October 2022). ‘Geniuses’ Versus the Guns: A Campus Crackdown Shocks Iran. New York Times. Retrieved from https://www.nytimes.com/2022/10/06/
world/middleeast/iran-protests-sharif-university-masha-amini.html (October 31, 2022). Shiraz, S.and Sharma, Y. (4 October 2022). University World News. Re-
trieved from https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=2022100418101World%20leaders%20express%20concern%20over%20university%20crack-
down (October 31, 2022). 

2 Berger, M. (2023, January 5). Students in Iran are risking everything to rise up against the government. Washington Post. Retrieved from https://www.washington-
post.com/world/2023/01/05/iran-protests-students-mahsa-amini/ (accessed January 17, 2023). 

3 International Community of Iranian Academics (ICOIA) (2023, January 10). The International Community of Iranian Academics (ICOIA) report on government crack-
down on university students and academics in Iran. 

4 Naw Say Phaw Waa (12 February 2021). Students take a leading role in protests against the coup. University World News. Retrieved from https://www.university-
worldnews.com/post.php?story=20210212142743135 (October 31, 2022). Naw Say Phaw Waa (6 October 2022). Junta extends student prison terms as a ‘weapon’ 
of power. University World News. Retrieved from https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20221006122016191 (October 31, 2022). 

5 Interview conducted October 17, 2022. 

6 Naw Say Phaw Waa (6 October 2022). Junta extends student prison terms as a ‘weapon’ of power. University World News. Retrieved from https://www.university-
worldnews.com/post.php?story=20221006122016191 (October 31, 2022). 

7 Ibid. Interview conducted October 17, 2022. 

8 Myanmar: student activist dies the day after being detained (December 26, 2021). Asian HRDs Portal. Retrieved from https://asianhrds.forum-asia.org/en/entity/
pfi9fhzxt8g (October 31, 2022). Student Activist Dies in Myanmar Junta Custody (29 December 2021). Irrawaddy. Retrieved from https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/
burma/student-activist-dies-in-myanmar-junta-custody.html (October 31, 2022). 

oN oCTobER 2, 2022, students at Iran’s Sharif University 

joined nationwide protests—which had erupted three 

weeks earlier—against the Iranian government after a 

twenty-two-year-old woman, Mahsa Amini, died while 

in custody of the country’s morality police. As they had 

elsewhere, state police and security forces, along with 

the Basiji, a plainclothes militia force, violently cracked 

down on the demonstration, firing rubber bullets and 

paintballs at the protesters. The brutality at Sharif  

University set off solidarity protests at universities 

across Iran and students at Sharif University engaged  

in silent sit-ins to demand the release of their peers who 

remained in police detention. The Basiji and security 

forces responded in a similarly violent fashion.1 Since 

then, protest actions have occurred across campuses  

in Iran on an almost daily basis, with 685 university  

students arrested by early January, according to the  

Volunteer Committee to Follow Up on the Situation of  

Detainees. At least 44 students have been sentenced, 

most to multiple years in person, with at least one 

student facing the death penalty if convicted.2 Students 

who disappeared during protests have been later found 

dead. Other students have been suspended, expelled,  

or banned from taking exams.3 

Such scenes are not isolated to Iran. Similar acts  

of repression against university students protesting 

occur frequently in other places across the world. In 

Myanmar, thousands of university and secondary school 

students have been detained for their role in protests 

following the February 2021 military coup.4 In many 

instances, merely being a member of a student union  

is sufficient reason for arrest in Myanmar.5 Almost all  

students arrested hav been charged with making  

comments that “cause fear” or “spread false news.”6  

Arrested students reportedly face maltreatment, includ-

ing beatings and solitary confinement, in some cases 

dying while in custody.7 For example, in December 

2021, Ko Aung Bone Kyaw, a geology student at Yangon 

University and student activist died at an interrogation 

center the day after being taken there. His body was  

cremated before his relatives were informed of his death.8 

In Turkey, student protests against government 

intervention in university administration and for more 

affordable student housing have been met with police 

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/10/06/world/middleeast/iran-protests-sharif-university-masha-amini.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/10/06/world/middleeast/iran-protests-sharif-university-masha-amini.html
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=2022100418101World%20leaders%20express%20concern%20over%20university%20crackdown
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=2022100418101World%20leaders%20express%20concern%20over%20university%20crackdown
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2023/01/05/iran-protests-students-mahsa-amini/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2023/01/05/iran-protests-students-mahsa-amini/
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20210212142743135
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20210212142743135
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20221006122016191
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20221006122016191
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20221006122016191
https://asianhrds.forum-asia.org/en/entity/pfi9fhzxt8g
https://asianhrds.forum-asia.org/en/entity/pfi9fhzxt8g
https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/student-activist-dies-in-myanmar-junta-custody.html
https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/student-activist-dies-in-myanmar-junta-custody.html
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violence and widespread arrests and detentions. In one 

case, on October 22, 2021, police arrested 45 students 

participating in a protest against President Recep Tayyip  

Erdoğan’s appointment of a new rector to Boğaziçi 

University (BU), allegedly using excessive force when 

making the arrests.9 Often the basis for arrest is the  

disruption of public order or disorderly conduct.10  

Scholars at Risk’s Academic Freedom Monitoring  

Project, which monitors attacks targeting higher edu-

cation communities, found that approximately 41% of  

the incidents that it identified between September 1, 

2021, and August 31, 2022 were acts that repressed 

student expression.11 

However, repression of student activism does occur 

in more subtle ways as well. Belarussian students partici-

pating in protests against the government in 2020 had 

their academic records reviewed under a tacit threat of 

expulsion.12 Authorities in various places have publicly 

9 Scholars at Risk, Academic Freedom Monitoring Project. Incident retrieved from https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/report/2021-10-22-bogazici-university/ (accessed 
January 12, 2023. 

10 Interview with Zimbabwean human rights and students advocate, January 5, 2023. 

11 Scholars at Risk (2022). Free to Think 2022. Retrieved from https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/resources/free-to-think-2022/ (accessed November 18, 2022). 

12 Belarusian Students Association (2020). Academic Community in the Period August-December 2020. Retrieved from https://drive.google.com/file/d/1OK_VEY-
Ly2YDWBA7Is6flOFeOhKTDzJja/view (November 1, 2022). Personal Conversation, June 28, 2022.  

13 Wire Staff (2021, August 4). Pegasus Project: 174 Individuals Revealed By The Wire On Snoop List So Far. The Wire. Retrieved from https://thewire.in/rights/proj-
ect-pegasus-list-of-names-uncovered-spyware-surveillance (accessed February 11  , 2023). Mahaprashasta, A.A., Shantha, S., and Agarwal, K. (2021, July 20). 
From Ambedkarites and Labour Activists to Umar Khalid and JNU Students, Snoop List Targets All. The Wire. https://thewire.in/rights/from-ambedkarites-and-
labour-activists-to-umar-khalid-and-jnu-students-snoop-list-targets-all (accessed February 11, 2023). Amnesty International (2022, July 18). The Pegasus Project: 
One year on, spyware crisis continues after failure to clamp down on surveillance industry. Retrieved  from https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2022/07/
the-pegasus-project-one-year-on-spyware-crisis-continues-after-failure-to-clamp-down-on-surveillance-industry/ (accessed February 11, 2023). Farrow, R. 
(2022, April 18). How Democracies Spy on Their Citizens. The New Yorker. Retrieved from https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2022/04/25/how-democra-
cies-spy-on-their-citizens (accessed February 11, 2023). 

14 United Nations General Assembly (1999, March 8). Declaration on the Right and Responsibility of Individuals, Groups and Organs of Society to Promote and 
Protect Universally Recognized Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, A/RES/53/144. Retrieved from https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/
N99/770/89/PDF/N9977089.pdf?OpenElement (accessed February 10, 2023). 

tried to discredit university student activists by  

linking them to western imperialism – as in Zimbabwe – by 

calling them “terrorists” – as in Honduras and Turkey 

– or by mobilizing anti-LGBTQIA+ sentiments against 

students – as right-wing governments have done in  

Brazil and Turkey. In other instances, governments  

and university administrations have sought to neutralize 

student activism by co-opting students into student 

organizations they have established or control, or by 

offering incentives in exchange for political support. 

In some cases, governments also pressure activists by 

intimidating or coercing their family members into  

revealing information about them. Digital surveillance  

is also a significant problem. Media and human rights  

investigations have for instance shown that govern-

ments around the world are using the Israeli spyware 

Pegasus to hack the phones of students, human rights 

activists, journalists, lawyers, and politicians.13

A Problem of limited Attention and Insufficient 
Protection for University Student Activists
STUDENTS ARE MEMbERS oF civil society and human 

rights defenders insofar as they are “individuals, [members  

of] groups and associations … contributing to, the  

effective elimination of all violations of human rights 

and fundamental freedoms of peoples and individuals.”14 

Civic space is critical for student activism as “the  

environment that enables civil society to play a role  

in the political, economic and social life of our societies” 

i.e., as spaces where people are “accessing information, 

engaging in dialogue, expressing dissent or disagreement, 

https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/report/2021-10-22-bogazici-university/
https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/resources/free-to-think-2022/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1OK_VEYLy2YDWBA7Is6flOFeOhKTDzJja/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1OK_VEYLy2YDWBA7Is6flOFeOhKTDzJja/view
https://thewire.in/rights/project-pegasus-list-of-names-uncovered-spyware-surveillance
https://thewire.in/rights/project-pegasus-list-of-names-uncovered-spyware-surveillance
https://thewire.in/rights/from-ambedkarites-and-labour-activists-to-umar-khalid-and-jnu-students-snoop-list-targets-all
https://thewire.in/rights/from-ambedkarites-and-labour-activists-to-umar-khalid-and-jnu-students-snoop-list-targets-all
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2022/07/the-pegasus-project-one-year-on-spyware-crisis-continues-after-failure-to-clamp-down-on-surveillance-industry/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2022/07/the-pegasus-project-one-year-on-spyware-crisis-continues-after-failure-to-clamp-down-on-surveillance-industry/
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2022/04/25/how-democracies-spy-on-their-citizens
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2022/04/25/how-democracies-spy-on-their-citizens
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N99/770/89/PDF/N9977089.pdf?OpenElement
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N99/770/89/PDF/N9977089.pdf?OpenElement
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and joining together to express their views.”15 The past 

years have seen significant civil society mobilization, 

particularly by marginalized populations.16 University 

students are at the forefront, or at least active participants 

of many of these fights, with some analysts speculating 

about whether a new global student revolution is occurring 

akin to that of 1968,17 which is widely considered the 

year that student movements “changed the world.”18 

However, despite university students’ important 

role as social and political activists, the space they 

engage in as activists is often not fully included in 

measurements of civic space or academic freedom. 

Organizations seeking to protect civil society do not 

necessarily focus on students specifically; students are 

rather included in human rights reports or in the work  

of human rights defenders primarily when they also  

represent other marginalized populations. In other 

words, the focus is on the individual’s marginalized 

identity whereas the individual’s student identity is  

incidental. Likewise, students are often not seen as 

having a specific right to academic freedom.19 Groups 

focused on analyzing and protecting academic freedom 

typically focus on the process of teaching and learning. 

And while there is a good case to be made that student 

15 See Office of the High Commissioner of Human Rights, “OHCHR and protecting and expanding civic space”: https://www.ohchr.org/en/civic-space (accessed 
February 10, 2023). OHCHR operationalizes civic space as reliant upon the freedom of association*, peaceful assembly**, and expression***. *The freedom of as-
sociation includes the right to form or join a formal or informal group, such as a club, cooperative, NGO, religious association, political party, trade union, or social 
movement. **The freedom of peaceful assembly includes the right to gather publicly or privately and to engage in collective expression. This includes the right to 
engage in peaceful protest, meetings, strikes, sit-ins, etc. ***The freedom of expression includes the right to free speech, as well as the right to access information 
and to publicly draw attention to shared concerns without fear of retribution. 

16 CIVICUS (2022). Civic Space in Numbers. Retrieved from https://monitor.civicus.org/quickfacts/ (accessed January 12, 2023). 

17 E.g., Altbach, P.J. and Luescher, T.M. (2020). Another Student Revolution? International Higher Education, No. 101. Retrieved from https://www.internationalhigh-
ereducation.net/api-v1/article/!/action/getPdfOfArticle/articleID/2871/productID/29/filename/article-id-2871.pdf (accessed January 12, 2023). 

18 Vanity Fair (2018). Inside the 1968 Student Protests that Changed the World. Vanity Fair. Retrieved from https://www.vanityfair.com/news/photos/2018/03/inside-
the-1968-student-protests-that-changed-the-world (accessed January 12, 2023). For more on the role of student movements in producing political leaders, see 
della Porta, D. Cini, L, and Guzmán-Concha (2020). Contesting Higher Education. Bristol University Press.

19 For example, McKnight, H. (2019). Invisible Roots of Knowledge Production and their Role in Resistance to the Marketisation of Education. Excursions, 9(1), p. 131. 
MacFarlane, B. (2016). Freedom to Learn. Routledge. 

20 For example, Buyse, A. (2018). Squeezing civic space: restrictions on civil society organizations and the linkages with human rights. International Journal of Human 
Rights, 22(8), 966-988. Sajó, A. (2021). Ruling by cheating: governance in illiberal democracy. Cambridge University Press.

21 According to Hossain et al. (2018), the groups that are most affected by new restrictions include those with liberal ideologies and grounded in human rights tradi-
tions. See CIVICUS. What is Civic Space? Retrieved from https://monitor.civicus.org/whatiscivicspace/ (November 7, 2022).  Roggeband, C. and Krizsán, A. (2021). 
Selective Closure of Civic Space. Global Policy, 12(5), 23-33. Hossain, N. et al. (2018). What Does Closing Civic Space Mean for Development? A Literature Review 
and Proposed Conceptual Framework. IDS Working Paper 515. Institute of Development Studies. UN Office for the High Commissioner of Human Rights. OHCHR 
and protecting and expanding civic space. Retrieved from https://www.ohchr.org/en/civic-space (November 7, 2022). 

22 CIVICUS (2022). 2022 State of Civil Society Report. Retrieved from https://www.civicus.org/documents/reports-and-publications/SOCS/2022/CIVICUS2022SOCS-
Report.pdf (accessed January 12, 2023). V-Dem Institute (2022). Democracy Report 2022: Autocratization Changing Nature? Retrieved from https://v-dem.net/
documents/19/dr_2022_ipyOpLP.pdf (accessed November 7, 2022). 

23 CIVICUS (2022). 

24 CIVICUS (2022). 

activism is an important vehicle for learning, this is  

not universally agreed upon. 

It is particularly important to understand the stu-

dents’ activist role in the current global context of rising 

authoritarianism, increasing illiberal democratic prac-

tices, and shrinking civic space.20 In the past decade, a 

growing number of researchers and civil society organi-

zations have begun expressing concern over increasing 

restrictions and government intrusion into civic space.21 

Among the biggest threats to civic space today are mili-

tary coups, government manipulation of law, fraudulent 

elections, right-wing populism, disinformation, and 

political polarization, which makes people hesitant to 

voice their opinions for fear of backlash.22 According to 

CIVICUS, only 3.1% of the world’s population currently 

lives in countries rated as “open,” while, by contrast, near-

ly a quarter of the world’s population lives in countries 

rated as “closed.”23 According to the V-Dem Institute, 

there has been a decline in democracy over the past 

decade, with 2021 levels of democracy being comparable 

to those of 1989—the end of the Cold War. Importantly, 

since 2020 the COVID-19 pandemic has also provided 

justification and means for enacting restrictions on public 

space and the freedom of assembly.24

https://www.ohchr.org/en/civic-space
https://monitor.civicus.org/quickfacts/
https://www.internationalhighereducation.net/api-v1/article/!/action/getPdfOfArticle/articleID/2871/productID/29/filename/article-id-2871.pdf
https://www.internationalhighereducation.net/api-v1/article/!/action/getPdfOfArticle/articleID/2871/productID/29/filename/article-id-2871.pdf
https://www.vanityfair.com/news/photos/2018/03/inside-the-1968-student-protests-that-changed-the-world
https://www.vanityfair.com/news/photos/2018/03/inside-the-1968-student-protests-that-changed-the-world
https://monitor.civicus.org/whatiscivicspace/
https://www.ohchr.org/en/civic-space
https://www.civicus.org/documents/reports-and-publications/SOCS/2022/CIVICUS2022SOCSReport.pdf
https://www.civicus.org/documents/reports-and-publications/SOCS/2022/CIVICUS2022SOCSReport.pdf
https://v-dem.net/documents/19/dr_2022_ipyOpLP.pdf
https://v-dem.net/documents/19/dr_2022_ipyOpLP.pdf
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While some argue that civic space is shrinking, 

others argue that governments are reorganizing civil 

society, selectively including civic organizations that 

align politically with the regime and excluding others.25 

In either case, as SAIH’s research has previously shown, 

even in democracies, university students, particularly 

those aligned with opposition politics, face reduced 

space for dissent.26 In line with this trend, according to 

V-Dem, restrictions on “freedom of academic and cultural 

expression” were among the top ways that authoritarian 

governments have brought about autocratization—or  

democratic backsliding—over the past ten years.27

25 Roggeband and Krizsán (2021). 

26 Millora, C. and Karunungan, R. (2021). Students by Day, Rebels by Night? Criminalizing student dissent in shrinking democracies. Norwegian Students’ and Aca-
demics’ International Assistance Fund. 

27 V-Dem Institute (2022). Democracy Report 2022: Autocratization Changing Nature? Retrieved from https://v-dem.net/documents/19/dr_2022_ipyOpLP.pdf (ac-
cessed November 7, 2022). 

28 Interview conducted on November 22, 2022. 

Ensuring that student activists have access to  

protections and the skills and knowledge to protect 

themselves is also important as they are typically more 

likely to put themselves at risk. As one advocate working 

with human rights defenders notes: “It’s the nature of 

students—they’re youthful, they’re young, they’re full 

of energy—protection is the last thing that they want 

to talk about.”28 Passionate about their causes, student 

activists may care more about achieving their goals than 

about the risks they take in doing so. Consequently, an 

important part of potential protection work for students is 

ensuring that they are able to analyze and assess their own 

risks and know where to reach out for help if they need it.

Four Mechanisms for Suppressing Dissent: 
lawfare, Delegitimization, Co-option, and  
Factionalization
ThE goAl oF ThIS report is to provide a better under-

standing of how student activism has been repressed 

historically as well as today. It suggests that repression 

is consistent regardless of how open a society is, 

although the relative importance of different means of 

repression may vary according to the context. In the most 

open and most closed societies alike, rules and regulations 

may play a significant role in repression—one that is more 

significant than, or at least as significant as, physical  

violence or deprivation of liberty (e.g. arrests, detentions, 

or forced disappearance). Consistently, across contexts, 

we found that governments, university administra-

tions, and other members of society use four subtle 

strategies for repressing student dissent: (1) Lawfare, 

the use of law prohibiting public disturbance or terrorism 

to constrain student organizing; (2) Delegitimization, 

the use of rhetoric that labels student activists as “terrorists,” 

“hooligans,” “criminals,” “idiots,” or “perverts;”  

(3) Co-option, the establishing or empowering of gov-

ernment-controlled or -aligned student organizations or 

the incentivizing student support for government policies 

in ways that neutralize political opposition by students; 

and (4) Factionalization, the inflammation of broader 

political or social tensions within the student population. 

These categories are not mutually exclusive and can in 

fact work in tandem. For example, the use of inflammatory 

rhetoric aimed at specific groups of students (such as 

hatefully calling LGBTQIA+ students “perverts”) can  

escalate animosity towards them from other student groups. 

This finding has important implications for under-

standing where and how students’ rights to free expression, 

assembly, and association are being restricted. While 

https://v-dem.net/documents/19/dr_2022_ipyOpLP.pdf
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focusing on physical forms of repression is important  

for ensuring that activists’ lives are not at risk, paying  

attention to more subtle forms of repression is necessary 

for understanding where authoritarianism may be  

expanding, civic space shrinking, and student activists’  

lives and wellbeing being put at risk. Because students  

are active civic participants and leaders in movements  

for social and political reform, student activism can be 

seen as the “canary in the coal mine.” Tracking the  

overt and subtle ways in which student activism is  

repressed can give us important insights into rising  

authoritarian impulses even in apparently open and  

democratic societies. 

In order to paint a picture of how university student 

activism is both repressed in ways that are life-threatening 

and in coercive and subtle ways, this report draws on 

information from a number of sources: a database tracking 

acts of repression, interviews with human and students’ 

rights advocates, and a review of relevant academic and 

non-academic literature. It should be noted that this 

report is illustrative rather than exhaustive in its descriptions 

and explanations of repression. In addition, the report 

is just a first step in understanding the mechanisms of 

repression that are emphasized: lawfare, delegitimization, 

co-option, and factionalization. There is still more work 

to be done to nuance and operationalize them. SAIH 

plans to continue this work, throughout the present and 

following year, by conducting interviews with university 

student activists. 

The remainder of this introduction proceeds as  

follows: We present a definition of student activism,  

a more detailed discussion of the protections available  

(or unavailable) for student activists, and an overview 

of the ways student activism is being repressed. We also 

present our methodology for collecting data on acts of 

student repression and a brief overview of our findings. 

Nine case studies are presented in the body of the report, 

selected with the aim to understand how repression may 

vary in places with different levels of academic freedom. 

We selected the following countries:  Honduras, Ghana, 

Palestine, Morocco, Brazil, Zimbabwe, Myanmar, Turkey, 

and the United Kingdom. 
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whAT IS whAT IS 
STUDENT  STUDENT  
ACTIVISM?ACTIVISM?

[A student activist] is someone who tries to make visible what they are dealing with,  
what their friends are dealing with… through any medium: translations, shouting on  
the streets, digital activism … someone who tries to find other people to organize with. 
To hold others visible and accountable.1

1 Interview conducted with Turkish human rights activist, October 31, 2022

2 Klemenčîč, M. and Park, B.Y. (2018). Student politics: between representation and activism. In Cantwell, B., Coates, H., and King, R. (Eds), Handbook of Politics in 
Higher Education. Edward Eigar Publishing, p. 468. 

3 Klemenčîč and Park (2018).

4 Broadhurst, C. and Martin, G. (2014). Part of the “Establishment”? Fostering Positive Campus Climates for Student Activists. Journal of College and Character, 
15(2), 75-86.

5 On the characterization of students as youthful idealists vs. violent rebels, see Lipset, S.M. (1967). University students and politics in underdeveloped countries. 
In Lipset, S.M. (ed) Student Politics, New York:  Basic Books, pp 3–53. Lipset, S.M. and Altbach, P.G. (1967) Student politics and higher education in the United 
States, Lipset (ed), Student Politics, pp 199–252. della Porta et al. (2020). 

6 Klemenčîč, M. (2020). David, M.E. and Amey, M.J. (Eds), The Sage Encyclopedia of Higher Education: Student Activism and Organizations. Safe Publications.

7 Altbach, P.G. (1984). Student Politics in the Third World. Higher Education, 13, 635-655. 

STUDENT ACTIVISM IS TYPICAllY characterized as 

“claim-making outside of formal decision structures” 

and is associated with “contentious politics and non- 

institutionalized forms of claim-making, such as  

protests, boycotts, and campaigns,” but can include  

“any collective political action to bring about social and 

political change.”2 Student activism can include both  

one-off acts or events and long-term organized and  

strategic movements. It can be either nonviolent or  

violent.3 Indeed, student activism often starts off as  

nonviolent, but it can still turn violent eventually,  

often in the face of stalling tactics or repression.4  

Accordingly, analysts studying student activism have  

often characterized student activists as either “idealists” 

or “rebels.”5 Student activism is often associated with 

protest movements,6 but can also take other forms, such 

as letter writing campaigns, acts of solidarity, boycotts 

of classes, or teach-ins. This report considers all these 

forms as student activism. 

Another aspect is that student activists may  

either make education-related demands with the goal 

of changing university policies and structure or seek 

broader social and political change, such as government 

form or democratization. In fact, the latter may be more 

common.7 Importantly, these two are often connected 

since university structures typically reflect society 
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and are shaped by government policies. For example, 

in recent years in the United States, the broader Black 

Lives Matter Movement has found resonance on college 

campuses in students’ activism to highlight racism and 

lack of inclusion in the university.8 Likewise, the South 

African #RhodesMustFall movement, which began in 

2015 and originally sought to remove a statue of Brit-

ish imperialist and former Cape Colony governor Cecil 

Rhodes, spurred a student movement aiming to decolonize 

education in the country.9 A former student activist from 

Honduras described in an interview how, during the 

2010s, university governance in his country reflected the 

authoritarian nature of the government. When he and 

other students demanded university governance should 

be democratized through increasing student participation, 

these demands were seen as highly threatening to the 

status quo.10 

Student mobilization has therefore been deeply 

intertwined with movements for political, civil, and  

social rights. In many countries with a strong tradition 

of student activism, this activism is rooted in anti- 

colonial struggles.11 During the 1960s and 1970s,  

students across the Global South mobilized actively  

for independence and social and political reform12 as 

well as against bureaucratic control and the rigidity of 

university structures and politics.13 Globally, the year 

1968, and, more broadly, “the long sixties”, was a period 

of significant student mobilization across much of the 

Global South and Global North.14 

8 See, e.g. Conner (2020). 

9 See, e.g. Ahmed, A. K. (2019). The rise of fallism: #RhodesMustFall and the movement to decolonize the university. Columbia University. 

10 Interview with former Honduran activism, conducted November 11, 2022. 

11 Altbach (1984). 

12 Desi Pavlic, R. (2018). Sentenced to Debt: Explaining Student Mobilization in Chile. Latin American Research Review, 53(3), 448-465. 

13 Klemenčîč (2020). 

14 See, e.g. Markarian, V. (2017). Uruguay, 1968: Student Activism from Global Counterculture to Molotov Cocktails. Vol. 1. University of California Press. Hanna, E.S. 
(2013). Student Power! The Radical Days of the English Universities. Cambridge Scholars Publishing. Langland, V. (2013). Speaking of flowers: student movements 
and the making and remembering of 1968 in military Brazil. Duke University Press. Hetemi, A. (2020). Student Movements for the Republic of Kosovo: 1968, 1981, 
and 1997. Palgrave Macmillan.

15 Hodgkinson, D. (2020). “Remaking Political Statehood: Zimbabwean Student Activism During the 2000s ‘Crisis.” In J. Alexander, J. McGregor, and B.-M. Tendi, 
Handbook on Zimbabwean Politics. Oxford University Press. Melchiorre, L. (2020). “A new animal”: student activism and the Kenyan state in an era of multiparty 
politics, 1991-2000. Journal of Eastern African Studies, 14(4): 780-801. Melchiorre, L. (2020). “A new animal”: student activism and the Kenyan state in an era of 
multiparty politics, 1991-2000. Journal of Eastern African Studies, 14(4), p. 782. 

16 For a detailed discussion of these reforms, see della Porta et al. (2020), pp. 10-12.

17 Desi Pavlic (2018). Melchoirre (2020). 

18 della Porta et al. (2020). 

19 della Porta et al. (2020), p. 6. 

20 Hodgkinson (2020). 

Later, during the 1990s and 2000s, students study-

ing at African and Latin American universities were at 

the forefront of agitation against structural adjustment 

policies and poverty and for democratization.15 Neo-

liberal reforms, shaped by principles of market reliance 

and consumer power, had a significant impact on higher 

education, leading to the commodification of educational 

services; privatization, including a significant increase  

in the number of private higher education institutions 

and a greater reliance on tuition fees; increasingly  

bureaucratic management, including greater competition 

and performance-based funding; marketization of  

curricula; and greater precarity for university staff. While 

these reforms expanded access to higher education, they 

also made it more expensive as government  

funding for education declined.16 

The resulting financial grievances have been a  

focal point for mobilization among university student 

activists.17 In the 2000s, student unrest was triggered  

in many places by the commercialization of higher  

education, increased tuition fees, and market competition 

among universities.18 The world has seen a “wave of  

student unrest … since 2008 to oppose these commod-

ifying trends.”19 In many places across the globe these 

trends have coincided with increased political repression, 

authoritarianism, and economic downturns.20  

Ironically, as several of the case studies in this report 

demonstrate, rising authoritarianism has in some places 

meant that privatization of higher education has gone 
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hand in hand with increased government interference 

in university governance, with Ministries of Education 

assuming more power to appoint university leadership.

One should bear in mind that student activism is 

distinct from other forms of student engagement such  

as formal student representation in university governance 

structures.21 In contrast to these “ordinary” forms of  

participation, student activism is “extraordinary”  

and often less institutionalized—although not always.22  

For instance, student representatives who sit on  

university councils can either make activist or passive 

approaches towards pushing for educational, social,  

or political change. Similarly, student unions may either 

be vehicles for oppositional—as in the cases of Myanmar 

and Zimbabwe detailed in this report—or cooperative 

engagement with university and government authorities.  

The approach of student representatives, therefore,  

matters more than their specific role. 

Universities are centers for development of know-

ledge, transmission of ideas, and critical debate.  

Progressive educators like John Dewey have long  

established that socialization is a core function of  

education. Educational institutions, particularly uni-

versities, are supposed to prepare students to become 

active participants in political and civic processes.23  

21 Klemenčîč and Park (2018). See also Klemenčîč, M. (forthcoming). The Handbook on Student Representation in Higher Education: A Global Comparative Perspec-
tive. Bloomsbury.

22 Pabian, P. and Minksová, L. (2011). Students in higher education governance in Europe: contrasts, commonalities, and controversies. Tertiary Education and Man-
agement, 17(3), 261-273. As cited in Luescher-Mamashela (2015), p. 45. See also O’Brien, K. Seboe, E., and Hayward, B.M. (2018). Exploring youth activism on 
climate change: Dutiful, disruptive, and dangerous dissent. Ecology and Society 23(3), as cited in Millora and Karunungan. The authors distinguish dutiful dissent, 
which operates within existing structures of power and governance from disruptive and dangerous dissent which challenge those structures. According to this 
typology, activism is synonymous with the latter two types of dissent while student representation is synonymous with dutiful dissent. 

23 See, e.g. Dewey, J. (1997). Democracy and Education. Later Edition. Free Press. Klemenčîč, M. (2015). What is student agency? An ontological exploration in the 
context of research on student engagement. In Klemenčîč, M., Bergan, S., and Primožîč, R. (Es), Student Engagement in Europe: society, higher education and 
student governance. Council of Europe Higher Education Series No. 20, pp.11-30. 

24 Luescher-Mamashela, T. M. (2015). Theorizing student activism in and beyond the 20th century: the contribution of Philip G. Altbach. In Kelmenčîč, M., Bergan, 
S., and Primožîč, R. (Es), Student Engagement in Europe: society, higher education and student governance. Council of Europe Higher Education Series No. 20, pp. 
33-50. 

25 Pinheiro, R. and Antonowicz, D. (2015). “I am tired of reading history. Now I want to make it!” The rise and fall of the university campus as a space for social re-
bellion.” In Kelmenčîč, M., Bergan, S., and Primožîč, R. (Es), Student Engagement in Europe: society, higher education and student governance. Council of Europe 
Higher Education Series No. 20, p. 53. 

26 Klemenčîč, M. (2015). What is student agency? An ontological exploration in the context of research on student engagement. In Klemenčîč, M., Bergan, S., and 
Primožîč, R. (Es), Student Engagement in Europe: society, higher education and student governance. Council of Europe Higher Education Series No. 20, pp.19.  See 
also,.Lee (2018) who makes this argument in the case of the United States. Lee, P. (2018). Student Protests and Academic Freedom in an Age of #blacklivesmatter. 
Ohio State Law Journal. 

27 Broadhurst and Martin (2014). Klemenčîč, M. (2020). Student Politics. In Shin, J.C. and Teixeira (eds.). Encyclopedia of International Higher Education Systems and 
Institutions. Springer Nature. 

28 Altbach, P.G. (1992). Politics of Students and Faculty. In Clark, B.R. and Neave, G. (Eds). The Encylopaedia of Higher Education. Pergamon, pp. 1740-1749. 

29 Weiss, M. L. and Aspinal, E. (2012). Student Activism in Asia: Between Protest and Powerlessness. University of Minnesota Press. 

30 della Porta, et al. (2020), p. 19. Klemenčič, M. (2014). Student power in a global perspective and contemporary trends in student organising. Studies in Higher 
Education, 39(3), 396–411.

The kind of politics that occur within the university 

space is an important vehicle for creating and disseminat-

ing knowledge.24 University spaces can serve as  

“testing grounds” for ideas and actions that can be  

used to change society.25

For students, universities are above all spaces for 

learning. , and the fact thatlearning happens both inside 

and outside of the classroom is often insufficiently  

recognized.26  Engaging in student activism is an  

important way for university students to learn, develop 

skills, and gain experience. Some argue that student  

activism, when it is nonviolent or focuses on volunteerism 

or service learning, is a form of civic education.27 

The university space also both facilitates and  

triggers activism. Students’ time at university is  

temporary, yet typically life-changing. This also often 

involves an important experience of independence. 

University students will often have the opportunity 

to self-reflect and engage with their peers and become 

increasingly engaged in society.28 The space of the  

university itself facilitates activism, particularly if  

students attend a residential institution or live near  

their campus.29 Indeed, “the very characteristics of  

university life are said to facilitate [the] intense  

networking” needed for effective mobilization.30  
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For example, from the 1960s to 1980s in Myanmar,  

university students were the main source of opposition 

to the military dictatorship because of the way college 

campuses facilitated organizing. 

At the same time, students—particularly those with 

marginalized and historically excluded identities—may 

experience oppression while at university. Historically, 

universities are elite institutions, designed to cater to  

the culturally and socioeconomically advantaged.31  

Students with marginalized backgrounds may find them-

selves unsupported and unrepresented within their  

institutions, which might potentially force them into  

activist roles.32 Consequently, universities play a dual 

role when it comes to student activism in that they  

create both the space and the need for it. 

31 See, e.g., Mbembe, A.J. (2016). Decolonizing the university: New directions. Arts & Humanities in Higher Education, 15(1), 29-45. Carey, K. (2016). On Cleaning: 
Student activism in the Corporate and Imperial University. Open Library of Humanities, 2(2), 1-30. 

32 Keels, M. (2020). Campus Counterspaces: Black and Latinx Students’ Search for Community at Historically White Universities. Cornell University Press. 
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PRoTECTIoNS 
FoR STUDENT 
ACTIVISTS: 
AVAIlAblE bUT 
INSUFFICIENT

Student activists ostensibly have access to protection mechanisms in their capacity  
as members of civil society, human rights defenders, and members of academic  
communities. In practice, however, none of these mechanisms provide comprehensive  
or targeted protection for student activists under threat.  

17
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Existing Civil Society Protections

1 UN General Assembly (1948, December 10). International Bill of Human Rights: A Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Resolution 217A. Retrieved 
from https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/2021/03/udhr.pdf (accessed February 10, 2023). 

2 UN General Assembly (1966, December 16). International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Resolution 2200A (XXI). Retrieved from https://www.
ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-covenant-civil-and-political-rights (accessed February 10, 2023). 

3 United Nations General Assembly (1999, March 8). A/RES/53/144, Article 12, para 1; Article 4. 

4 Millora and Karunungan (2021). 

5 Prominent groups include Frontline Defenders, the Lifeline Embattled CSO Assistance Fund. Some national groups that engage with students include the 
Sexual Rights Center and GALZ in Zimbabwe, Uniküir in Turkey, and Colors Rainbow in Myanmar. Additionally, groups like the Lifeline Embattled CSO 
Assistance Fund and the Universal Rights Group have compiled lists of groups supporting activists and human rights defenders in general, as well as ones 
focusing on particular thematic issues, such as climate action and environmental justice and women’s rights.

6 See for example, this page compiled by Lifeline Embattled CSO Assistance Fund: https://www.csolifeline.org/resources-1 (accessed November 23, 2022). 

7 UN Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (1999). Implementation of the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural RIghts, 
General Comment No. 13 (Twenty-first session, 1999), The right to education (article 13 of the covenant). E/C.12/1990/10. 

ThE INTERNATIoNAl hUMAN RIghTS framework is  

a useful entry point for understanding how student 

activists ideally should be protected. Enshrined in 

the 1948 UN Universal Declaration for Human Rights 

(UDHR), the right to freedom of expression and opinion 

(Article 19) and the right to freedom of peaceful  

assembly and association (Article 20) are key to  

student participation and activism flourishing in social 

and political processes.1 These rights are also protected 

by the International Covenant for Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR), which is a binding document, and  

signatories to the covenant have a responsibility to  

uphold these rights for all.2 The UN Declaration on 

Human Rights Defenders, adopted by consensus by the 

General Assembly, is another instrument that warrants 

protection to human rights defenders in general,3 and 

accordingly, students acting as human rights defenders 

and engaging in peaceful protest should be protected.4 

There are also regional and national human rights frame-

works that protect these rights. On that account, human 

rights organizations and UN frameworks, such as UN 

treaty bodies, Special Procedures, and the Universal  

Periodic Review do address repression of student activism 

when relevant under the wider umbrella of their work. 

This means that student activists have access to 

protections offered by a variety of international,  

regional, and national groups. This includes emergency 

assistance to human rights defenders and civil society 

activists in the form of financial grants, relocation,  

medical and psychosocial support, legal representation, 

and secure transportation. Various international and 

national NGOs also provide trainings on physical and 

digital security to human rights defenders  

and civil society activists, they connect activists to 

each other, and they engage in advocacy for supporting 

activists’ work.5 There is also a wide variety of online 

resources for human rights and protection training.6 

Existing Protections for Academic Freedom
hUMAN RIghTS MEChANISMS AlSo lay out strong 

protections for members of academic communities 

to engage in activism, including the freedom to freely 

express beliefs and debate ideas. For instance, the UN 

Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights 

(CESCR) defines academic freedom as including “the 

liberty of individuals to express freely opinions about 

the institution or system in which they work, to fulfill 

their functions without discrimination or fear of re-

pression by the State or any other actor.”7 In addition, 

academic freedom is closely related to and an important 

component of democratic participation and a free and 

open civil society. Acts that restrict or repress academic 

freedom in general and student activism in particular 

are often also acts that violate freedom of association, 

peaceful assembly, or expression. 

Several organizations support members of the  

academic community who are at risk by tracking repres-

https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/2021/03/udhr.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-covenant-civil-and-political-rights
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-covenant-civil-and-political-rights
https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/en
https://www.csolifeline.org/
https://www.sexualrightscentre.org/
https://galz.org/about/what-is-galz/
https://www.unikuir.org/
https://www.colorsrainbow.org/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/54dbcb77e4b011d9d8fd69f1/t/60c9faccae7b67228ec7f7b3/1623849676399/Other+Resources+and+Funds.pdf
https://www.universal-rights.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/List-of-support-resources-for-climate-activists-1.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/54dbcb77e4b011d9d8fd69f1/t/611af1bd9f840c62a0ab13aa/1629155773222/Feminist+Resources+and+Funds.pdf
https://www.csolifeline.org/resources-1
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sion and providing support for relocation and resettle-

ment. For example, the Scholars at Risk Network’s Ac-

ademic Freedom Monitoring Project extensively tracks 

cases where student protests are violently suppressed 

and students detained, arrested, or expelled.8 Likewise, 

the Global Coalition to Protect Education from Attack 

(GCPEA) monitors and reports on attacks targeting uni-

versity personnel, students, and infrastructure, focusing 

its reporting on contexts of armed conflict.9 

There are also small programs that focus on providing 

support to students at risk. For example, a few  

European countries have programs for providing 

scholar ships to persecuted or at-risk students or those 

being denied education in their countries of origin. 

These include Norway’s Students at Risk program, initi-

ated by the Norwegian Students’ and Academics’  

8 Scholars at Risk. Academic Freedom Monitoring Project. Retrieved from https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/academic-freedom-monitoring-project-index/ 
(accessed February 10, 2023). 

9 See GCPEA. Strengthening Monitoring and Reporting. Retrieved from https://protectingeducation.org/what-we-do/strengthen-monitoring-and-reporting/ 
(accessed November 8, 2022). 

10 See Students at Risk’s website: https://www.studentsatrisk.no/about. 

11 See German Academic Exchange Service, Hilde Domin Programme: https://www.daad.de/en/study-and-research-in-germany/scholarships/hil-
de-domin-programm/. 

12 Polish National Agency for Academic Exchange, Polish Universities Help Students from Belarus: https://study.gov.pl/news/polish-universities-help-stu-
dents-belarus. 

13 Vespa, M. (2021, October 22). A European ‘Students At Risk’ scholarship scheme. Conference on the Future of Europe. Retrieved from https://futureu.
europa.eu/en/processes/Education/f/36/proposals/129163?component_id=36&locale=en&participatory_process_slug=Education (accessed February 
10, 2023). 

14 Email communications with students’ rights advocate, February 2023. 

15 See the Union of Exiled Student’s website: https://uniondesetudiantsexiles.org/en/about-us. 

16 UN General Assembly (1948, December 10). Resolution 217A, Article 26. UN General Assembly (1966). International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights, 2200A (XXI). Retrieved from https://www.right-to-education.org/sites/right-to-education.org/files/resource-attachments/ICESCR_1966_
en.pdf (accessed February 10, 2023), Article 13. 

17 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs. UN Sustainable Development Goal 4: Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and 
promote lifelong learning opportunities for all. Retrieved from https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal4 (accessed February 10, 2023). 

International Assistance Fund (SAIH), the National 

Union of Students in Norway (NSO), funded by the  

Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and adminis-

tered by the Norwegian Directorate for Higher  

Education and Skills;10 Germany’s Hilde Domin Pro-

gramme, administered by the German Academic Ex-

change Service;11 and Poland’s effort to support students, 

scientists and teachers from Belarus.12 The European 

Student Union (ESU) has also proposed a similar  

program.13 Other European countries have also  

expressed interest in developing scholarship programs 

for at-risk students.14 Similarly, the Union of Exiled  

Students supports students living in France who are 

unable to return to their country of origin and wish to 

resume their studies, by providing them with resources 

and training and engaging in advocacy.15 

Protections Under the Right to Education
FINAllY, STUDENTS’ RIghTS To engage in activism can also 

be construed as protected by the right to education, as 

guaranteed in a variety of human rights documents, such 

as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the 

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural  

 

Rights.16 While the right to higher education has received 

significantly less attention than the right to primary and 

secondary education, there have been recent efforts to 

remedy this. For instance, the UN Sustainable Development 

Goal (SDG) 4 focuses on lifelong learning.17 

https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/academic-freedom-monitoring-project-index/
https://protectingeducation.org/what-we-do/strengthen-monitoring-and-reporting/
https://www.studentsatrisk.no/about
https://www.daad.de/en/study-and-research-in-germany/scholarships/hilde-domin-programm/
https://www.daad.de/en/study-and-research-in-germany/scholarships/hilde-domin-programm/
https://study.gov.pl/news/polish-universities-help-students-belarus
https://study.gov.pl/news/polish-universities-help-students-belarus
https://futureu.europa.eu/en/processes/Education/f/36/proposals/129163?component_id=36&locale=en&participatory_process_slug=Education
https://futureu.europa.eu/en/processes/Education/f/36/proposals/129163?component_id=36&locale=en&participatory_process_slug=Education
https://uniondesetudiantsexiles.org/en/about-us
https://www.right-to-education.org/sites/right-to-education.org/files/resource-attachments/ICESCR_1966_en.pdf
https://www.right-to-education.org/sites/right-to-education.org/files/resource-attachments/ICESCR_1966_en.pdf
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal4
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limitations of the human Rights Frameworks

18 Millora and Karunungan (2021). Nah, A. M. et al. (2013) ‘A research agenda for the protection of human rights defenders’, Journal of Human Rights 
Practice, 5(3), pp. 401–420. 

19 Reichman, H. (2019). The Future of Academic Freedom. Johns Hopkins University Press, p. 158. 

20 For example, McKnight, H. (2019). MacFarlane, B. (2016). 

21 The AFi is a collaborative initiative that was launched in 2019 between researchers at Friedrich-Alexander-Universität Erlangen-Nürnberg (FAU), the 
V-Dem Institute, the Scholars at Risk Network, and the Global Public Policy Institute (GPPi). See V-Dem, Academic Freedom: https://www.v-dem.net/
our-work/research-programs/academic-freedom/. 

22 See, e.g. Spannagel, J. and Kinzelbach, K. (2022). The Academic Freedom Index and Its indicators: Introduction to new global times-series V-Dem data. 
Quality and Quantity. Kinzelbach, K., Saliba, I., Spannagel, J., and Quinn, R. (2021). Free Universities: Putting the Academic Freedom Index into Action. 
Global Public Policy Institute (GPPi) and the Scholars at Risk Network. Retrieved from https://www.gppi.net/2021/03/11/free-universities (November 23, 
2022). Hoffman, F. and Kinzelbach, K. (2018). Forbidden Knowledge: Academic Freedom and Political Repression in the University Can Be Measured. This 
is How. GPPi. Retrieved from https://www.gppi.net/media/Kinzelbach_Hoffmann_2018_Forbidden_Knowledge.pdf (November 23, 2022). 

23 Interview conducted with Clare Robinson, Scholars at Risk Network, July 7, 2022. Personal email correspondences. See the websites of SAR (https://www.
scholarsatrisk.org/protection/), SRF (https://www.scholarrescuefund.org/), and CARA (https://www.cara.ngo/). 

24 Reichman, H. (2019). The Future of Academic Freedom. Johns Hopkins University Press.

25 United Nations Sustainable Development Solutions Network. Indicators and a Monitoring Framework. Indicator 4.7. Retrieved from https://indicators.
report/targets/4-7/ (March 13, 2023).

DESPITE ThESE EFFoRTS, ThE human rights frame-

work, including its protections for human rights  

defenders and civil society activists, academic freedom, 

and the right to education, is limited as a means for  

protecting student activists in a number of ways. First, 

the frameworks broadly focused on human rights and 

civic engagement do not typically have an explicit focus 

on students, meaning that student activists can easily  

be excluded or ignored. Still, the vague and under-

specified nature of the Declaration gives relevant civil  

society activists an opportunity to contextualize, frame, 

and advocate for at-risk groups, such as student activists.18 

Second, the extent to which students have a right to 

academic freedom is ambiguous.19 Often, the concept of 

academic freedom is operationalized narrowly, confined 

to the freedom of expression and focused on the work 

of scholars and researchers—not on students. Several 

scholars argue that while students do have rights to  

freedom of expression and assembly, they do not have 

specific rights to academic freedom.20 This is perhaps 

one reason why the current measures of academic  

freedom do not directly take students into account.  

For instance, the Academic Freedom Index (AFi)21  

uses five indicators to measure academic freedom:  

institutional autonomy, campus integrity, freedom of  

academic and cultural expression, and legal commitments 

to academic freedom. These are closely related to the 

space for student activism on campus, but they do  

not directly measure students’ academic freedom.22

Similarly, the largest projects aimed at protecting 

members of the academic community focus on the 

protection of academics. For example, Scholars at Risk 

(SAR) provides relocation assistance to at-risk academ-

ics by facilitating temporary positions at alternative 

academic institutions, as well as providing them with  

advice. Other organizations, like the Institute of Inter-

national Education’s Scholar Rescue Fund (IIE-SRF)  

and the Council for At-Risk Academics (CARA),  

provide similar support to academics. However, while 

these groups define “academics” more or less broadly–

for example by including lecturers—they do not include 

students in their protection work.23 There are good reasons 

for this, such as capacity, resources (there are many more 

students than academics), and the impetus to protect those 

who do research and teaching. The fact remains, however, 

that students are not included. 

Still, others contend that students academic free-

dom is about learning.24 But as mentioned, the fact that 

activism is an important learning experience often goes 

unrecognized in practice. For example, SDG Goal 4 

recognizes the importance of “education for sustainable 

development and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, 

gender equality, promotion of a culture of people and 

nonviolence, global citizenship …” but does not specifi-

cally address activism or civic engagement.25Likewise, 

a recent paper by UNESCO that presents a framework 

for the right to higher education assumes that educa-

https://www.v-dem.net/our-work/research-programs/academic-freedom/
https://www.v-dem.net/our-work/research-programs/academic-freedom/
https://www.gppi.net/2021/03/11/free-universities
https://www.gppi.net/media/Kinzelbach_Hoffmann_2018_Forbidden_Knowledge.pdf
https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/protection/
https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/protection/
https://www.scholarrescuefund.org/
https://www.cara.ngo/
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tion leads to civic engagement but does not view civic 

engagement itself as a form of education.26 

More often, students’ learning via activism is 

invalidated. Students are more likely to be imagined as 

violating others’ right to freedom of expression, even 

though “it is difficult to identify more than a handful of 

instances when recent student protests have substantially 

violated the rights and freedoms of anyone, including 

faculty members and other students.”27 For instance, a 

“Free Speech” Bill, discussed in more detail in the UK 

case study, currently under debate in the British House 

of Lords, has been justified as protecting the free speech 

of university speakers, including in the face of student 

protests.28 This entails that, for example, when students 

strike, it is easy to spin student activism as disrupting 

learning. In this instance, student activism is construed 

as a barrier to learning rather than a vehicle for it.  

To some extent, an understanding of students as  

“highly emotional rebels” is grounded in the student 

movements of the 1960s, when student protests led  

to street clashes with police.29 

Third, there is a related question concerning what 

constitutes “legitimate” activism that is deserving of 

protection. In particular, the stipulation that human 

rights defenders are only deserving of protection when 

they are nonviolent leaves little room for nuance. For 

instance, do student activists forgo their right to protec-

tion even when the repression is disproportionate to the 

violence that they engage in (e.g., when student activists  

are met with live ammunition or rubber bullets for 

throwing stones)?30 

Lastly, the human rights mechanisms are better  

designed for focusing on physical repression than on 

subtle forms of repression highlighted in this report.  

For example, the types of repression that groups like 

26 UNESCO (2022). The right to higher education: a social justice perspective. Retrieved from https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000381750 (ac-
cessed February 10, 2023).  

27 Reichman, H. (2019). The Future of Academic Freedom. Johns Hopkins University Press, p. 158. 

28 Morgan, J. (2023, February 8). Ministers win free speech bill vote on right to sue universities. Times Higher Education. Retrieved from https://www.
timeshighereducation.com/news/ministers-win-free-speech-bill-vote-right-sue-universities (accessed February 9, 2023).

29 See, e.g. della Porta et al. (2020), pp. 16-17. 

30 See also, Millora and Karunungan (2021). 

31 Earl, J. (2011). Political Repression: Iron Fists, Velvet Gloves, and Diffuse Control. Annual Review of Sociology, 37, 261-284. Boykoff (2007). Limiting 
Dissent: The Mechanisms of State Repression in the USA. Social Movement Studies, 6(3), 281-310. 

32 Earl (2011), p. 263.

33 European Students Union (ESU) (2023). Survey on Academic Freedom, Institutional Autonomy and Academic Integrity from a Student Perspective. Re-
trieved from https://esu-online.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/ESU_2023_Academic_Freedom_from_a_Students_Perspective_Survey_Report.pdf 
(accessed January 17, 2023).  

GCPEA and SAR track related to student activism,  

as described above, include primarily physical violence  

and denials of liberty. This is a bias in repression 

research in general.31 Likewise, UN treaty bodies also 

highlight physical instances of repression.  This is partly 

because physical repression is more tangible and easier 

to measure and describe. Notably, states are often the 

parties responsible for these forms of repression. Yet, 

research has shown that “when seen as wholly about state 

violence, repression is easy to identify but woefully under-

inclusive.”  In other words, physical repression is only one 

mechanism through which activism is undermined.32 

University student activists are at significant risk  

of repression because they are so actively involved  

in civil society and movements pushing for higher  

education reform.33 While the existing human rights 

framework provides protections for them in theory,  

it is insufficient in practice.

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000381750
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/ministers-win-free-speech-bill-vote-right-sue-universities
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/ministers-win-free-speech-bill-vote-right-sue-universities
https://esu-online.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/ESU_2023_Academic_Freedom_from_a_Students_Perspective_Survey_Report.pdf
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METhoDologYMEThoDologY

1 One of these individuals was able to speak to two students’ experiences in two different countries. 

ThIS EXPloRAToRY AND IllUSTRATIVE report is  

the first step in an ongoing research project aimed at 

informing the development of indicators to monitor  

and document students’ rights violations, especially 

those student activists face. This initial report draws 

on several sources of information: qualitative and 

semi-structured interviews, an events database  

constructed by a small team of researchers, and a review  

of academic and non-academic literature on student  

activism. This report will be followed by a second report 

that draws on in-depth qualitative interviews with  

student activists to understand the complex forms  

of oppression they experience.

Interviews
IN ToTAl, ThE AUThoR of this report conducted 18  

interviews with individuals working for organizations 

that do advocacy, research, or protection work related  

to human rights in general, academic freedom specifically, 

or higher education. Seven of these interviews were  

with individuals working for organizations based in  

the Global North and with a global focus for their work.  

The author reached out to nineteen organizations in 

total, identified through the networks of the author  

and SAIH. Among those the author reached out to,  

two responded that they did not focus on university 

students, one initially responded that they did not do 

relevant work but later identified a staff member to be 

interviewed, two agreed to off-the-record conversations—

which informed the conceptualization of the research but 

were not used as data—and the remaining organizations 

never responded. 

In addition, the author conducted 12 interviews  

with individuals with country-specific expertise. This 

primarily included staff members of national NGOs 

working with students in their own countries. Outreach 

for these interviews was conducted primarily among 

SAIH’s partners and was limited by language capacities—

the author conducted interviews solely in English. We 

eventually interviewed six persons with expertise on 

Zimbabwe and individual persons who worked respec-

tively in France, Honduras, Myanmar, Syria, Turkey, 

the United States, and Zambia.1 These interviews were 

complemented by informal and off-the-record conver-

sations with three university student activists who had 

left their countries because of the risks they faced there. 

These conversations were not used as data but informed 

the conceptualization of this report. 

All interviews consisted of three parts. In the first, 

we explored to which extent each individual’s organiza-

tion focuses on student activism or tracked the repres-

sion of student activism. In the second, we asked which 

kind of protections each organization offers to student 

activists. In the third, each interviewee was asked to 

characterize and define student activism and repression 

of student activism. 
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Database of Repressive Events

2 See ACLED’s website: https://acleddata.com/. 

3 See SAR’s Academic Freedom Monitoring Project: https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/academic-freedom-monitoring-project-index/. 

4 See, for example, Global Public Policy Institute (September 2019). COVID-19 and Academic Freedom What’s the Connection? Retrieved from https://covidacad-
freedom.gppi.net/ (November 18, 2022). 

ThE SECoND SoURCE oF information for this report is 

data that tracks events that repress student activism. To 

collect this data, the author worked with three research 

assistants. Events were identified by use of data from the 

Armed Conflict Location and Events Data Project2 and 

Scholars at Risk’s Academic Freedom Monitoring  

Project,3 complemented by English-language google 

media searches and twitter searches. We sought to de-

termine which key terms, hashtags, and twitter accounts 

that would yield the best information for each country, 

which we documented for future use. 

In total, we identified 326 events that occurred in 

17 countries during a 22-month period from January 

2021 to October 2022. We researched an additional 4 

countries in which we identified no events. The full list 

of events is available online. It should be noted that this 

research is selective and illustrative rather than whol-

ly representative of global repression against student 

activists. The shortcomings of events-based analysis 

of repression are described in more detail below. How-

ever, not all events of repression appear in the media, 

and students do not always report repression. It should 

also be noted that these events took place during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, which severely impacted the 

manner of teaching, learning, and activism on university 

campuses, including the increased risk of surveillance in 

online classrooms.4  

It is possible this resulted in fewer events of physical  

repression than might have been seen if gatherings were 

not so restricted. 

In an attempt to understand how acts of repression 

vary across contexts, we selected countries to include 

in our database by drawing on V-Dem’s AFi. Countries 

were selected to account for varying levels of academic 

freedom and geographic diversity. As mentioned, the 

AFi does not specifically focus on student freedoms, so 

we sought to understand whether the events we were 

able to track reflected the way a country was rated on the 

AFi. The index ranks countries in five categories (A-E), 

with “A” countries rated as having the highest levels of 

academic freedom and “E” countries as those with the 

lowest levels of academic freedom. We then narrowed 

this list down to the nine country case studies included 

in this report. Chart 1 shows the countries we researched 

according to their ranking on the AFi. Case study coun-

tries are shown in bold text.

We coded each event thematically in order to help 

us understand what issues students were organizing 

around, the techniques of activism that students em 

ployed, the form(s) of repression or suppression the 

students faced (some events included multiple forms), 

and the perpetrator responsible for the act of repression 

or suppression. Our codebook is available online.

https://acleddata.com/
https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/academic-freedom-monitoring-project-index/
https://covidacadfreedom.gppi.net/
https://covidacadfreedom.gppi.net/
https://saih.no/assets/docs/Public-Incident-Tracker-Jan21-to-Oct22.xlsx
https://saih.no/assets/docs/Public-Incident-Tracker-Jan21-to-Oct22.xlsx
https://saih.no/assets/docs/Public-Incident-Tracker-Jan21-to-Oct22.xlsx
https://saih.no/assets/docs/Codebook-2023.pdf
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ChART 15

5 Countries were categorized using V-Dem’s variable graph for the Academic Freedom Index for the year 2021: https://v-dem.net/data_analysis/VariableGraph/

literature Review
FINAllY, ThIS REPoRT DRAwS on a non-systematic 

review of academic and non-academic literature on 

student activism, academic freedom, social movements, 

and repression. Publications were identified using Goo-

gle and Google Scholar Academic, using search terms 

such as “university students AND academic freedom,” 

“university student activism (+ [country name]),” 

“repression of university student activism (+[country 

name]),” “higher education system + [country name]”, 

“university autonomy + [country name],” “academic 

freedom + [country name]”, “suppression of university 

student activism (+ [country name]),” “shrinking civic 

space,” “authoritarianism,” and “authoritarianism AND 

student activism.” Through this literature review, we 

sought to understand and contextualize the relationship 

between physical repression and more subtle forms of 

suppression in general and in the countries we profile as 

case studies.

AFI RANKINg A (0.8-1.0) b (0.6-0.8) C (0.4-0.6) D (0.2-0.4) E (0.0-0.2)

CoUNTRIES 
RESEARChED

Ecuador

honduras

Israel

United Kingdom

ghana

Mexico

Palestine

Poland

Colombia

Morocco

brazil

Ethiopia

Hungary

Zimbabwe

India

Thailand

Belarus

Eswatini

Myanmar 

Turkey 

Nicaragua
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PhYSICAl  PhYSICAl  
REPRESSIoN  REPRESSIoN  
AS ThE TIP oF AS ThE TIP oF 
ThE ICEbERgThE ICEbERg

1 Interview with member of a Zimbabwean human rights organization, conducted September 29, 2022. 

[The repression of student activism] is either denying or plotting against one’s ability to 
voice or to be heard, or one’s capacity to have agency around an issue that they think is 
real. Suppression also means great fear and intimidation — to the level that you let go of 
something worthwhile and compromise for the sake of simplicity and life … Suppression 
is incapacitating someone to act on something that is a pressing need that is bound to 
change the status quo and benefit a wider spectrum of people.1

AS ThIS QUoTE IllUSTRATES, repression occurs in 

ways that are both physical and overt or subtle and  

coercive. Our research illustrates these diverse means  

of repression, showing, first, how physical repression  

is just the tip of the iceberg, and second, that repression 

occurs everywhere, across both open and closed societies. 

This section presents some of the conclusions we were 

able to draw from our exploratory research. 

Initially, we found a significant discrepancy between 

the data we managed to collect while constructing our 

database and what our interviews and literature review 

revealed. The database is heavily biased towards violent 

repression and the deprivation of liberty. However, while 

our interviews revealed that these are significant forms  

of repression, repression can also be less tangible in reality. 

Among the 326 events in our database, the most 

common forms of repression we identified were the 

deprivation of liberty, such as the arrest, detention, and 

imprisonment of student activists (used in 58 percent of 

the cases), which include arrests and detention and the 

associated charges, sentences, and penalties, and physical 

violence (used in 53 percent of the cases), including tear 

gas, pepper spray, live ammunition or rubber bullets,  

batons, or beatings used by state or private security  

forces when breaking up student protests, sit-ins, 

strikes, or other public gatherings, even when these 

protests and gatherings were peaceful. 
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IT IS IMPoRTANT To note that these most visible forms 

of repression are overwhelmingly perpetrated by state 

security forces, including the police and military. While 

other actors may also use physical violence to quell 

student activism — the cases of Palestine or Morocco 

are examples of how violence between student groups 

can be a significant threat to activism — these instances 

are dwarfed by the frequency of state violence, which is 

significantly more public and easier to track.2

In contrast, our interviews revealed a different 

picture, highlighting that surveillance and threats are 

common means used to suppress activism. For instance, 

a former Zimbabwean student activist described how 

he was told by his lecturers that the university admin-

istration and government were aware of his activities 

and that he should “be careful.”3 Another human rights 

advocate described how heavy police presence could 

function as a threat.4 This is notable given that threats 

2 As a result, the largest body of scholarly work examining repression tends to focus on state violence, usually in authoritarian contexts. Furthermore, a substantial 
portion of this research takes an event-oriented approach like the one we took for this study. See Earl, J. (2011). Political Repression: Iron Fists, Velvet Gloves, and 
Diffuse Control. Annual Review of Sociology, 37, 261-284. Boykoff (2007). Limiting Dissent: The Mechanisms of State Repression in the USA. Social Movement 
Studies, 6(3), 281-310. 

3 Interview with Zimbabwean students and human rights advocate, January 5, 2023. 

4 Interview with human rights advocate, November 22, 2022. 

5 Personal communication with human rights advocate, February 3, 2023. 

are underrepresented in the database, reported in only 

eight of the 326 events we tracked. 

One reason for this discrepancy is that threats are 

likely under-reported. On one hand, the media is more 

likely to report events that are vivid and devastating. On 

the other hand, where threats regularly occur, student 

activists may not report them for a number of reasons. 

First, students may not know where or how to report 

the threats they experience. UN mechanisms in partic-

ular are highly bureaucratic and complicated. Student 

activists under threat may not have the energy to figure 

out these mechanisms and may not have connections or 

personal relationships that can help connect them to the 

existing mechanisms.5 Second, activists may become 

numb to the threats that they receive, viewing them 

as unremarkable and not worth reporting. In contexts 

where life-threatening violence regularly occurs, activ-

ists may also view threats or surveillance as insignifi-

cant in comparison. Third, students need to trust the 

ChART 1: FoRMS oF REPRESSIoN TRACKED
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people they report to. Several interviewees described 

how challenging it is to get information from students 

they do not have a pre-existing relationship with. By 

contrast, one human rights advocate observed how 

reciprocal relationships facilitate trust. For example, he 

noted that providing support to students, such as a bus fare 

for a student released on bail to check in at a police station, 

facilitates communication: “They will tell you stories and 

things that they thought they could not tell anyone: all the 

intimidation, the phone calls, the messages that they are 

receiving. Because you’ve built a conduit of trust.”6

Our research, therefore, underscores how events-

based reporting can have the “paradoxical effect” of 

making “the most repressive environments appear 

comparatively benign.”7 In other words, in the most 

repressive contexts there may be little space for public 

activism, which also means there is less room for activ-

ists to face visible violence or to be publicly arrested. 

6 Interview with Zimbabwean students and human rights advocate, January 5, 2023. 

7 See Hoffman and Kinzelbach (2018) for a detailed discussion of the limitations of events data. See also Spannagel, J. and Kinzelbach, K. (2022). The Academic 
Freedom Index and Its indicators: Introduction to new global times-series V-Dem data. Quality and Quantity, p. 2. Kinzelbach and Spannagel also point out that 
human rights reporting, such as that done by the United Nations has an “attentional bias that overemphasizes deprivation of liberty as a threat.” See Kinzelbach, 
K. and Spannagel, J. (2018, Aug. 23). Better Data Can Counteract Soft Repression. Open Global Rights. Retrieved from https://www.openglobalrights.org/better-da-
ta-can-counteract-soft-repression/ (November 23, 2022). 

8 The Varieties of Democracy Project calculates country-specific scores for overall levels of democracy, and also includes indexes for specific characteristics of 
democracy, including participatory democracy, electoral democracy, liberal democracy, deliberative democracy, and egalitarian democracy. We have chosen to 
explore the participatory democracy index because it incorporates measures of civil society participation. For more information on the V-Dem indexes, see the 
project’s reference materials: https://v-dem.net/data/reference-documents/. 

While it may outwardly appear that few repressive 

events are occurring, this does not mean that activism is 

not being repressed. Chart 2 below illustrates this point. 

It compares how the number of events we managed to 

identify in each country relates to the degree of academ-

ic freedom as rated on the AFi.8 

ThE ChART IS boTh intuitive and counterintuitive. 

As one might expect, the places with a lower degree of 

academic freedom, such as Myanmar and Turkey, are 

also the places where we identified the most widespread 

events of repression against student activists. However, 

in other places ranked low on the AFi, such as Belarus, 

Nicaragua, or Eswatini, we found very few reported 

cases of activism. The case of Palestine underscores the 

discrepancy between AFi and the repressive events we 

identified. On the West Bank, which AFi rated as the 

more “free” part of Palestine, we identified 25 repressive 

ChART 2: 
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events, compared to just one in Gaza, typically consid-

ered less “free.” We conducted the same analysis with 

V-Dem’s Participatory Democracy index (PDi) (not 

pictured) in order to compare repressive events with a 

measure of civic space. The findings were very similar 

to what we found when connecting the analysis for the 

AFi. This is unsurprising given that there is a correlation 

between the PDi and AFi. 

Likewise, events-based reporting does not reveal 

the extent to which repression takes place even in 

democratic and open societies. Again, as one might 

expect, in the contexts with greater academic freedom 

as measured by the AFi, like in Israel, Honduras, or the 

United Kingdom, it was relatively challenging to identify 

discrete events of political violence or arrests of stu-

dent activists. However, this does not necessarily mean 

that repression is not occurring in these places. Indeed, 

our case studies illustrate how consistent repression is 

across both open and closed contexts. In all contexts, 

policies and institutional norms play a significant role in 

repression. Moreover, in the most closed spaces repres-

sion may either be overt and violent, where activists are 

willing to take risks, or it may take more covert forms 

like self-censorship or veiled threats.

Unpacking lawfare, Delegitimization,  
Co-option, and Factionalization
ThRoUgh oUR CASE STUDIES we identified four  

means of repressing student activism that are pervasive 

across both closed and open societies. While there is 

more work to be done to fully conceptualize these  

mechanisms and their impact on student activism,  

this report presents an initial framework. 

MEChANISM oF  

REPRESSIoN

IllUSTRATIVE  

CASE STUDIES

lAwFARE Honduras, Palestine, Myanmar, Turkey, United Kingdom, Zimbabwe

DElEgITIMIZATIoN Brazil, Honduras, Turkey, United Kingdom

Co-oPTIoN Ghana, Honduras, Morocco, United Kingdom

FACTIoNAlIZATIoN Morocco, Palestine

PhYSICAl VIolENCE Honduras, Myanmar, Turkey, Zimbabwe
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lawfare

9 Interview with former Honduran student activist, November 28, 2022. 

10 Klopp, J. and Orina, J.R. (2002). University Crisis, Student Activism, and the Contemporary Struggle for Democracy in Kenya. African Studies Review, 45(1): 157-
177. Melchoirre (2020). 

11 Kloop and Orina (2002). 

12 Millora and Karunungan (2021), p. 11. 

13 SAIH has explored the impact of neoliberalism on the commercialization of higher education in a previous report: Selenica, E. (2018). Universities between the 
State and the Market: Development policy, commercialization, and liberalization of higher education. SAIH. Retrieved from https://saih.no/assets/docs/Universities-
between-the-state-and-the-market.pdf (accessed February 11, 2023). 

14 Conner, J. (2020). The New Student Activists: The Rise of Neoactivism on College Campuse. Johns Hopkins University Press. 

15 Brulé, E. (2015). Voices from the Margins: The Regulations of Student Activism in the New Corporate University. Studies in Social Justice, 9(2): 159-175. 

16 E.g. Interview with Honduran student activism, conducted November 11, 2022. 

17 Batista, H.G. and De Orte, P. (2019, May 15). Nos EUA, Bolsonaro chama manifestantes de educação de ‘idiotas úteis. O Globo. As cited in Mendes et al. (2020). 

ThE FIRST MEChANISM wE highlight is “lawfare.” This 

includes criminalization of students engaging in student 

activism or restrictions placed on student activists, such 

as travel bans. Our case studies in Honduras, Myanmar, 

and Zimbabwe provide good examples. In each of these 

contexts, students were arrested and detained for acts 

the government categorized for example as disturbing the 

public order or terrorism. In one case—Honduras—student 

activists were charged with abduction when they went on 

strike and barred access to an academic building, accused 

of kidnapping those inside the building.9 

Such lawfare can be facilitated by the often close 

relationship between public universities and national 

governments. Universities reproduce the broader social 

and political structures of the society in which they are 

embedded.10 In many authoritarian contexts, university 

administrations are intertwined with the ruling political 

system, with university leadership being either directly 

appointed by the state or having close ties to it.11 One 

such example is Zimbabwe, where the president is the 

chancellor of all state universities. Likewise, over the 

past couple of years, Turkish student activists have 

sought to prevent increasing state encroachment into 

university administration. 

However, even in more open societies, rules and reg-

ulations can be used to suppress student activism. While 

universities often “encourage free thinking and sow the 

seeds for student activism [they] also create policies 

that curtail student expression and organizing.”12 This is 

particularly the case in the neoliberal university model 

that has become pervasive across the globe. Neoliberal 

universities treat prospective students as consumers and 

compete to attract students, generate demand, and boost 

their rankings. Students themselves are treated as com-

modities, and the university benefits from presenting 

itself as an idyllic campus.13 Student activism is a threat 

to this picture, particularly when student demands are 

directed at the university itself.14 Accordingly, univer-

sities have become increasingly regulated and corpo-

ratized spaces. For instance, efforts to codify students’ 

rights and responsibilities increasingly regulate student 

activism on campus.15 Professors can also play a role in 

this, for example by giving poor grades to students who 

participate in social or political contention.16 

Delegitimization
ThE SECoND MEChANISM INVolVES authorities from 

across the spectrum seeking to neutralize student 

dissent by delegitimizing student activists. The cases 

of Brazil, Honduras, Turkey, and Zimbabwe provide 

examples of this. In Brazil, former president Jair Bol-

sonaro called student activists “useful idiots.”17 In both 

Brazil and Turkey, student activists have been linked 

to movements for LGBTQIA+ rights, with authorities 

https://saih.no/assets/docs/Universities-between-the-state-and-the-market.pdf
https://saih.no/assets/docs/Universities-between-the-state-and-the-market.pdf
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taking advantage of misogyny and patriarchy to mo-

bilize harassment, hatred, and violence. In Zimbabwe, 

student activism is often linked to anti-Western senti-

ment that views the fight for human rights as part of a 

18 See, e.g., Vijayan, P.K. (2020). Insurgent subjects: Student politics, education and dissent in India. In  Aziz Choudry and Salim Vally (Eds.), The University and Social 
Justice: Struggles Across the Globe. Pluto Press. 

19 Mawuko-Yevugah (2013). Gyampo, R.E.V., Debrah, E., Aggrey, Darkoh, E. (2016).

20 Brooks, R., Byford, K., and Sela, K. (2016). The spaces of UK students’ unions: extending the critical geographies of the university campus. Social and Cultural 
Geography, 17(4), 471-490. 

21 Brooks et al. (2019), p. 479. See also Brooks, R. Byford, K., and Sela, K. (2014). The changing role of students’ unions within contemporary higher education. 
Journal of Education Policy, 30(2), pp. 165-181. 

22 Abrahams, J. and Brooks, R. (2019). Higher education students as political actors: evidence from England and Ireland. Journal of Youth Studies, 22(1), 108-123. 

neo- imperialist agenda. This delegitimization of student 

activists is therefore closely linked to the growth of 

right-wing populism and the spread of misinformation. 

Co-option
ThE ThIRD MEANS FoR repressing student activism that 

we consistently identified was the co-option of students 

and neutralization of dissent. Students are encouraged to 

do politics the “right” way, with activism channeled into 

institutional forms.18 The cases of Honduras, Ghana, 

Morocco and the UK provide illustrations of this. In 

these contexts, government and university authorities 

are able to pacify students by engaging them in politi-

cal or university processes. In Ghana, which ranks as a 

relatively open society, for example, youth wings of po-

litical parties play an important role in campus life, and 

politicians seek to exert control over student politics by 

ensuring that their own members gain authority and by 

incentivizing student leaders to support their policies.19 

The case of the UK illustrates how these pressures neu-

tralize student activism. For instance, some UK univer-

sities have invested in upgrading student union facilities, 

an act that some view as a way to appease students an-

gry about tuition fees.20 University managers have also 

developed closer relationships with student unions to 

improve student life and the student experience, leading 

student unions to “foreground their representative func-

tion, often at the expense of campaigning activities.”21

Factionalization
FINAllY, oUR RESEARCh hIghlIghTS the negative  

impact of factionalization on student organizing.  

Universities often function as mirror images for what  

is happening in the wider society and reproduce existing 

social and political divisions.22 Such factionalization 

can intimidate potential activists and funnel student 

engagement into violent clashes among student groups 

rather than into more peaceful activism. For instance, 

the case of Morocco illustrates the occurrence of clashes 

among student groups with different social and cultural 

affiliations. Likewise, while not a case study, a more 

striking example is India, where student unions reflect 

communalism and polarized politics. As such, student 

unions have been highly politicized, and student activ-

ism is characterized by “frequent student union clashes, 

boycott of classes, strikes, roadblocks, manipulation of 
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voters, display of muscle power, disruption of academics 

and violence.”23 In particular, rising right-wing extremism  

has found significant expression in Indian student 

politics through the rise of Akhil Bharatiya Vidyarthi 

Parishad (ABVP, All India Student Council),24 and  

ABVP-affiliated students often perpetrate violence 

against other students (and faculty), particularly those 

from marginalized groups.25 As the case of Palestine 

illustrates, factionalization can also make it more 

challenging for a unified movement to come together 

and achieve goals that would benefit all students26—like 

freezing tuition rates. 

By pointing to these four mechanisms of repression, 

our research illustrates the ways in which the suppres-

sion of student activism is representative of an increas-

ing infringement on civic space across the globe. As this  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

23 Mukherjee, N. (2013). Campus Politics in India. Journal of India Law and Society Blog. Retrieved from https://jilsblognujs.wordpress.com/2013/10/01/campus-pol-
itics-in-india/ (accessed February 10, 2023). See also, Singh, S. (2021). Moral Center or Anti-Nationalist? Student Protest Movements in India. global-e, 14(13). 
Retrieved from https://globalejournal.org/global-e/may-2021/moral-center-or-anti-nationalist-student-protest-movements-india (accessed February 10, 2023). 

24 Vijayan, P.K. (2020). Insurgent subjects: Student politics, education, and dissent in India. In Choudry, A. and Vally, S. (Eds.), The University and Social Justice. Pluto 
Press.

25 Basu, A. (2022). Normalizing Violence: Lessons from Hindu Nationalist India. In Hanen, T.B. and Roy, S. (Eds.), Saffron Republic: Hindu Nationalism and State 
Power in India. Cambridge University Press, pp. 59-71. 

26 Zelkovitz, I. (2015). Students and Resistance in Palestine: Books, guns and politics. Routledge.

introduction has shown, university students are im-

portant and often leading actors in the fight for human 

rights, social justice, and political change. A better 

understanding of the ways in which their activism is 

suppressed can in turn help us to better understand the 

global threats to civil society. This report provides a first 

step in this direction. On the following pages we present 

nine case studies, presented from highest to lowest AFi 

score. All case studies have been reviewed by at least 

one academic with expertise on student movements 

within the country. Most cases have also been reviewed 

by a student activist or student rights advocate from the 

same country. For each case study we present—in broad 

brush strokes—how student activism has evolved in each 

country and highlight the primary mechanisms through 

which activism has been repressed.

https://jilsblognujs.wordpress.com/2013/10/01/campus-politics-in-india/
https://jilsblognujs.wordpress.com/2013/10/01/campus-politics-in-india/
https://globalejournal.org/global-e/may-2021/moral-center-or-anti-nationalist-student-protest-movements-india
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whIlE ThIS REPoRT PRIMARIlY focuses on the repression of student activism within national borders, it 

is important to recognize that such repression can have global reach. Chinese university students studying 

abroad have faced such pressures for years. 

According to research by Human Rights Watch, the Chinese government is carrying out an extensive 

surveillance operation on Chinese students and academics abroad as well as on researchers studying in Chi-

na. Students from China studying in other countries are afraid to speak up in class for fear of the Chinese 

government finding out what they have said. In some cases, students have reported threats to their fami-

lies in relation to things they have said in class.27 Chinese students have also been required to sign letters 

swearing loyalty to the Chinese government before studying abroad. For instance, an investigation by the 

Swedish newspaper Dagens Nyheter found that at least 30 Chinese doctoral students studying in Sweden 

had to commit to “[serving] the interests of the [Chinese] regime” and “never [participating] in ‘activities’ 

that go against the will of the authorities.” The letters also stated that the students’ families could end up 

in financial debt to the Chinese government if the students did not abide by their pledges. The letters also 

stated that the students’ guarantors could not leave China while the students remained abroad.28 In another 

example, a graduate student studying for a professional degree in the U.S. reported intimidation from a Chi-

nese government official in the same program. The official threatened the student by saying they would tell 

the government that they had said demeaning things about it.29 According to a former university student, 

the extensive surveillance in effect means that studying abroad is not any freer than studying in China.30

27 Human Rights Watch (2019, March 21). China: Government Threats to Academic Freedom Abroad. Retrieved from https://www.hrw.org/
news/2019/03/21/china-government-threats-academic-freedom-abroad (accessed February 11, 2023). Lem, P. (2023, January 24). Universities 
‘in tricky position’ on Chinese student contracts. Times Higher Education. Retrieved from https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/universi-
ties-tricky-position-chinese-student-contracts (accessed February 11, 2023). 

28 Hogan, S. (2023, January 16). Chinese students signing “loyalty” pledges before arrival in Sweden. The Pie News. Retrieved from https://thepienews.
com/news/chinese-students-signing-loyalty-pledges-arrival-sweden/?emci=61267181-1698-ed11-994c-00224832eb73&emdi=b58f1cc4-4298-ed11-
994c-00224832eb73&ceid=9450787 (accessed February 11, 2023). 

29 Interview with Sophie Richardson, China Director, Human Rights Watch, conducted on October 28, 2022. 

30  Interview with Sophie Richardson, China Director, Human Rights Watch, conducted on October 28, 2022. 

Repressing Student Activism beyond borders:  
The Case of China

https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/03/21/china-government-threats-academic-freedom-abroad
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/03/21/china-government-threats-academic-freedom-abroad
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/universities-tricky-position-chinese-student-contracts
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/universities-tricky-position-chinese-student-contracts
https://thepienews.com/news/chinese-students-signing-loyalty-pledges-arrival-sweden/?emci=61267181-1698-ed11-994c-00224832eb73&emdi=b58f1cc4-4298-ed11-994c-00224832eb73&ceid=9450787
https://thepienews.com/news/chinese-students-signing-loyalty-pledges-arrival-sweden/?emci=61267181-1698-ed11-994c-00224832eb73&emdi=b58f1cc4-4298-ed11-994c-00224832eb73&ceid=9450787
https://thepienews.com/news/chinese-students-signing-loyalty-pledges-arrival-sweden/?emci=61267181-1698-ed11-994c-00224832eb73&emdi=b58f1cc4-4298-ed11-994c-00224832eb73&ceid=9450787
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hoNDURAS
 

hoNDURAS
 

Thousands of students from the Movimiento Estudiantil Universitario (MEU) in Honduras protested throughout 

July in the streets of Tegucigalpa. These were some of the biggest mobilizations seen since 2009 and ended  

with the adoption of the country’s first ever citizen bill, which ordered the National Autonomous University  

authorities to reinstate a student democracy and stopped their re-election. The sign in the picture reads  

“Revolution is not violence, it is mobilization of conscience”. (Photo by Betsabe Szentannay)
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hoNDURAS IS RATED AS having a high level of academic 

freedom.1 Nevertheless, the space for student activism 

and student participation in university governance has 

been increasingly under siege since the 1980s.2 Repres-

sion of student activism has been both overt, materi-

alizing in the criminalization of student activists, and 

subtle, with student activists delegitimized and students 

co-opted by ruling political parties. The year 2018 saw 

 

 

 

1 See, for example, V-Dem’s variable graph for the Academic Freedom Index for Honduras: https://v-dem.net/data_analysis/VariableGraph/. 

2 The 1980s, which saw a massive increase poverty in Latin America, is called the “lost decade.” It is also the decade when Latin American governments, including 
Honduras, adopted the US “national security doctrine,” which involved low intensity warfare in a fight against the “war on drugs.” Among the people they targeted 
were those marginalized by poverty who were demanding social justice. See: Williams, G., & Disney, J. (2015). Militarism and Its Discontents: Neoliberalism, Re-
pression, and Resistance in Twenty-First-Century US—Latin American Relations. Social Justice, 41(3 (137)), 1–28. 

3 Humberto-Suazo, J. (2022, June 6). Slow but Steady for Honduras’ New President. Americas Quarterly. Retrieved December 16, 2022, from https://www.ameri-
casquarterly.org/article/slow-but-steady-for-honduras-new-president/ 

4 Washington Office on Latin America (WOLA) (2022, December 7). Honduras: State of Emergency Puts Human Rights at Risk. Retrieved from https://www.wola.
org/2022/12/honduras-state-emergency-human-rights-risk/#:~:text=The%20state%20of%20emergency%20is,of%20the%20home%2C%20among%20others (ac-
cessed January 5, 2023). 

 students win some of their demands for participation in 

university governance, and 2022 ushered in a democrat-

ic government.3 However, the end of 2022 saw student 

protests again escalate as university elections were 

postponed. With the Honduran government putting 

into effect a state of emergency with the stated goal of 

addressing high levels of crime and violence, student 

activism risks further suppression.4

https://v-dem.net/data_analysis/VariableGraph/
https://www.americasquarterly.org/article/slow-but-steady-for-honduras-new-president/
https://www.americasquarterly.org/article/slow-but-steady-for-honduras-new-president/
https://www.wola.org/2022/12/honduras-state-emergency-human-rights-risk/#:~:text=The%20state%20of%20emergency%20is,of%20the%20home%2C%20among%20others
https://www.wola.org/2022/12/honduras-state-emergency-human-rights-risk/#:~:text=The%20state%20of%20emergency%20is,of%20the%20home%2C%20among%20others
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A brief history of Student Activism & University 
Autonomy in honduras

1 Interview with Héctor Ulloa, November 11, 2022. In total, there are six public universities and 14 private universities in Honduras.

2 Clderón, R. (2020). Higher Education Systems and Institutions, Honduras. In Teizeira, P.N., and Shin, J.C. (eds), The International Encyclopedia of HIgher Education 
Systems and Institutions. Springer. 

3 For a detailed discussion on UNAH autonomy and student involvement in university governance, see Cáceres, M.D. (forthcoming). The New Governance at the Uni-
versidad Nacional Autónoma de Honduras, the Restoration of Student Representation, and the Challenges Facing the Neo-Interventionism of the State in Higher 
Education. In Klemenčîč, M. (Ed.). The Handbook on Student Representation in Higher Education: A Global Comparative Perspective. Bloomsbury. 

4 Fúnez-Flores, J.I. (2020). A Critical Ethnography of University Student Activism in Postcoup Honduras: Knowledges, Social Practices of Resistance, and the Democ-
ratization/Decolonization of the University. Doctoral Dissertation, Purdue University. 

5 For a discussion of the U.S. military presence, see: Esteban De Gori (2009). Honduras: políticas de contrainsurgencia, doctrina de la seguridad nacional y democ-
racia. XXVII Congreso de la Asociación Latinoamericana de Sociología. VIII Jornadas de Sociología de la Universidad de Buenos Aires. Asociación Latinoamericana 
de Sociología, Buenos Aires. Retrieved from https://cdsa.aacademica.org/000-062/2241.pdf (February 8, 2023). 

6 Fúnez-Flores (2020). 

7 Contracorriente (2022, December 12). El Boletín, No. 84. 

8 Fúnez-Flores (2020). 

ThE hISToRY oF STUDENT activism in Honduras 

centers around the National Autonomous University of 

Honduras (UNAH), the country’s main university and 

an important social actor.1 To illustrate the UNAH’s 

importance, the Council of Higher Education, which 

regulates higher education, has twelve members: six 

UNAH representatives, three representatives from other 

state institutions, and three representatives from private 

institutions. It is also chaired by the rector of UNAH.2

Moreover, student activism is deeply intertwined 

with UNAH’s autonomy,3 and it is difficult to talk about 

one without the other. While the University Student 

Federation of Honduras (FEUH) was established in 

1925, students did not organize for systemic change 

until the mid-1900s. At the time, the 1944 revolution 

in neighboring Guatemala—in which students played 

a leading role—led to a democratic government and 

progressive reforms that inspired Honduran students to 

push for more progressive political, social, and econom-

ic structures in their own society. Among the reforms 

students demanded was more democratic and autono-

mous university governance. In 1954, a series of protests 

that university students engaged in, alongside school 

students and campesinos, led to a series of constitutional 

reforms. Among these, Article 160 of the constitution 

granted UNAH full autonomy and co-governance, with 

students holding fifty percent of governing authority.4  

However, shared governance started to weaken in 

the 1980s when the Honduran Supreme Court annulled 

the results of a vote re-electing Juan Almendares as UN-

AH’s rector and required new elections to be held with-

out Almendares’ participation. Almendares had been 

highly critical of the United States’ military presence 

in Honduras,5 and the Supreme Court’s decision was 

a violation of UNAH’s autonomy. Since then, shared 

governance has been eroded. In 2004, students’ share 

of university governance was reduced to 33 percent, 

with the professors and university administration each 

holding an additional third.6 Today, UNAH is governed 

by the University Council, which is composed of one-

third students, faculty, and administration each and the 

executive board of top administrators, including the 

rector, to which members are supposed to be elected by 

the University Council.7 

The 2009 military coup in Honduras further weak-

ened university autonomy, resulting in an authoritarian 

environment that paralleled the authoritarian political re-

gime.8 Reforms to the education system following the coup 

continued to weaken student participation in university 

governance. For instance, in 2012–2013, the National  

 

https://cdsa.aacademica.org/000-062/2241.pdf
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Congress passed a modification of the organic law regulat-

ing universities that gave the university administration the 

authority to choose student representatives.9 

However, UNAH students really started to mobilize 

after new academic regulations were passed that raised 

the requirements for academic performance, resulting 

in more than 10,000 students being expelled or denied 

9 See the Organic Law of UNAH: https://diciht.unah.edu.hn/dmsdocument/993-organic-law-of-the-national-autonomous-university-of-honduras (accessed Febru-
ary 8, 2023). 

10 CIVICUS (2017, July 23). Honduras student movement harassed but refuses to back down. Retrieved from http://www.civicus.org/images/HONDURAS-He%C-
C%81ctor%20Ulloa-07-23-17.pdf (accessed January 4, 2023). 

11 Interview with Héctor Ulloa, November 11, 2022.

permission to enroll.10 Héctor Ulloa, a former student 

of Law and Economics at UNAH, vice-president of the 

Law Students’ Association of UNAH, founder of the 

Progressive University Movement (PRO), and currently 

the President of SAIH, describes students’ response to 

these changes: 

It was very harsh on students. For example, if you failed a class, I think three times, then 
you were expelled from the university. You’re talking about expelling a student in a coun-
try with high inequality and where you only have one public university, you’re basically 
saying, you don’t have access to higher education. And there were a lot of other rules like 
this as well. If your average was very low, then you would have restricted access to how 
many classes you could take every semester. So, when these rules start being applied, 
that’s when the student movement starts. because then all these students are losing 
their right to education.11

IN ThIS CoNTEXT, UNAh students organized the Uni-

versity Student Movement (MEU), an umbrella associ-

ation of the many student associations within the dif-

ferent departments, colleges, and campuses at UNAH. 

The MEU’s demands quickly evolved from focusing on 

the new academic regulations to university governance. 

Héctor Ulloa describes this evolution, highlighting how 

the MEU’s goals shifted to focus on democratic norms 

deeply linked to the authoritarian political context: 

The problem is [the new academic regulations] were voted in a place where [the stu-
dents] are supposed to have 33 percent of the vote. but we don’t have [this voice]. And 
then the whole discourse changes. And we say, we want to stop the academic regula-
tions. That’s an immediate demand. but our ultimate demand is that we need to have 
student democracy. And after that, we will discuss the academic regulations with the 
university. So, if you look at this, it is an undemocratic context that is in line with the 
country on democratic practices. but it is an academic and internal democracy kind of 
fight that we started. 

To AChIEVE ThEIR DEMANDS, UNAH students engaged 

in activism that was at the same time intellectual, consti-

tutive, and strategic. On the one hand, student activists 

organized research teams to analyze the reforms that 

were implemented after the 2009 coup, the constitution, 

and the ways in which student co-governance had been 

https://diciht.unah.edu.hn/dmsdocument/993-organic-law-of-the-national-autonomous-university-of-honduras
http://www.civicus.org/images/HONDURAS-He%CC%81ctor%20Ulloa-07-23-17.pdf
http://www.civicus.org/images/HONDURAS-He%CC%81ctor%20Ulloa-07-23-17.pdf
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co-opted by political authorities. They published articles, 

and their analysis informed their strategic demands.12 

On a constitutive level, UNAH students used their 

activism to substantively create the mode of democratic 

participation that they wanted to see enacted within 

the university governance structures. Student associ-

ations held regular assemblies outside, usually in the 

small plazas in front of their colleges. There, they held 

12 Fúnez-Flores (2020). 

13 Sullivan, T. (2019). The Student Movement Standing Up to the Honduran Regime. Jacobin. Retrieved from https://jacobin.com/2019/08/honduras-coup-juan-orlan-
do-hernandez-regime-student-protests (accessed January 4, 2023). 

public discussions relating to a range of educational 

issues—university infrastructure, student elections, the 

curriculum, pedagogical practices, corruption within the 

administration—as well as the wider political and social 

context. The MEU would also hold general assemblies in 

UNAH’s main plaza in the capital. Ulloa describes how 

these assemblies worked: 

what happened was that we established this flat structure. It was just called the Univer-
sity Student Movement. Every degree had one vote [in an MEU decision]. And for you to 
have that vote, you needed to have the backing of the students in your degree. And you 
only got it if you had a public assembly and it was ratified in that public assembly: ‘yeah, 
you can represent us there.’ So, every decision, we would take it back to that public 
assembly. And we would call, let’s say, we need to decide if we’re continuing on strike. 
Tomorrow at 8am, law school students, you need to be in the plaza, and we’ll make a 
decision.

MoREoVER, STUDENT ACTIVISM wAS strategic and dis-

ruptive. They regularly blocked and occupied the main 

boulevard in front of UNAH and went on strike, shutting 

down UNAH campuses, including for an entire semester 

during 2016.13 Ulloa describes this period: 

So at first, we drafted legal requests to the University Council, saying these are our 
rights—it was law students that led this—this is a formal request. According to the law, 
you have 72 hours to reply. we waited for a reply, and all these things were never an-
swered. After we finished with all of those requests, we shared [that information] with all 
the representatives [of the different colleges and degrees. we wanted to] show people 
that we are taking the legal route first. And then when that didn’t work, we said to every-
one, ‘okay, there’s nothing we can do. we tried everything. The next step is shutting this 
place down. And that means no academic activities will happen until we have an answer 
from the university authorities.’ And then what happened was a strike. we took control 
of the campuses; teachers were not allowed to give classes. we shut down the gates … 
we would just pile chairs and desks and stuff and make sure that no one could enter. And 
you had people literally living in these buildings. So, you would take turns and people will 
be going there and sleeping and doing shifts. And then someone else would come in the 
morning. we would be taking food for these people. we had a system where people would 
check that everyone had water, food, and what they needed. we had a security team 

https://jacobin.com/2019/08/honduras-coup-juan-orlando-hernandez-regime-student-protests
https://jacobin.com/2019/08/honduras-coup-juan-orlando-hernandez-regime-student-protests
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as well that will be in charge of checking—it’s a big campus—that no thieves or other 
people were getting in and exploiting the situation. So basically, for those three months, 
students were responsible for the campus. And I think it was pretty interesting because 
some of these degrees organized themselves with having workshops by themselves. They 
would advertise, ‘okay, next Monday, we’ll have a full day workshop on solidarity, yeah.’ 
And students would go there to receive that workshop … like we’re having our academ-
ic activity. but also in other places, you would just have students with TVs and playing 
video games all day. And then you had people that were actually part of the leadership—
the representatives—we would have twelve-hour long meetings to discuss where are we 
going, what is the next step. So, it was a lot of activity happening on the campus. but no 
academic activity. we would not let teachers give classes because that was the strike.14 

14 Interview with Héctor Ulloa, November 11, 2022.

15 Jacomino, P. (2016, July 22). Honduran Students and University Officials Hit Deadlock in Talks. Radio Havana Cuba. Retrieved from https://www.radiohc.cu/en/no-
ticias/internacionales/100766-honduran-students-and-university-officials-hit-deadlock-in-talks (accessed February 8, 2023). TeleSur (2016, July 10). Thousands 
of Students Protest Education Reforms in Honduras. TeleSur. Retrieved from https://www.telesurenglish.net/news/Thousands-of-Students-Protest-Education-Re-
forms-in-Honduras-20160710-0013.html (accessed February 8, 2023). 

16 Interview with Héctor Ulloa, November 11, 2022.

17 Organización Mundial Contra la Tortura (OMCT) (2017, September 1). Uso excesivo de la fuerza. Retrieved from https://www.omct.org/es/recursos/llamamien-
tos-urgentes/desalojo-violento-contra-estudiantes-de-la-unah-en-huelga-de-hambre-y-hostigamiento-judicial-contra-37-persona-defensoras#_ftnref5 (accessed 
February 8, 2023). La Tribuna (2017, May 25). Toma de edificio administrativo deja 21 detenidos. La Tribuna. Retrieved from https://www.latribuna.hn/2017/05/25/
toma-edificio-administrativo-deja-21-detenidos/ (accessed February 8, 2023). 

18 Interview with Héctor Ulloa, November 11, 2022.

19 Interview with Héctor Ulloa, November 11, 2022. Contracorriente (2022, December 12). 

UlloA PoINTS oUT ThAT not all students agreed with 

the strike. However, the MEU had substantial support. 

The strike eventually ended in negotiations with the 

university administration. Among the main demands 

raised by the students were an end to the criminaliza-

tion of social protest and the immediate resignation of 

the rector Julieta Castellanos, under whom the students 

believed there would be no progress in democratiz-

ing UNAH.15 The MEU’s Political Committee, a body 

organized to represent UNAH students in negotiations 

with the university administration, signed an agreement 

with the administration. The agreement suspended the 

academic regulations that had instigated the wave of 

student activism until they could be revised by a univer-

sity council that included democratically elected student 

representatives. The agreement also said that students 

would participate in a negotiation process to agree on a 

new electoral framework. However, as Ulloa describes, 

this negotiation process essentially stalled: “There 

[were] student groups that entered the negotiation table 

 

 that [were] allies with the university. And they’re al-

ways saying no.”16 

Following the failed negotiations, university stu-

dents continued to push for democratization, including 

by occupying administrative buildings and engaging in 

hunger strikes, leading to confrontations with private 

security companies and national police, resulting in 

violence and arrests.17 The MEU eventually decided to 

approach congress with a bill that would result in stu-

dent elections. In 2017, around 9,000–10,000 students 

marched from the UNAH campus to congress. Their 

bill was initially rejected but taken up by congress after 

MEU engaged in additional direct actions, including 

road closures and a four-month strike (but with less 

participation than the first). In 2017, Congress voted in 

favor of a bill allowing student elections.18  

Nevertheless, the elections that were supposed to 

take place were postponed because of COVID-19, even-

tually taking place in April 2022.19 Recently, at the end 

of 2022, student demonstrations have resumed over the 

 

 

https://www.radiohc.cu/en/noticias/internacionales/100766-honduran-students-and-university-officials-hit-deadlock-in-talks
https://www.radiohc.cu/en/noticias/internacionales/100766-honduran-students-and-university-officials-hit-deadlock-in-talks
https://www.telesurenglish.net/news/Thousands-of-Students-Protest-Education-Reforms-in-Honduras-20160710-0013.html
https://www.telesurenglish.net/news/Thousands-of-Students-Protest-Education-Reforms-in-Honduras-20160710-0013.html
https://www.omct.org/es/recursos/llamamientos-urgentes/desalojo-violento-contra-estudiantes-de-la-unah-en-huelga-de-hambre-y-hostigamiento-judicial-contra-37-persona-defensoras#_ftnref5
https://www.omct.org/es/recursos/llamamientos-urgentes/desalojo-violento-contra-estudiantes-de-la-unah-en-huelga-de-hambre-y-hostigamiento-judicial-contra-37-persona-defensoras#_ftnref5
https://www.latribuna.hn/2017/05/25/toma-edificio-administrativo-deja-21-detenidos/
https://www.latribuna.hn/2017/05/25/toma-edificio-administrativo-deja-21-detenidos/
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 process of nominating and electing members of UN-

AH’s Board of Trustees. Since the current rector as-

20 Contracorriente (2022, December 12). 

21 WOLA (2022). 

22 he Latin American Campaign for the Right to Education (CLADE) and SAIH (2020). Criminalisation and Violation of Students’ Human Rights in Latin America 
and the Caribbean. Retrieved from https://saih.no/assets/docs/Rapporter/Criminalisation-and-violations-of-students-HR_CLADE_Eng.pdf (accessed February 8, 
2023). 

23 Sullivan (2019). CLADE and SAIH (2020).

24 CLADE and SAIH (2020). 

25 Interview with Héctor Ulloa, November 11, 2022.

sumed his position in 2017, four members of the execu-

tive board have been appointed rather than elected.20

 

Repression of honduran Student Activism:  
lawfare, Co-option, and Delegitimization
hoNDURAS’ STUDENT MoVEMENT hAS been less active 

in recent years. Factors that may have contributed to 

this decline include: the graduation of student leaders, 

a perception that the political agenda is less “urgent” 

because students now have formal representation in the 

University Council, a shift to a democratic government 

in 2021, and impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

This is likely one reason that we identified no dis-

crete cases of repression. However, with limited prog-

ress in student’s demands since 2018 and the new state of 

emergency put into effect in December 2022, the student 

movement again faces risks of repression. The state of 

emergency, which targets specific areas of the country, sus-

pends freedom of movement and the right of association 

and assembly in the places where it applies.21 This makes it 

worth reviewing the forms of repression that student activ-

ists have faced in the past. This includes various forms—le-

gal, discursive, institutional, and physical—not all of which 

are easily quantifiable or visible. 

Intimidation and threats are perhaps the most signif-

icant form of attack that student activists face in Hon-

duras. In particular, the police have reportedly infiltrated 

the student movement, and followed, spied on, and 

taken pictures of student leaders and sent threatening 

messages.22 The government and university administra-

tion have also used inflammatory rhetoric in the media 

in an attempt to turn the public against student activists, 

justify their criminalization, intensify pressure on them, 

and discredit them.23 An official narrative distinguishes 

between “model” students, who work within insti-

tutional channels, and other “lazy” students who are 

“vandals” and “terrorists” and create a risky educational 

environment.24 Media stations also use this rhetoric. 

Ulloa describes an instance when UNAH’s rector posted 

pictures of himself and other student leaders in the 

newspapers, calling them responsible for shutting roads 

in Tegucigalpa and estimating the economic losses. 

Ulloa explains: “It was throwing you out there and 

saying, ‘if someone attacks you, it’s not my fault. I’m not 

doing it.’ But she’s basically calling on public opinion 

to just … I don’t know … it’s a very violent country.” In 

other cases, the government and university placed “paid 

advertisements in the biggest news TV stations, where 

they would put our pictures and show images with very 

bad effects, like the university burning down, saying 

these people want to destroy it.”25 

This rhetoric is effective in intimidating student 

activists. According to Ulloa, he and other student activ-

ists received threats, including death threats, from fake 

Facebook profiles and threatening phone calls. At other 

times, he was explicitly threatened with physical vio-

lence. Ulloa describes an incident that occurred when he 

was going to be interviewed on a TV station: “This mo-

torbike came by. I was late that day … because I wanted 

to eat first. A motorbike with masked men came by and 

saw the TV host waiting outside. And they just showed 

https://saih.no/assets/docs/Rapporter/Criminalisation-and-violations-of-students-HR_CLADE_Eng.pdf
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him a gun and said ‘death to the student movement.’ An-

other time, a private security company was policing an 

on-campus protest when they “grabbed some students.” 

Ulloa explains. “There was this one student they placed 

into a car … he’s crying and they’re telling him to shut up. 

And then when they’re exiting the university, apparent-

ly, they ask him his name and they realize it wasn’t me. 

They were asking for me. And they throw him out. He 

26 Interview with Héctor Ulloa, November 11, 2022.

27 La Tribuna (2017, May 25).

28 CLADE and SAIH (2020). 

29 Ulloa described the significant of the handful of times when UNAH’s campus has been breached by security personnel: “this is in Latin America, where you have 
this strong tradition of police and military don’t go into the university. That’s a no, no because of the autonomy reform.”

30 Sullivan (2019). 

31 Fúnez-Flores (2020).

32 Fúnez-Flores (2020).

33 CLADE & SAIH (2020). 

comes back crying, ‘this just happened. I need to speak 

with Hector.’”26 

Delegitimizing rhetoric and intimidation are closely 

linked to the criminalization of student activists. Ulloa 

describes how students participating in MEU’s strikes 

were persecuted, with what seemed like indiscriminate 

arrests of students: 

“when the movement [started] growing, there [was] a lot of criminalization. It was the 
rector [Julieta Castellanos] of the university presenting criminal charges against stu-
dents striking … because we closed the campus … It is very clear that the police and 
the justice system [was] working with the rector in the university. There [was] clear 
collaboration to stop the student movement. I would suppose the pitch from her was like, 
‘if this gets out of control, this will get outside of the university. So, I need your help in 
criminalizing students and making sure we can control this inside the university before it 
becomes a bigger issue [for the government].”

STUDENT ACTIVISTS wERE ChARgED with a variety 

of crimes, including sedition, kidnapping (for barring 

access to buildings with people inside), arson, and theft. 

For example, on May 25, 2017, students took over a UNAH 

administration building with the goal of pressuring the uni-

versity administration. Police arrested 20 people (including 

a journalist), charging them with damaging UNAH facili-

ties.27 Students arrested and accused of crimes had their 

right to due process denied and have been intimidated in 

the process. For example, the Public Prosecutor’s Office 

assigned prosecutors linked to death squads to the cases 

of some student activists, with the apparent intention of 

intimidating the students and their witnesses.28 

In other instances, student activists have faced 

physical violence. In a few cases, police have entered 

UNAH’s campus—a violation of UNAH’s autonomy.29 

For example, on June 24, 2016, military police entered 

UNAH’s campus and fired live ammunition at student 

protestors, seriously injuring some student activists.30 

Moreover, in his study of Honduran student activism, 

Fúnez-Flores describes a case in November 2019 when a 

student activist who was arrested by the police was later 

found dead in a ditch.31 This case is reminiscent of a pat-

tern of student and social activists being disappeared that 

began in 2004.32

The university administration and professors have 

also taken action to quell student activism. This includes 

putting pressure on student activists by expelling them, 

restricting food scholarships, and presenting complaints 

against them. In some cases, university authorities and 

professors have informed on students to the police and 

government.33

Suppression of student activism and dissent has also 

been institutionalized into university structures, with 
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students being co-opted by or “selling out” to political 

and university authorities.34 Fúnez-Flores describes this 

process in detail. Since 1982, university authorities have 

“worked to create an authoritarian political culture that 

could effectively control and manage student activism 

and organization by eliminating opposition to traditional 

student political fronts.”35 He goes on to describe how 

students who belong to “traditional political fronts” have 

been handpicked by UNAH’s rector to serve in the uni-

versity council, making “selecting members of the Board 

of Trustees a unilateral decision, for the role of hand-

picked students is precisely to vote according to the rec-

tor’s vote. Co-opting student representation, in addition, 

allowed the rector to select loyal Board of Trustees  

members who would, in turn, help the rector stay in  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

34 Sullivan (2019). 

35 Fúnez-Flores (2020), p. 201.

36 Fúnez-Flores (2020), p. 214.

37 CLADE & SAIH (2020). 

power.”36 In addition, the university has sought to neu-

tralize students by offering them scholarships and work.37

Thus, student activism in Honduras has been re-

pressed and suppressed through diverse means: through 

an attempt by university authorities to coerce students 

into silence, through lawfare and the criminalization of 

students, and through delegitimizing and incendiary 

rhetoric. In the past few years, students have achieved 

increased representation at the university, and the shift 

to the democratic government led by President Xiomara 

Castro seemed to indicate a transition to a more open civil 

society. However, the current state of emergency makes 

these gains seem tentative and fragile, and the end of 

2022 saw the resumption of student protests at UNAH.  
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UNITED 
KINgDoM

Student demonstrators in Trafalgar Square. Students demonstrate against high-

er tuition fees and cuts in University funding, London, Britain - 24 Nov 2010. 

(Photo by Jonathan Hordle/Ray Tang/REX)
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ThE UNITED KINgDoM RANKS as having a high degree 

of academic freedom1, and our research identified no 

cases of physical repression carried out against student 

activists in the last two years. There is also a strong 

tradition of student unionism, with most student unions 

affiliated with the National Union of Students (NUS), a 

confederation of over 600 student unions across the UK. 

Nevertheless, over the past decades, student activism 

1 See, for example, V-Dem’s variable graph for the Academic Freedom Index for the UK: https://v-dem.net/data_analysis/VariableGraph/. 

has been increasingly constrained by lawfare. A variety of 

laws effectively constrain students’ and student unions’ 

involvement in politics in ways that dampen contentious 

activism, such as large-scale protest.During the past 

decades, there have been some instances, where students 

have engaged in political contention, for example by 

occupying university campuses, and report that this has 

been met with police surveillance and violence. 

https://v-dem.net/data_analysis/VariableGraph/
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A brief history of UK Student Activism

2 For a detailed discussion on the evolution of student representation and student unionism in the UK, see Day, M. (forthcoming). Student Representation in the 
United Kingdom: In the face of criticism and maintaining legitimacy. In Klemenčîč (Ed.), The Handbook on Student Representation in Higher Education: A Global 
Comparative Perspective. Bloomsbury. 

3 Day, M. (2012). Dubious causes of no interest to students? The development of the National Union of Students in the United Kingdom. European Journal of Higher 
Education, 2(1), 32-46. National Union of Students. (n.d.). Our History. National Union of Students. Retrieved December 4, 2022, from https://nus100.nus.org.uk/
our-history/. 

4 Appleton, S.M. (1897) The National Union of Students: A contributor to educational policy making? MA dissertation, University of London, s cited in Day (2012), p. 
36. 

5 Day (2012). 

6 Hoefferle, C. (2012). British Student Activism in the Long Sixties. Taylor and Francis Group. 

7 Day (2012), p. 36. 

8 Rios-Jara, H. (2021). From Revolt to Reform: Student Protests and the Higher Education Agenda in England, 2009-2019. In Cini, L, et al. (eds), Student Movements 
in Late Neoliberalism. Springer, pp. 219-239. 

9 Rios-Jara, H. (2021, January 6). Lessons from a decade of student activism in the UK. Committee for the Abolition of Illegitimate Debt. Retrieved from http://www.
cadtm.org/Lessons-from-a-decade-of-student-activism-in-the-UK (accessed January 28, 2023). 

IN ThE UK, STUDENT unions are the primary forum for 

university student activism.2 The country has a deep 

history of student representation in the university, dating 

as far back as the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, when 

the first student unions emerged in Scotland. Several 

centuries later, after the first World War, the National Union 

of Students (NUS) was formed as an umbrella for student 

unions across the UK. Today, students at most universities 

are automatically members of their Student Union, and it is 

their decision whether to affiliate their union with NUS.3

NUS initially focused on education and service-re-

lated activities, including organizing travel, student 

exchanges, and debating tours. However, from the 1930s 

through the 1950s, NUS evolved into an “educational 

pressure group,” focusing on improving students’ lives 

and advocating for a student voice in university adminis-

tration.”4 Nevertheless, student representation was limited 

to an extent. While students were involved in university 

committees related to aspects of living conditions such as 

food and housing, they were not permitted on committees 

related to curriculum or overall governance.5

As in many places across the world, student unrest 

spread across the UK in the 1960s, with students occupying 

their campuses. Among the protests that received the most 

media attention were those that occurred at the London 

School of Economics (LSE) between 1966 and 1969. Among 

the primary reasons for student contestation were university 

reforms to modernize the British system of higher education, 

along with support for nuclear disarmament and left-wing 

politics more broadly.6 Among the reforms that came out 

of the contention of the 1960s was a formal agreement re-

garding student representation, albeit to a limited degree. 

The agreement placed the “right to independent judg-

ment” of academics above that of students and developed 

a concept of “reserved business” whereby students would 

need to refrain from participating in decisions related to 

“sensitive business.”7 

The past decade has seen a significant escalation in pro-

test among UK students, largely fueled by neoliberal reforms 

within the university linked to a broader austerity agenda. 

These protests began in 2009 as the government began 

discussing reductions to universities’ teaching grants and 

increases in student fees (higher education had largely been 

provided for free since the 1960s). The Liberal Democrats 

responded to this advocacy by signing a pledge with NUS 

not to raise tuition fees. However, following the 2010 elec-

tion and during negotiations with the Conservatives for a 

coalition government, the party reneged on its promise. This 

resulted in a UK government decision that in effect cut 70 

percent of university teaching grants and tripled tuition fees. 

Protests peaked in late 2010 and early 2011 as the Education 

Activist Network and National Campaign Against Fees and 

Cuts (NCAFC) called for national demonstrations.8 

While these protests failed to shift national education 

policy and protests on a national scale declined after Jan-

uary 2011, they led to what Rios-Jara calls a new “culture 

of resistance” that took place on a more localized scale.9 

For instance, the Free Education Campaign remained very 

https://nus100.nus.org.uk/our-history/
https://nus100.nus.org.uk/our-history/
http://www.cadtm.org/Lessons-from-a-decade-of-student-activism-in-the-UK
http://www.cadtm.org/Lessons-from-a-decade-of-student-activism-in-the-UK
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active until 2017 and saw another escalation of national 

protests from 2015 to 2017 in the face of a series of new 

education reforms through which the government sought 

to deregulate the higher education system and facilitate 

the establishment of new, for-profit universities.10 These 

reforms also led to a Teaching Excellence Framework that 

linked the outcomes of the National Student Survey (NSS), 

aimed at evaluating the teaching performance of academ-

ic staff, to university funding and tuition fees. The new 

Framework therefore functioned as a mechanism to allow 

universities to increase tuition fees. NUS, NCAFC, and the 

University College Union (UCU) organized a three-year 

boycott of the NSS, with the goal of highlighting the illogic 

10 Rios-Jara (2021, January 6). 

11 Rios-Jara (2021). 

12 Rios-Jara (2021, January 6). Rios-Jara, H. (2022). Between Movements and the Party: Corbynism and the Limits of Left-Wing Populism in the UK. In Eder-Ramsau-
er, A., Knot, A., and Prentoulis, M. (eds), Populism, Protest, and the New Forms of Political Organisation. Nomos, pp. 130-149. 

13 National Union of Students website: https://www.nus.org.uk/campaigns (accessed January 28, 2023). Rios-Jara (2021, January 6) writes that the pandemic “ex-
posed the vulnerabilities of financialized higher education” resulting in an educational deficit and prompting university managers to reopen university dormitories 
against public health advice in order to “balance the books.” 

14 Sagaidak, A. (2021). Commercialisation of Higher Education: Why do I need to Pay for Someone Else’s Studies? SAIH. Retrieved from https://saih.no/lokalnytt/
commercialisation-of-higher-education-why-do-i-need-to-pay-for-someone-elses-studies (accessed February 9, 2023). 

15 Hoefferle (2012). 

16 Cini, L. and Guzmán-Concha, C. (2017). Student movements in the age of austerity. The cases of Chile and England. Social Movement Studies, 16(5), p. 624. Grove, 
J. (2013, April 8). Thatcher had ‘immense impact’ on higher education. Times Higher Education. Retrieved from https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/
thatcher-had-immense-impact-on-higher-education/2003059.article (accessed February 9. 2023). 

17 Rios-Jara (2021), p. 220. 

18 McKnight, H. (2019). Invisible Roots of Knowledge Production and their Role in Resistance to the Marketisation of Education. Excursions, 9(1), p. 130. McKnight, 
H. (2021, November 25). The Interdependence of Academic Freedom and Protest. The Council for the Defence of British Universities. Retrieved from http://cdbu.
org.uk/the-interdependence-of-academic-freedom-and-protest/ (accessed January 28, 2023). 

of linking fees and policies to that kind of assessment.11 

Since then student activism has been largely decentralized, 

with most attention going to rent strikes and demands to 

decolonize the curriculum. In addition, NUS has engaged 

in actions of solidarity with UCU pension strikes, including 

by showing support for the occupation of universities by 

independent activists and by joining UCU’s picket line.12 

Other recent NUS campaigns have included Students Not 

Suspects in protest of the governments’ Prevent strategy 

that asks students and university staff to report on those 

suspected of terrorism, and Students Deserve Better 

demanding better treatment for students have received 

during the COVID-19 pandemic.13 

Relevant Trends in british higher Education
IN RECENT DECADES, ThE major trends in British 

higher education have been towards increasing commer-

cialization and privatization.14 In the 1960s, in an effort 

to expand access to higher education, Britain began to 

provide university grants that heavily subsidized student 

tuition.15 However, the first wave of neoliberal reforms 

began only two decades later, in the early 1980s, under 

the government of Margaret Thatcher. These included 

the “privatization of the channels of public funding, the 

implementation of managerial principles into the system 

of university governance, and the precarization of the ac-

ademic workforce,” as well as the introduction of tuition 

fees for international students16 As described above, the 

2010 and 2015 reforms have reinforced these trends that 

effectively reduced “the state’s responsibility in the provi-

sion and funding of higher education and [liberalized] the 

higher education system.”17

In addition, while UK universities have a significant 

degree of autonomy and the UK has signed the 1997 UN-

ESCO Recommendation Concerning the Status of Higher 

Education Personnel, there is currently not a constitutional 

right to academic or scientific freedom, and some observers 

have criticized the country for insufficient protections for 

academic freedom, particularly for that of students. In effect, 

in the UK, the concept of academic freedom has been con-

flated with the freedom of expression in a way that excludes 

protections for non-academic employees and students to 

protest within the law.18 

https://www.nus.org.uk/campaigns
https://saih.no/lokalnytt/commercialisation-of-higher-education-why-do-i-need-to-pay-for-someone-elses-studies
https://saih.no/lokalnytt/commercialisation-of-higher-education-why-do-i-need-to-pay-for-someone-elses-studies
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/thatcher-had-immense-impact-on-higher-education/2003059.article
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/thatcher-had-immense-impact-on-higher-education/2003059.article
http://cdbu.org.uk/the-interdependence-of-academic-freedom-and-protest/
http://cdbu.org.uk/the-interdependence-of-academic-freedom-and-protest/
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Repression of UK Student Activism: lawfare, 
Delegitimization, and Co-option

19 Day (2012). 

20 Day, 2012, p. 39). 

21 Statute Law Database. (1994, July 21). Education Act 1994. Legislation.gov.uk. Retrieved December 4, 2022, from https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1994/30/
part/II. 

22 McKnight, H. (2018, March 10). Lessons in Unionising the Future: The Art o Estrangement and Critical Pedagogy on the Picket Line. Art/Law Network. Retrieved 
from https://artlawnetwork.org/lessons-in-unionising-the-future-the-art-of-estrangement-and-critical-pedagogy-on-the-picket-line/ (accessed Janaury 28, 2023). 

23 Day (2021), p. 41. 

24 Brooks, R., Byford, K., and Sela, K. (2016). The spaces of UK students’ unions: extending the critical geographies of the university campus. Social and Cultural 
Geography, 17(4), 471-490. 

25 Brooks et al. (2019), p. 479. See also Brooks, R. Byford, K., and Sela, K. (2014). The changing role of students’ unions within contemporary higher education. 
Journal of Education Policy, 30(2), pp. 165-181. 

26 McKnight (2019). 

lAwFARE—lAwS AND PolICIES that neutralize student 

unions and student activists by making it more chal-

lenging for them to engage in politics—is perhaps the most 

severe threat to student activism in the UK. How ever, in 

some cases, student activism is also quelled through physical 

violence and delegitimization. 

The relationship between student unions, politics, 

and political parties became a matter of debate as early 

as the mid-twentieth century, when there was a “no 

politics” clause in NUS-UK’s charter, largely due to fears 

over students’ interest in communist ideologies. This 

provision was removed in 1969 because of pressure from 

radical left groups.19 

In the past three decades, lawfare against student 

unions and student activism has occurred in a number of 

ways: through limiting the financing of student unions, 

laws restricting student union involvement in politics, 

and through more recent laws making certain forms of 

protest illegal. Since the 1990s, the British government 

has enacted policies that have served to reduce the 

 power of student unions. For example, in 1980, the gov-

ernment changed the way student unions were funded 

by incorporating such funding into the per capita fee that 

universities and colleges received for student  

tuition “with the hope that institutions themselves 

would restrict [student union] finances.”20 Since then, 

student unions have had to negotiate with university 

administrations for grants to support their activities. 

In addition, the extent to which student unions 

can engage in politics is defined by the Education Act 

1994.21 The act defines student unions as charities, 

requiring them to operate under charity law, represent-

ing “students as students” rather than political actors. 

Because charities are restricted in their ability to engage 

in political activity, the 1994 Education Act restricts the 

ability of student unions to devote resources to political 

activism and “depoliticizes the [student] movement.”22 

The Charities Act 2006 reinforces this, requiring stu-

dent unions in England and Wales to register with the 

Charity Commission as organizations that work for “the 

advancement of education.”23 

Moreover, student unions’ participation in politics 

has been weakened through university pressures. For 

instance, universities have invested in student union 

facilities as a means of placating students angry about 

increased tuition fees or to reward students for support-

ing university policies.24 University managers have also 

developed closer relationships with student unions to 

improve student life and the student experience, leading 

student unions to “to focus more on representation than 

on campaigning, advocacy and protest.”25

Several recent policies threaten to undermine 

student activism. For instance, the UK government’s 

anti-terrorism policy Prevent includes measures that 

makes it riskier for Muslim and international students 

to engage in activism.26 In particular, the Counter-Ter-

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1994/30/part/II
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1994/30/part/II
https://artlawnetwork.org/lessons-in-unionising-the-future-the-art-of-estrangement-and-critical-pedagogy-on-the-picket-line/
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rorism and Security Act 2015 created a statutory duty 

for British universities as “special authorities” to train 

staff on counter-terrorism measures and to conduct 

risk assessments on students considered vulnerable to 

extremism.27 University students have been warned 

against indoctrination when reading Marxist works, 

and certain “radical” works of writing have been flagged 

under Prevent as “sensitive.”28 

Likewise, a new Police, Crime, Sentencing and 

Courts Act in effect as of April 2022 is also likely to 

constrain student activism. For example, the Act makes 

it illegal to engage in acts considered a public nuisance, 

such as occupying a public space. Occupation of univer-

sity campuses has long been a primary tactic for student 

activists.29 A new Higher Education Bill (The Freedom of 

Speech Bill) being pushed through the House of Lords may 

also make students less willing to speak up. The govern-

ment has framed the Bill as necessary to protect speakers 

invited to campus from financial or physical risk. However, 

the Bill would make it more difficult for students to protest 

against speakers, including by making it possible for 

speakers to sue both universities and student unions and 

imposing significant bureaucratic hurdles.30

While our effort to collect events data did not iden-

tify public reports of physical repression at student pro-

tests in either 2021 or 2022, activists indicate that police 

surveillance and violence targeting student activists 

does occur in the UK, including at student occupations 

and particularly for black students.31 The response to the 

2010/11 protests, for instance, included violence, legal  

 

27 Allen, C. (2017). Controversy: Is Prevent Harming Universities? Political Insight, 8(1), 38-39. 

28 Allen, L. (2019, October 15). Academic Freedom in the United Kingdom. AAUP. Retrieved December 4, 2022, from https://www.aaup.org/article/academic-free-
dom-united-kingdom#.Y40gsuzMK-8. 

29 Liberty, “How Does the New Policing Act Affect My Protest Rights?” Retrieved from https://www.libertyhumanrights.org.uk/advice_information/pcsc-policing-act-
protest-rights/ (accessed February 9, 2023).  

30 Morgan, J. (2023, February 8). Ministers win free speech bill vote on right to sue universities. Times Higher Education. Retrieved from https://www.timeshighered-
ucation.com/news/ministers-win-free-speech-bill-vote-right-sue-universities (accessed February 9, 2023). Mitchell, N. (2022, July 2). Lords split over free speech 
in Higher Education Bill. University World News. Retrieved from https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20220702100700839 (accessed February 
9, 2023). 

31 McKnight (2019), p. 128. 

32 Rios-Jara (2021). 

33 Conversation with Hector Rios Jara, January 26, 2023. 

34 Abrahams, J. and Brooks, R. (2019). Higher education students as political actors: evidence from England and Ireland. Journal of Youth Studies, 22(1), 108–123, 
pp. 114-115.

35 There were significant debates with NUS about whether or not to ally with Corbyn and Labour. See Rios-Jara (20220. 

36 Rios-Jara (2022). For a discussion of the infantilization of student activists, see also: Abrahams, J. and Brooks, R. (2019). Higher education students as political 
actors: evidence from England and Ireland. Journal of Youth Studies, 22(1), 108–123, pp. 114-115.

actions, and sanctions against student activists.32 More-

over, police and private security firms reportedly surveil 

activists’ plans on Facebook and it is not uncommon to 

see a greater security presence around campuses when a 

protest or campus occupation is planned.33

Finally, student activists have, in some cases, been 

undermined through delegitimization. In recent years, 

most political parties have not supported student de-

mands against neoliberal education reforms. Students 

report that they do not feel they are taken seriously 

by other political actors and are instead infantilized.34 

Likewise, while some student activists saw a political 

opportunity to work with the Labour Party after its lead-

er Jeremy Corbyn announced support for free education 

as part of the party’s platform in 2015, they also reported 

feeling dismissed by other members of the movement.35 

For instance, members of Momentum, the largest grass-

roots organizations affiliated with Corbyn, dismissed 

many of the students’ demands, calling them “privi-

leged kids” and “teenagers” and diminishing students’ 

critiques of government policy as “individual expression 

of discontent or ‘teen radicalism’”.36 

British student unions remain among the most sig-

nificant forums for student activism today. A variety of 

pressures have weakened the student movement, including 

the commercialization of education. In addition to this, the 

biggest threats to student activism in the UK are growing 

constraints on civic space as enacted through policies like 

Prevent, the Police, Crime, Sentencing and Courts Act, and 

the potential Free Speech Bill.

https://www.aaup.org/article/academic-freedom-united-kingdom#.Y40gsuzMK-8
https://www.aaup.org/article/academic-freedom-united-kingdom#.Y40gsuzMK-8
https://www.libertyhumanrights.org.uk/advice_information/pcsc-policing-act-protest-rights/
https://www.libertyhumanrights.org.uk/advice_information/pcsc-policing-act-protest-rights/
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/ministers-win-free-speech-bill-vote-right-sue-universities
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/ministers-win-free-speech-bill-vote-right-sue-universities
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20220702100700839
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ghANA

Thousands of young people from all across Ghana took to the streets on August 4, 2021, 

to demand political and economic reforms amid economic hardship. What started as a Twitter hashtag 

“#fixthecountry” has grown to become one of the largest youth movements for change in Ghana. 

(Photo by Muntaka Chasant/Shutterstock)
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ghANA RATES AS hAVINg a relatively high degree of 

academic freedom.1 However, the government has made 

recent moves to limit university autonomy and has 

sought to neutralize student activism. Since the mid-

1900s, Ghana’s university students have been a critical 

force for independence, democratization, and anti- 

authoritarianism. The National Union of Ghana  

 

1 See, for example, V-Dem’s variable graph for the Academic Freedom Index for Ghana: https://v-dem.net/data_analysis/VariableGraph/. 

2 For a detailed discussion of NUGS, see Adonteng, S.S., Kodjie, J., Nuvi Jr., E. and Potton, G. (forthcoming). Influence of Political Parties on the National Union of 
Ghana Students: A Study of Contemporary Trends. In Klemenčîč, M. (Ed.). The Handbook on Student Representation in Higher Education: A Global Comparative 
Perspective. Bloomsbury.

Students (NUGS) has been the leading voice in these 

fights.2 However, this activism has waned in the past 

thirty years, since the establishment of Ghana’s dem-

ocratic Fourth Republic in 1992. Since that time, while 

physical repression has been limited, the government 

and the universities have effectively curtailed student 

activism through a variety of incentives and regulations 

that engenders non-confrontational politics. 

https://v-dem.net/data_analysis/VariableGraph/
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3 Gyampo, R.E.V., Debrah, E., Aggrey, Darkoh, E. (2016). Politicisation of the National Union of Ghana Students and its effects on student representation. In Lu-
escher, T.M., Klemenčič, M., and Jowi, J.O. (eds), Student Politics in Africa: Representation and Activism. African Minds HIgher Education Dynamics Series, Vol. 2, 
pp. 224-243. 

4 Asiedu-Acquah, E. (2019). 

5 Gyampo, R.E.V. (2013). Student activism and democratic quality in Ghana’s Fourth Republic. Journal of Student Affairs in Africa, 1(1&3), 49-66. 

6 Asiedu-Acquah, E. (2019). “We Shall Be Outspoken”: Student Political Activism in Post-Independence Ghana, C. 1957-1966. Journal of Asian and African Studies, 
54(2), 169-188. 

7 Asiedu-Acquah, E. (2019).

8 Mawuko-Yevugah, L.C. (2013). From Resistance to Acquiescence? Neoliberal Reform, Student Activism and Political Change in Ghana. Postcolonial Text, 8(3). 

bEgINNINg IN ThE lATE 1950s and early 1960s, Ghana-

ian university students formed a critical mass of the an-

ti-colonial struggle and morphed to be among the voices 

of opposition to the military dictatorship of Kwame 

Nkrumah that emerged in control of the first republic.3 

In 1961, for example, students organized themselves in 

opposition to the new Universities Act, which trans-

formed the University College of Ghana into the Uni-

versity of Ghana. They challenged key provisions in the 

legislation, which made the Head of State the Chancellor 

of the universities and endowed him with wide powers 

that made him in charge of the appointment of the Vice 

Chancellor and Chairman of the University Council. In 

1964, students again criticized Nkrumah’s government 

for amending the Constitution by turning Ghana into a 

one-party State and further granting the President wide 

powers, including bringing the judiciary and parliament 

under the control of the President. In the lead-up to a 

referendum on making Ghana a single-party state, the 

government closed the universities. While the gov-

ernment explained the closure as a measure to enable 

students and university staff to go home and vote, it was 

rather viewed as a measure to prevent students from 

engaging in organized opposition to the vote. Student 

politics were not entirely uniform, and some did support 

the Nkrumah government, but the contention of the ear-

ly 1960s did nevertheless result in political radicalization 

among students.4

These acts of opposition gave students credibility, 

giving them a foothold in Ghanaian politics.5 This is 

because by the mid-1960s Nkrumah’s government had 

effectively weakened most formal political opposition 

to his government, and the universities became one of 

the primary sites for anti-authoritarian protest, with 

NUGS playing a particularly important role in challeng-

ing the government and the growing restrictions on 

dissent. University campuses proved important spaces 

for organizing; the residence hall system supported the 

formation of friendships and networks among students, 

helping them to build a community and their own na-

tional ethos in opposition to the dictatorship. Students 

were also able to engage in democratic participation on 

campus. Student leaders were elected in residence halls 

and engaged students in participatory decision-making, 

and student publications were a forum for criticizing the 

government. These modes of organizing provided a sharp 

contrast to the authoritarian character of the state.6   

In 1963, the government sought to quell opposi-

tion from the universities by arresting student leaders and 

academics, deporting expatriate academics, and threatening 

new legislation that would bring the universities even more 

fully under the control of the government. By 1964, the 

Nkrumah government clearly viewed students as a threat. 

Also in early 1965, the government sought to bring student 

politics more fully under its control by launching the Ghana 

National Students Organization as an alternative to NUGS. 

These efforts did little to curb student opposition to the 

authoritarian state, but rather reinvigorated it, resulting in 

greater coordination and organization.7 

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, students contin-

ued to play a significant role in oppositional politics. Un-

der the military regime of Jerry Rawlings in the 1980s, 

students were again one of the few voices challenging 

government policies and actions. This resulted in 

student leaders being arrested and tortured, confronta-

tions between students and the military, and temporary 

closures of the universities.8
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During the 1990s, Ghanaian higher education un-

derwent a significant transformation. A rapid expansion 

in access to higher education coincided with the wide-

spread implementation of neoliberal reforms, including 

trade liberalization, privatization, and cost recovery of 

social services. Ghana is “widely considered the epitome 

of the neoliberal agenda in the African region.”9 Prior to 

1998, higher education was largely free. However, these 

changes—the increase in university enrollment and neo-

liberal policies—led to increased cost-sharing for higher 

education, with students and their families taking on 

much of the burden. In addition, by the end of the 1990s, 

neoliberalism had not had a particularly positive impact 

on Ghana’s economy, with high inflation, a small pri-

vate sector, low domestic savings, and limited growth, 

resulting in few jobs for those graduating from college. 

Throughout the 1990s, students protested this situation, 

engaging in street protests, boycotts, and negotiations 

with university administration and the government.10 

Since 1992, when Ghana transitioned to a demo-

cratic government, student activism has waned.11 The 

general trend since the 1990s has been towards acqui-

9 Mawuko-Yevugah, L.C. (2013). 

10 Mawuko-Yevugah, L.C. (2013).

11 Gyampo, R.E.V., Debrah, E., Aggrey, Darkoh, E. (2016).

12 Mawuko-Yevugah, L.C. (2013).

13 Donkor, A. (2021, August 6). Can Ghana’s Young Protesters Become a Political Force? Foreign Policy. Retrieved from https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/08/06/can-
ghanas-young-protesters-become-a-political-force/ (accessed December 19, 2022). See also https://fixthecountrygh.com/about/ (accessed December 19 2022). 

14 Donkor (2021). 

15 Akinwotu, E. (2022, July 14). Ghana ‘fix the country’ activist says he was assaulted and illegally detained. The Guardian. Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.
com/world/2022/jul/14/ghana-activist-oliver-barker-vormawor-lawsuit-arrest-detention (accessed December 19, 2022). 

16 National Union of Ghana Students (NUGS). (2021, November 18). NUGS petition Parliamentary select committee on Education. Retrieved from NUGS Facebook 
page: https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=891362828213643 

17 National Union of Ghana Students (NUGS). (2022, December 29). Excerpts of Press Conference.  Retrieved from NUGS Facebook page: https://www.facebook.
com/nugs.org.gh?__cft__[0]=AZXNxL68EIdza0owKEfbH6HsOgR5nXUWVqCAO11A7xlSyiuDmoZDIHew2xLYxBzC5L9TB1FnOAeHx0JYzWtOu4rjdq1jN_oIFEPgq-
GG6-TEkkWJ_1rAuQdVyyjZ36Xq2dNSHbfkJUz8OUmKw5aIEEUEkWvJW1_leg7IfinL36q_KHhg8PN5iNN8holGLJU647JU&__tn__=-UC%2CP-R 

18 National Union of Ghana Students (NUGS). (2023, January 3). Official Facebook page of the Nation Union of Ghana Students. Retrieved from https://www.face-
book.com/nugs.org.gh 

escence and non-confrontational politics.12 However, 

this may be changing. Over the last few years, Ghanaian 

youth have taken to the streets decrying bad governance 

and demanding that political leaders #fixthecountry.13 

Such activism “is unusual for Ghana and hasn’t been 

witnessed in recent times.”14 While characterized as a 

youth movement, it was founded by a Ghanaian doctoral 

student studying at the University of Cambridge,   Oliver 

Barker-Vormawor, who was arrested and reportedly 

beaten and placed in solitary confinement after returning 

to Ghana in February 2022.15 

Moreover, in recent years Ghanaian student activists 

have coordinated with other members of civil society to 

bolster their ability to mobilize. For instance, NUGS joined 

the Coalition Against the Commercialization and Privat-

ization of Education (CAPCOE) in 2020.16 NUGS has also 

engaged in recent advocacy demanding that universities 

refrain from increasing fees beyond the fifteen percent 

approved by parliament.17 In its activism, the union relies 

heavily on social media platforms like Facebook to raise 

public awareness and support for their causes.18

https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/08/06/can-ghanas-young-protesters-become-a-political-force/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/08/06/can-ghanas-young-protesters-become-a-political-force/
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https://www.facebook.com/nugs.org.gh?__cft__%5B0%5D=AZXNxL68EIdza0owKEfbH6HsOgR5nXUWVqCAO11A7xlSyiuDmoZDIHew2xLYxBzC5L9TB1FnOAeHx0JYzWtOu4rjdq1jN_oIFEPgqGG6-TEkkWJ_1rAuQdVyyjZ36Xq2dNSHbfkJUz8OUmKw5aIEEUEkWvJW1_leg7IfinL36q_KHhg8PN5iNN8holGLJU647JU&__tn__=-UC%2CP-R
https://www.facebook.com/nugs.org.gh?__cft__%5B0%5D=AZXNxL68EIdza0owKEfbH6HsOgR5nXUWVqCAO11A7xlSyiuDmoZDIHew2xLYxBzC5L9TB1FnOAeHx0JYzWtOu4rjdq1jN_oIFEPgqGG6-TEkkWJ_1rAuQdVyyjZ36Xq2dNSHbfkJUz8OUmKw5aIEEUEkWvJW1_leg7IfinL36q_KHhg8PN5iNN8holGLJU647JU&__tn__=-UC%2CP-R
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Relevant Trends in ghanaian higher Education
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sation.com/ghana-is-considering-a-new-law-to-govern-universities-why-its-a-bad-idea-139583 (accessed December 19, 2022. 

20 Baingab, B.B.B., Forson, J.A., Mmbali, O.S., and Baah-Ennumh, T.Y. (2015). The evolution of university governance in Ghana: implications for education policy and 
practice. MPRA Paper No. 70940. 

21 Gyampo, R.E.V., Debrah, E., Aggrey, Darkoh, E. (2016).

22 Appiagyei-Atua, K. (2020). 

23 Scholars at Risk, African Defenders, and African Studies Association (2020, October 9). Ghana: Concerns about the destructive impacts of the proposed Public 
University Bill 2020. Retrieved from https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/2020/10/ghana-concerns-about-the-destructive-impacts-of-the-proposed-public-university-
bill-2020/ (accessed December 19, 2022).

24 Public University Bill, 2020. https://drive.google.com/file/d/1doKsJ8x629YBD7n0TW0nAz41Q6Xhb6oV/preview.

25  Kokutse, F. (2020, October 29). Public University Bill on hold until December election. University World News. Retrieved from https://www.universityworldnews.
com/post.php?story=2020102815095553 (accessed December 19, 2020). 

26 Scholars at Risk. Free to Think 2022. Retrieved from https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/resources/free-to-think-2022/ (accessed December 19, 2022). Kokutse, 
F. (2022, July 21). Act to create merger undermines academic freedom, say staff. University World News. https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?sto-
ry=20220719154206529 (accessed December 19, 2022). 

ghANA’S CURRENT FoURTh REPUblICAN Constitu-

tion, passed in 1992, explicitly provides for academic 

freedom and legalizes university autonomy by prevent-

ing the president from becoming chancellor.19 Each 

university is governed by a council that appoints its own 

chancellor and vice-chancellor, minimizing the extent to 

which the government can interfere in day-to-day uni-

versity affairs.20 Despite this, student representation on 

university councils is limited to just two out of eighteen 

seats, one each for the Students Representative Council 

(SRC) and the Graduate Students Association of Ghana 

(GRASAG). This participation gives the veneer of stu-

dent participation in governance, but that representation 

is largely tokenistic, and students are unable to actually 

influence university decision-making.21 

Moreover, the government has taken several actions 

recently that threaten academic freedom and universi-

ty autonomy. First is the Public University Bill 2020, 

which was ostensibly created with the goal of prevent-

ing the misuse of funds for higher education. The bill 

would give Ghana’s president the authority to appoint 

the chancellors of all public universities and chairs of 

university councils. It would also make the university 

councils smaller, with the majority of seats appointed 

by the president.22 In addition, the president would have 

the power to dissolve the university council under emer-

gency circumstances.23 The bill further reduces student 

representation on University Councils from two seats to 

just one.24 While the bill was shelved, it is still possible 

that Ghana’s government will revisit it,25 and parts of the 

bill have already found their way into other documents 

and legislation. 

In the meantime, a parliamentary act in July 2022 

merged three universities—the Ghana Institute of Jour-

nalism (GIJ), the Ghana Institute of Languages (GIL), 

and the National Film and Television Institute (NAF-

TI)—into the University of Media, Arts and Communi-

cations (UMAC). The new university has a seven-mem-

ber interim council that has been criticized for reasons 

that mirror concerns about the Public University Bill 

2020, including for having too much control over uni-

versity governance and for excluding stakeholders like 

faculty sitting on the council.26 
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Repression of ghanaian Student Activism: 
Co-option and Neutralization

27 Mawuko-Yevugah (2013).

28 Gyampo, R.E.V., Debrah, E., Aggrey, Darkoh, E. (2016).

29 “Prof Kwadwo Appiagyei-Atua: Intrusion of national security details on campus a violation of academic freedom and democracy” https://www.myjoyonline.com/
prof-kwadwo-appiagyei-atua-intrusion-of-national-security-details-on-campus-a-violation-of-academic-freedom-and-democracy/

30 Gyampo, R.E.V., Debrah, E., Aggrey, Darkoh, E. (2016), p. 233. 

31 Gyampo, R.E.V., Debrah, E., Aggrey, Darkoh, E. (2016), p. 242.

32 K Appiagyei-Atua ‘Students’ academic freedom in African universities and democratic enhancement’ (2019) 19 African Human Rights Law Journal 151-166 http://
dx.doi.org/10.17159/1996-2096/2019/v19n1a8

IN RECENT DECADES, STUDENT activism has been 

subtly suppressed and neutralized on Ghana’s university 

campuses. In addition to occasional physical violence, 

in Ghana’s post-independence era, both military and 

civilian governments have sought to weaken student 

activism by infiltrating it and incentivizing students to 

engage in cooperation rather than contention.27 Youth 

wings of political parties have proliferated on campus 

and have exerted significant influence in student poli-

tics. Politicians seek to help ensure that members of the 

youth wings of their own political parties win leadership 

in NUGS28 and SRC elections. For example, the October 

20, 2021 SRC elections held on the University of Ghana 

campus was “marred by the presence of national security 

personnel who invaded the campus of the University of  

 

Ghana without the knowledge, consent and authoriza-

tion of university management.”29  Politicians have  

also used incentives to encourage NUGS to support 

their policies. These include financial incentives, study 

abroad scholarships, and the promise of government 

positions after graduation. 

A quote from Samuel Binfoh, former president of 

NUGS, published in an article in 2016 describes how 

these policies neutralize student activism:

 “The politicisation of NUgS has affected the student representatives’ ability to criticise 
the government on issues that border on student welfare. what has exacerbated the 
problem is that the executive members of NUgS are polarised along partisan lines … 
The excessive conflict among the student leaders has dissipated their energies, integrity 
and objectivity to initiate actions on students’ concerns.”30 

NoN-CoNFRoNTATIoN ThEREFoRE bRINgS student 

leaders political benefits, making student activism much 

less likely. While non-confrontation does bring some 

academic advantages, including a more stable and pre-

dictable academic calendar, there is a “general percep-

tion that NUGS has been captured by the government in 

order to suppress the expression of student demands.”31 

Universities themselves too have tried to curtail 

student activism against their administrations. It is 

common for university administrations to campaign for 

preferred candidates in student elections. Students are 

not allowed to demonstrate on or off campus without 

authorization from the Dean of Student Affairs, al-

though the Public Order Act, 1994 (Act 491) dispenses 

with this requirement.32 Additionally, many universities 

have developed stringent requirements—such as high 

GPAs—restricting who can be a student leader. This 

policy, which bars students who have a GPA lower than 

3.0 from running for student leadership positions, makes 

it harder for some students to participate in the student 

movement in officially recognized capacities.

Student leaders are also likely to give in to “bullying” 

from university officials for fear of negative repercussions 

if they stand up to them. Moreover, many students  
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interviewed by Ghanaian scholar Kwadwo Appiagyei-Atui 

argue that it is not possible to confront either lecturers, 

who wield significant power in the classroom, or university 

management, who can dismiss students. Therefore, it is 

better to adopt the path of least confrontation and instead 

complete one’s studies in peace.33 

In the past few years, university and high school 

students engaging in #FixtheCountry protests have 

faced violent repression multiple times. The movement 

contends that police brutality has become habitual. For 

example, in early October 2019, Ghanaian law students 

took to the streets in protest of new regulations reducing 

the number of law school graduates admitted to a profes- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

33 K Appiagyei-Atua, ‘Students’ academic freedom in African universities and democratic enhancement’ (2019) 19 African Human Rights Law Journal 151-166 http://
dx.doi.org/10.17159/1996-2096/2019/v19n1a8

34 Appiah, S. (2019, October 21). Understanding The Outcry Against The Ghana General Legal Council By Law Students Concerning Legal Education. Medium. 
Retrieved from https://appiah.medium.com/understanding-the-outcry-against-the-ghana-general-legal-council-by-law-students-concerning-legal-dbe981d313fb 
(accessed February 3, 2023).

35 Scholars At Risk. (2019). SAR’s Academic Freedom Monitoring Project. https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/report/2019-03-14-university-of-education-winneba/ 

sional law program that is a prerequisite for the bar. 

Police met the peaceful demonstration with rubber bul-

lets, water cannons, and tear gas. Thirteen students were 

arrested and others injured.34 In March 2019, students at 

the University of Education, Winneba (UEW) protested 

for several days against the dismissal of three universi-

ty lecturers. The students reportedly destroyed school 

property, while police opened fire with warning bullets 

and dispersed the students with tear gas, and students 

threw stones at police officers in response.35 While these 

events did not occur during the period of our research, 

they potentially represent the beginning of a shift to-

wards physical repression.

https://appiah.medium.com/understanding-the-outcry-against-the-ghana-general-legal-council-by-law-students-concerning-legal-dbe981d313fb
https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/report/2019-03-14-university-of-education-winneba/
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PAlESTINE

Palestinian students supporting the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) movement  

take part in a rally during an election campaign rally for the student council at the Birzeit University,  

near the West Bank city of Ramallah on April 16, 2019. (Photo by Ahmad Talat/Zuma Press)
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PAlESTINE’S RANKINg FoR ACADEMIC freedom is 

differentiated between the West Bank, which has a 

moderate level of academic freedom, and the Gaza Strip, 

which is rated as more repressed.1 Nevertheless, student 

activism has been repressed in both locales, as well as 

historically within the Palestinian diaspora. Palestinian 

students have been at the forefront of the movement 

for Palestinian liberation since the 1950s. They played 

a leading role in helping cultivate Palestinian national 

1 See, for example, V-Dem’s variable graph for the Academic Freedom Index for the West Bank and for the Gaza Strip: https://v-dem.net/data_analysis/Variable-
Graph/. 

identity and in fighting against the Israeli occupation 

during the first and second Intifadas (uprisings). Since 

the Oslo Accords and establishment of the Palestinian 

Authority in the 1990s, they have also increasingly 

engaged in activism directed at university reforms. In 

each of these efforts, they have faced significant physical 

repression, including arrests, violence, and surveillance, 

primarily by Israeli forces, but also along factional lines 

by Palestinian authorities. 

https://v-dem.net/data_analysis/VariableGraph/
https://v-dem.net/data_analysis/VariableGraph/
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A brief history of Palestinian Student Activism

2 Meari, L. and Duhou, R.A. (2020). The Palestinian Student movement and the dialectic of Palestinian liberation and class struggles. The University and Social 
Justice. Pluto Books. 

3 Meari & Duhou (2020). 

4 Zelkovitz, I. (2015). Students and Resistance in Palestine: Books, guns and politics. Routledge. 

5 Ibid. 

6 Meari & Duhou (2020). 

7 Zelkovitz (2015). 

8 Meari & Duhou (2020).m

9 Meari & Duhou (2020). Zelkovitz (2015). 

10 Meari & Duhou (2020). Zelkovitz (2015). 

11 Meari & Duhou (2020).

12 Zelkovitz (2015). 

ThE PAlESTINIAN STUDENT MoVEMENT developed in 

direct response to the Israeli settlement of colonized 

Palestine.2 Students living in the Palestinian diaspo-

ra first organized in the aftermath of the 1948 war (or 

nakba, “catastrophe,” as Palestinians refer to it) that 

triggered the mass displacement of Palestinians at the 

hands of the Zionist military forces. Palestinian stu-

dents studying in cities like Cairo, Damascus, and Beirut 

established student associations with the goal of raising 

awareness of the Palestinian situation and mobilizing 

their peers for liberation.3 

Among these groups, the first significant forum for 

Palestinian student activism was the Palestinian Stu-

dent Association at the University of Cairo, founded 

shortly before the nakba in 1944.4 The group achieved 

international recognition in 1955 when it was admitted 

as a member of the International Union of Students. In 

1959, the Palestinian Student Association launched an 

initiative to unite all Palestinian student associations 

throughout Egypt, the Arab states, and Europe. This led 

to the foundation of the General Union of Palestinian 

Students (al-Itihad al’Amm lil-Talabat Filastin, GUPS), 

also launched in 1959.5 

The Palestinian Student Association and GUPS 

were significant players within the broader Palestin-

ian political struggle. GUPS became one organization, 

among a group of others, that was part of the Palestin-

ian Liberation Organization (PLO).6 Several of GUPS’s 

leaders went on to become leaders of various Palestinian 

movements. For example, Yasser Arafat, who would go 

on to co-found Fatah and later lead the Palestinian Lib-

eration Organization (PLO) and the Palestinian National 

Council (PNC), was elected as head of the Palestinian 

Student Association in 1952. Khalid Mashal, who would 

later lead Hamas, was also a leader in the GUPS Palestin-

ian Islamic Bloc.7 

GUPS activists supported Palestinian students 

studying in the Diaspora,8 but the nature of its activism 

was primarily political and militant. Like other Pales-

tinian groups, GUPS advocated for an armed Palestin-

ian liberation struggle. For instance, in the 1960s, the 

Jordanian student community had a large Palestinian 

population that advocated for a Palestinian revolution. 

Likewise, GUPS members rallied its members to fight 

the Israeli invasion in Lebanon in 1982.9 

From its origins, the Palestinian student movement 

was riven by factionalism. Student organizations were 

mostly aligned with the different political blocs that 

comprised the PLO, such as Fatah’s al-Shabiba, the Pop-

ular Front for the Liberation of Palestine’ (PFLP) jabhat 

al amal altulabi altakadumi, and the Democratic Front 

for the Liberation of Palestine’ (DFLP) kutlat al wihda.10 

While this factionalism helped mobilize students, it also 

intensified student rivalry within Palestinian universi-

ties.11 The communist groups, including the PFLP and 

DFLP, dominated student unions in the 1970s. In the 

1980s, al-Shabiba gained control over the majority of 

student councils at Palestinian universities. The 1980s 

also saw increasing Islamification, with the Islamic Bloc 

becoming a significant player in the student arena.12 
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With the creation of the first Palestinian universities 

in 1970, the student movement transferred its center to 

occupied Palestine. As the student movement devel-

oped within Palestinian universities, it took on a more 

diverse and popular character; whereas previously stu-

dent activists had come from the socioeconomic elite, 

it now became more diverse in terms of the student’s 

backgrounds.13 During the 1970s and 1980s, student 

activism focused primarily on national liberation and 

resistance to the Israeli occupation—both in militant 

and nonviolent forms. In the context of military occu-

pation, even student-led activities like planting trees 

and cleaning and renovating sites such as cemeteries 

and mosques were acts of nonviolent civil resistance.14 

However, students also engaged in union activism and 

promoted student interests within the university, around 

issues such as overcrowding, curriculum, and freedom of 

speech.15 For instance, in the late 1970s, Birzeit Univer-

sity students advocated to have cafeteria management 

transferred to student control.16 

Palestinian students in the occupied territories were 

leaders in the Intifada (uprising) that began in Decem-

ber 1987. Campuses served as centers for students to 

start public demonstrations and for “tactical instruction 

for upcoming clashes” with Israeli military forces.17  In 

addition to being at the forefront of violent resistance, 

Palestinian student leaders also took leadership roles in 

the local Popular Committees that were developed to 

provide basic social services, such as education, food 

13 Meari & Duhou (2020). Zelkovitz (2015). 

14 Zelkovitz (2015). 

15 Taraki (2000). Meari & Duhou (2020).

16 Meari & Duhou (2020).

17 Zelkovitz (2015), p. 154. 

18 Zelkovitz (2015). 

19 Zelkovitz (2015), p. 92. GUPS still exists today but is significantly less influential. 

20 Zelkovitz (2015). 

21 Zelkovitz (2015). 

22 Meari & Duhou (2020).

23 Meari & Duhou (2020).

24 Meari & Duhou (2020).

25 El-Tohamy, A. (2022, January 17). Birzeit University Is Roiled by Protests Again, Disrupting Studies. Al-Fanar Media. Retrieved from https://al-fanarmedia.
org/2022/01/birzeit-university-is-roiled-by-protests-again/ (accessed January 20, 2023). 

delivery, and garbage collection, in the face of closures 

imposed by the Israeli military.18

The aftermath of the first Intifada dealt a blow to 

the Palestinian student movement, and GUPS “fell into 

stagnation”19 due to several reasons. First, Israel im-

prisoned or exiled many student leaders.20 Second, the 

Oslo Accords, signed by the PLO leadership and the 

Israeli government, meant that the national liberation 

project transformed into a state development project. 

Universities moved from being centers of resistance 

to institutions intended to help develop an infrastruc-

ture for political, social, and economic development.21 

These came along with neoliberal reforms that led to 

the decline of the popular democratic mobilization that 

had fueled the student movement. Factionalism also 

intensified.22 Amidst these changes, the focus of student 

activism shifted to students’ daily needs.23 

In recent years, the Palestinian student movement 

has continued to organize to fight both against the Israeli 

occupation and for reforms within the university. For 

example, in 2016, students from different backgrounds 

shut down Birzeit University’s gates and occupied its 

campus in protest of an increase in student fees. At the 

same time, students continued to engage in activism 

in support of Palestinian political prisoners on hunger 

strike.24 Likewise, in 2021–22, Birzeit University stu-

dents protested against their university administration 

accusing it of harassing student political unions and for 

failing to defend students detained by Israeli forces.25

https://al-fanarmedia.org/2022/01/birzeit-university-is-roiled-by-protests-again/
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Relevant Trends in Palestinian higher Education
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34 Milton et al. (2021). Human Rights Watch (2015, May 7). Palestine: Students Detained for Political Opinions. Retrieved from https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/05/07/
palestine-students-detained-political-opinions (November 16, 2022). 

ThE oRIgINS oF ThE present-day system of higher 

education on the West Bank and Gaza Strip date back 

to the 1970s, with Birzeit University the first institution 

to receive formal status in 1972. The institution viewed 

itself as playing an important role in providing access 

to higher education for Palestinian students who were 

unable to study abroad because of Israeli military restric-

tions.26 Also, in 1972, the Palestinian Council for Higher 

Education was formed. Its academic mandate included 

coordinating between different academic institutions, 

the founding of new academic institutions, and the es-

tablishment of libraries and research centers.27 Under the 

Council for Higher Education, the Palestinian university 

system was essentially nationalized, as universities were 

supported through public national funds.28 However, 

the Council for Higher Education was also a political 

body, part of the state building project.29 With the es-

tablishment of universities in Palestine, access to higher 

education expanded beyond socioeconomically elite 

Palestinians who were able to travel abroad, providing 

new opportunities for youth from rural areas and refugee 

camps to access university education. 

From 1967 to the 1990s, higher education in Pal-

estine was regulated by external authorities, with the 

West Bank education system under Jordanian authority 

and the Gazan system under Egyptian authority. For 

example, in 1979, the Jordanian government instituted a 

policy requiring West Bank matriculation certificates to 

be certified in Jordan.30 

Since the 1970s, Israel, as the occupying authority, 

has sought to maintain control over Palestinian universi-

ties to the greatest extent possible. For example, military 

regulation No. 854, signed in 1980, essentially denied 

academic freedom to Palestinian universities. Amongst 

other measures, this regulation allowed the Israeli mili-

tary to disallow admission to individual students and to 

expel students for “security” related reasons, as well as 

restrict books and the employment of foreign academics. 

In the mid-1980s, Israel banned Gazan students from 

studying in West Bank universities.31

With the signing of the Oslo Accords, which was 

intended to pave the way for Palestinian statehood, Pal-

estinian universities played a significant role in the state 

building process, and the universities came under the 

supervision of the new Palestinian Authority’s Ministry 

of Education and Higher Education.32 In addition, the 

signing of the Oslo Accords brought significant atten-

tion to Palestine from the international development and 

humanitarian communities. This played a role in shaping 

the privatization of Palestinian universities in the 1990s 

after the neoliberal model also spreading across the rest 

of the world.33  

Today, with no formal Palestinian state, there is 

essentially no legal protection for academic freedom or 

university autonomy despite an emphasis on self-de-

termination and university autonomy in Palestine’s 

governing documents. Instead, such rights are decen-

tralized, governed by university by-laws and policies. In 

reality, the extent of academic freedom and university 

autonomy are severely limited, both by Israeli forces and 

by Fatah and Hamas, the ruling authorities in the West 

Bank and Gaza Strip.34 The Israeli government in partic-

https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/05/07/palestine-students-detained-political-opinions
https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/05/07/palestine-students-detained-political-opinions
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ular has passed recent regulations making it difficult for 

international students and lecturers to access Palestinian 

institutions. In May 2022, for instance, the “Procedure 

for Entry and Residency of Foreigners in Judea and 

35 Salzberger, L. (2022, September 14). HaMoked to the Minister of Defense: The revised procedure for the entry of foreigners to the oPt is still fundamentally flawed 
and must be frozen until it is amended. HaMoked. Retrieved November 9, 2022, from https://hamoked.org/document.php?dID=Updates2327. Clark, R. (2022, 
March 24). Israel’s repression of Palestinian universities – International Action ... International Action Center. Retrieved November 9, 2022, from https://iacenter.
org/2022/03/26/israels-repression-of-palestinian-universities/ 

36 Zelkovitz (2015), p. 183. 

37 Zelkovitz (2015). 

38 Zelkovitz (2015). 

39 Zelkovitz (2015). 

40 Zelkovitz (2015), p. 154. 

Samaria Region” granted the Israeli military authority to 

limit the number of international students and lecturers 

at Palestinian universities.35 The law was greeted with 

international condemnation.

Repression of Palestinian Student Activism: 
lawfare, Surveillance, and Factionalism
PAlESTINIAN STUDENT ACTIVISTS ARE at severe risk of 

physical repression, including violence, arrests, deten-

tion, and torture, as well as being subject to surveillance 

at the hands of Israeli and Palestinian authorities. In 

addition, factionalism within the Palestinian movement 

itself has a disruptive effect on student activism, result-

ing in power struggles that impede the formation of a 

unified student movement.36

The Palestinian student movement has faced re-

pression since the 1970s. After GUPS activists carried 

out a series of terror attacks, European states arrested 

and deported several students. In Lebanon, Palestinian 

student activists were involved in a May 1974 strike at 

the American University in Beirut that led to violent 

clashes with Lebanese security forces and ultimately 

the expulsion and deportation of 80 Palestinian stu-

dents. The GUPS viewed the response by the Lebanese 

authorities as a first step in a campaign to wipe out the 

Palestinian national movement in Lebanon. In Egypt, 

as the Egyptian authorities engaged in negotiations 

with Israel following the 1973 war, Palestinian students 

were viewed as a threat. A series of measures, including 

restrictions on enrolling Palestinian students and the 

dissolution of scholarships for Palestinian students, 

eventually led to Palestinian students being effectively 

barred from higher education in Egypt. In both Syria and 

Greece, Palestinian students were expelled in the 1970s 

because of those countries’ disagreements with the PLO, 

and while there had been an active Palestinian student 

movement in Jordan, their activism declined following 

Black September in 1970.37 

Likewise, the Israeli military administration has 

long viewed Palestinian universities as a threat because 

of their role in developing Palestinian national con-

sciousness. As such, even activities like the celebration 

of folklore can be considered activism.38 Characterizing 

this understanding, a former spokesperson for the Israeli 

Civil Administration in the West Bank, Captain Ellis 

Shazar, called Palestinian universities “not so much uni-

versities as they are institutes of political activism.”

In the 1980s, Palestinian students clashed with 

Israeli forces on university campuses. During the first 

Intifada, Israeli forces surveilled Palestinian students 

extensively, arresting and sentencing them in Israeli 

military courts to house arrest, administrative detention, 

and outright deportation.39 A year into the first Intifada, 

80 percent of Palestinian youths arrested were members 

of the student movement.40 The Israeli military closed 

https://hamoked.org/document.php?dID=Updates2327
https://iacenter.org/2022/03/26/israels-repression-of-palestinian-universities/
https://iacenter.org/2022/03/26/israels-repression-of-palestinian-universities/
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Palestinian universities indefinitely during the Intifada.41 

For example, Birzeit University was closed for four and a 

half years, from 1988 to 1992, one of fifteen times the uni-

versity has been forcibly closed by Israeli authorities.42

Israeli laws facilitate its repression of Palestinian 

student activists. For instance, Article 84 of Israel’s 

domestic law “Emergency Regulations and the 1948 

Prevention of Terrorism Ordinance”43 is the main means 

through which it represses Palestinian student unions 

and activists. The law targets individuals suspected to be 

affiliated with or a member of an “unlawful association”.44 

One of the many recent instances of this legislation 

being wielded to persecute student activists was seen 

on September 16, 2022, when 23 students affiliated with 

the Democratic Progressive Student Pole (DPSP) were 

detained and eleven later jailed. The DPSP was declared 

an “unlawful association” by the Israeli Occupying Forces 

only two years prior, on October 21, 2020,45 one of many 

student groups subjected to this scrutiny and designation. 

Though eight of these students were released, the student 

group’s coordinator and secretary, Muath Botmeh and 

Zaid Qaddoumi, were placed under administrative deten-

tion and jailed without trial.46 

After the Oslo Accords, Palestinian authorities 

became more actively involved in repressing student 

activism. For example, on March 20, 1996 Palestinian 

Authority security forces raided the campus of Al-Najah 

University, resulting in student riots across Palestine.47 

The Palestinian Authority (PA) focused its repression 

41 Zelkovitz (2015). 

42 Right to Education Campaign. History of the Campaign. Retrieved from http://right2edu.birzeit.edu/history-of-the-campaign/ (accessed January 20, 2023). 

43 Access to Education | Addameer. (n.d.). Prisoner Support and Human Rights Association. Retrieved November 11, 2022, from https://www.addameer.org/key_is-
sues/access_to_education 

44 The Defence (Emergency) Regulations, 1945. (n.d.). IMOLIN. Retrieved November 11, 2022, from https://www.imolin.org/doc/amlid/Israel/The_Defence_Emergen-
cy_Regulations_1945.pdf
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particularly on the student wing of Hamas and the Islam-

ic Bloc, which sought to gain greater control in Palestine’s 

political arena.48

Repression by Palestinian authorities has intensi-

fied since Hamas took over control of the Gaza Strip in 

2007. In the West Bank, Fatah cracked down on Hamas, 

including its affiliated student activism. In addition to 

surveillance and arrests, Fatah has poured resources into 

student elections, resulting in its student wing al-Shabi-

ba regaining control over most student councils.49 More 

recently, this balance of power has shifted. In 2022, for 

instance, Hamas’ student arm, the Islamic Wafa bloc, won 

student elections at Birzeit University.50 To an extent, Israeli 

forces and Fatah have been complicit in repression of Hamas 

affiliated student activists in the West Bank. For instance, 

Israeli forces arrested several student members of the Islamic 

Wafa bloc the day before student elections in 2022.51 

In Gaza, there have been no free student elections 

since the 2007 takeover by Hamas, and members of 

al-Shabiba are under tight scrutiny, with their activities 

severely restricted. For example, the Shabiba branch at 

al-Azhar University cannot hold public ceremonies com-

memorating Yasir Arafat. Hamas gunmen frequently disrupt 

the Shabiba activities on campus, and Hamas security forces 

ultimately decide which Shabiba activities will be allowed 

on campus.52 Moreover, student activism in the Gaza Strip is 

impeded by frequent bombings by Israeli forces, resulting in 

repeated closures of the universities.53 
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In collecting data on repression of student activ-

ism in Palestine, we identified 27 events in 2021 and 

2022, including arrests, detention, and the use of violent 

force against student protesters. At least 88 students were 

arrested, 1 killed, and 158 injured. Among these events, 28 

involved Israeli forces, most in the form of clashes between 

Palestinian students and Israeli forces. One event involved 

an assault on students by Hamas police forces in the Gaza 

Strip. Five events involved Palestinian Authority security 

forces using force against student protesters in the West 

Bank or detaining students affiliated with Hamas. These 

data illustrate the limitations of events-based report-

ing, making it appear as though Gazan students face 

less repression than those in the West Bank. In reality, 

however, it is more likely that Gazan student activism is 

constrained in ways that are more subtle, such as through 

Hamas’s tight control of the education system. 



ACTIVISM UNDER ATTACK –  MoRoCCo  

MoRoCCo

Young activists at the COP22 UN climate conference take part in a flashmob 

dance protest in Jemaa el-Fnaa, the central market plaza in Marrakech, Morocco 

on November 10, 2016. (Ryan Rodrick Beiler/Alamy Stock Photo)



ACTIVISM UNDER ATTACK –  MoRoCCo  

MoRoCCo hAS SEEN A slow increase in academic 

freedom over the past thirty years. Today, academic 

communities are moderately free.1 Moroccan university 

students were important anti-monarchy activists in the 

1960s and 1970s, with the General Union of Moroc-

can Students (Union nationale des étudiants du Maroc, 

1 See, for example, V-Dem’s variable graph for the Academic Freedom Index for Morocco: https://v-dem.net/data_analysis/VariableGraph/. 

UNEM) playing a leading role. Since that time, howev-

er, the student movement has been riven by factional 

divisions along cultural and ideological lines. Clashes 

between student groups are among the greatest threats 

to student activism in Morocco, but the government also 

neutralizes dissent through co-option. 

https://v-dem.net/data_analysis/VariableGraph/
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A brief history of Student Activism in Morocco

2 Strava, C. (2022). Dissenting poses: Marginal youth, viral aesthetics, and affective politics in neoliberal Morocco. Journal of Global and Historical Anthropology, 92, 
64-81. 

3 Zerhouni, S. and Akesbi, A. (2016). Youth Activism in Morocco: Exclusion, Agency and the Search for Inclusion. Working Paper No. 15. Retrieved from https://www.
iai.it/sites/default/files/p2y_15.pdf (accessed January 6, 2023). 

4 Sika, N. (2017). Ambiguities of student activism, authoritarianism, and democratic attitudes: the cases of Egypt and Morocco. The Journal of North African Studies, 
22(1): 35-59. The February 20 Movement was distinct from other Arab Spring protests in calling for political reform rather than regime change.

5 Siki (2017), p. 40. See also Kohstall, F. (2015). From Reform to Resistance: Universities and Student Mobilization in Egypt and Morocco before and after the Arab 
Uprisings. British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, 42(1), 59-73. 

6 Kohstall, (2015). 

7 Based on data download from ACLED for the years 2021-22. 

hISToRICAllY, MoRoCCAN UNIVERSITY STUDENTS 

have played a significant political role, including in 

agitating against the monarchy during the 1960s and 

1970s. Much of this activism was channeled through 

UNEM, which was established in 1956. In 1965, stu-

dents engaged in a series of strikes, sit-ins, and broader 

unrest, agitating against new educational regulations 

that would limit access to a Baccalaureate degree.2 While 

the UNEM continues to be an important political actor, 

it has been weakened considerably in recent decades due 

to ideological disagreements between leftist and Isla-

mist members.3

The 1990s saw the emergence of a coalition of unem-

ployed university graduates who have been important po-

litical actors demonstrating for socio-economic demands, 

including against the high cost of living. In the past decade, 

students were among the leading participants in the Feb-

ruary 20 Movement of 2011, which occurred in the context 

of the Arab Spring. The February 20 Movement called for 

political and economic changes, including constitutional 

revisions, a new Council of Ministers, the dissolution of 

parliament, judiciary independence, the incorporation of 

Tamazight as a national language, reductions in the cost of 

living, higher salaries, and a solution to the housing crisis.4 

Significantly, while the Movement was youth-led, students 

“participated not as a student movement with specific 

demands for university students, but rather they joined as 

part of their own ideological movements, mainly Islamists 

and Leftists.”5 In contrast to the protests that occurred in 

other Arab Spring countries, those in Morocco were more 

localized and guided by political and ideological affiliations.6 

Much of the student activism in Morocco today 

occurs within the bounds of political and identity-based 

affiliations. UNEM remains an important political actor, 

but much of the activism that UNEM members engage 

in appears factional. For instance, the Armed Con-

flict Local and Event Data Project (ACLED) typically 

names partisan groups, such as the Cultural Amazigh 

Movement or the Marxist Democratic Path Grassroots 

Movement with affiliation to the UNEM, as responsible 

for protests. Moreover, much of this contention focuses 

on issues of identity or ideology, for example student 

protests over violence or persecution against members 

of the groups they are affiliated to. Likewise, student 

contention over education-related issues—such as post-

poning exams, COVID-19 related policies, or Ministry 

of Education decisions—also often occur, although not 

always, within ideological or identity-based lines.7  

https://www.iai.it/sites/default/files/p2y_15.pdf
https://www.iai.it/sites/default/files/p2y_15.pdf
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Relevant Trends in Moroccan higher Education

8 Buckner, E. (2018). The growth of private higher education in North Africa: a comparative analysis of Morocco and Tunisia. Studies in Higher Education, 43(7), 
1295-1306. 

9 Kohstall (2015). 

10 Halawa, A. (2021, April 7). Moroccan Academics Protest Plan to Give Ministry More Control. Al-Fanar Media. Retrieved November 15, 2022, from https://al-fanar-
media.org/2021/04/moroccan-academics-protest-plan-to-give-ministry-more-control/.

11 Based on data downloaded from ACLED for 2021-22. While occurring before the time period of our research, see, for example, Sawahel, W. (2018, May 31). 
Government denies ‘silence’ over deadly campus clashes. University World News. Retrieved from https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?sto-
ry=20180531092309781 (accessed January 10, 2023). 

12 Note: World Directory of Minorities and Indigenous Peoples. (2021, January 20). Morocco: Saharawis. Minority Rights Group. Retrieved November 15, 2022, from 
https://minorityrights.org/minorities/saharawis/.

ThE MoRoCCAN SYSTEM oF higher education is mod-

eled off of the French system, with access guaranteed to 

all who graduate from secondary school. Moreover, stu-

dents pay no fees in most programs. While a 2000 law 

allowed for the creation of private universities, the sec-

tor was not officially regulated until 2011. This slowed 

the emergence of private institutions because investors 

lacked an understanding of the policies governing the 

sector. Since the private education sector has begun to 

expand, it has tended to have a more elite character than 

the rest of the higher education system. Most private 

universities have followed the model of a residential 

liberal arts college, with a full campus and dorms for 

both male and female students. State support for private 

higher education is designed to attract Moroccan expa-

triates and elites.8 

With the higher education system thus dominat-

ed by public institutions, the Moroccan government 

maintains significant jurisdiction over tertiary institu-

tions and higher education policies. The higher edu-

cation system has undergone a series of reforms since 

the mid-1990s. In 2000, Moroccan political parties 

approved a new university law allowing for faculties to 

suggest candidates for university presidents and faculty 

deans. However, the Moroccan monarchy has the final 

say in the selection process.9 More recently, the Moroc-

can government has sought to extend its control over 

higher education. Moroccan university teachers have 

been demanding reforms regulating their relationships 

with their universities for several years. In April 2021, a 

draft law was proposed that would give the Ministry of 

Higher Education unprecedented power. The law was 

not passed but would have allowed the government to 

control university lecturers’ wages, benefits, and privi-

leges as well as teaching and research.10

Repression of Moroccan Student Activism: 
Conciliation, Co-option, and Factionalization
IN MoRoCCo, ThERE IS significant space for univer-

sity students to engage in activism, and they often do 

so peacefully. To some extent, the greatest threat to 

student organizing comes from other students—a conse-

quence of the factionalization of student politics along 

identity-based and ideological lines. Clashes between 

student groups, such as between Amazigh, Sahrawi stu-

dents from Morocco-occupied Western Sahara, Marxist, 

or Islamist activists, occur with regularity.11 Further-

more, Moroccan news outlets have noted a growing 

trend of human rights violations against Sahrawi student 

activists, underscored by the historical crimes against 

the Sahrawi peoples by the Moroccan government.12 For 

instance, on July 31, 2022 Moroccan police beat up a 

Saharawi student while forcibly removing him from his 

https://al-fanarmedia.org/2021/04/moroccan-academics-protest-plan-to-give-ministry-more-control/
https://al-fanarmedia.org/2021/04/moroccan-academics-protest-plan-to-give-ministry-more-control/
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20180531092309781
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20180531092309781
https://minorityrights.org/minorities/saharawis/
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campus in Rabat, allegedly for his political activities. He 

was hospitalized following the incident.13

However, the government also plays a role in quell-

ing oppositional student politics, neutralizing dissent 

by making concessions within limits that it sets. For ex-

ample, as occurred with education reforms following the 

February 20 Movement, the government often estab-

lishes commissions to address social and political griev-

ances. These royal initiatives engage acceptable experts 

to determine reforms, creating a veneer of conciliation 

that is in reality limited. Kohstall (2015) describes the 

ways that this approach limits dissent: “Another factor  

that limited the scale of the [February 20, 2011] protests  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

13 ACLED Data ID Number 6270. 

14 Kohstall (2015), p. 69.

15 Ibid., p. 70. 

that emerged out of the universities was the fact that 

many former student activists and professors critical of 

the regime had been co-opted through … ‘commission 

politics.’”14 The government has previously hand-picked 

education leaders, including students, in education reform 

processes, successfully “building a buffer against protest.”15

Moroccan student activists therefore do not face 

substantial physical repression. Yet the space for activ-

ism is constrained in more subtle ways. That is perhaps 

one reason why student participation in the most signif-

icant recent social protests (e.g. the February 20 Move-

ment) have not occurred through the universities.



ACTIVISM UNDER ATTACK –  bRAZIl  

bRAZIl

A student holds a sign that reads in Portuguese “To Educate is Freedom” during  

a protest against the budget cuts by President Jair Bolsonaro´s government of public 

schools and universities, in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, Tuesday, Oct. 18, 2022. 

(AP Photo by Silvia Izquierdo)



ACTIVISM UNDER ATTACK –  bRAZIl  

bRAZIl IS RANKED bY V-Dem as having a limited level 

of academic freedom, and in recent years it has seen a 

political climate of growing anti-intellectualism.1 Brazil’s 

far right views universities as centers for left-wing in-

doctrination and “gender ideology.” Within this climate, 

Brazilian university students have continued a long 

tradition of political and social activism. While students 

have not been subject to significant physical  

 

1 See, for example, V-Dem’s variable graph for the Academic Freedom Index for Brazil: https://v-dem.net/data_analysis/VariableGraph/. 

2 Cassela, V. (2023, January 17). Governo espera liberar R$ 4,2 bi para a ciência com recomposição de fundo, diz ministra. G1. Retrieved from https://g1.globo.com/
google/amp/politica/noticia/2023/01/17/governo-espera-liberar-r-42-bilhoes-para-a-ciencia-com-recomposicao-de-fundo-diz-ministra.ghtml (accessed February 
9, 2023). 

repression in the past few years, the government of Jair 

Bolsonaro (2019–2022) defunded higher education and 

sought to rhetorically delegitimize student protestors. 

These trends may be shifting. Former president Luiz 

Inácio Lula da Silva was re-elected in 2022 and assumed 

office in January 2023. His cabinet has already started to 

reallocate funding towards education and research and 

plans to assess funding for graduate scholarships.2 

https://v-dem.net/data_analysis/VariableGraph/
https://g1.globo.com/google/amp/politica/noticia/2023/01/17/governo-espera-liberar-r-42-bilhoes-para-a-ciencia-com-recomposicao-de-fundo-diz-ministra.ghtml?UTM_SOURCE=copiar-url&UTM_MEDIUM=share-bar-app&UTM_CAMPAIGN=materias&fbclid=IwAR3K8_gjnyqhQnVeit5lQD0pLRDTEGwfRKoRv8G7Wyofrgzd_hsMRoOHFi8
https://g1.globo.com/google/amp/politica/noticia/2023/01/17/governo-espera-liberar-r-42-bilhoes-para-a-ciencia-com-recomposicao-de-fundo-diz-ministra.ghtml?UTM_SOURCE=copiar-url&UTM_MEDIUM=share-bar-app&UTM_CAMPAIGN=materias&fbclid=IwAR3K8_gjnyqhQnVeit5lQD0pLRDTEGwfRKoRv8G7Wyofrgzd_hsMRoOHFi8
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A brief history of Student Activism in brazil

3 “História da UNE.” União Nacional dos Estudantes: https://www.une.org.br/2011/09/historia-da-une/ (accessed December 22, 2022). 

4 “História da UNE.” Langland, V. (2013). Speaking of Flowers: Student Movements and the Making and Remembering of 1968 in Military Brazil. Duke University 
Press. 

5 Langland (2013). 

6 História da UNE.” Langland (2013). Snider, C. (2016). Catholic Campuses, Secularizing Struggles: Student Activism and Catholic Universities in Brazil, 1950-1968.  
In Andes, S.J.C. and Young, J.G. (eds), Local Church, Global Church. Catholic University of America Press, pp. 185-204.

7 Student position paper quoted in Langland (2013), p. 75. 

8  “História da UNE.” 

9 Langland (2013). 

10 Langland (2013). “História da UNE.” Snider (2016). 

11 “UNIAO Nacional dos Estudantes: Generations of Student Struggles for Brazilian Rights.” Tavaana. Retrieved from https://tavaana.org/en/case-studies/National_
Students_Union_Brazil_En (accessed February 9, 2023). Brazilians act to end military rule (Diretas Já) 1983-84. Global Nonviolent Action Database. Swarthmore 
College. Retrieved from https://nvdatabase.swarthmore.edu/content/brazilians-act-end-military-rule-diretas-j-1983-84 (accessed February 9, 2023). 

UNIVERSITY STUDENTS hAVE bEEN an active politi-

cal and social force in Brazil since the beginning of the 

twentieth century, when the Federation of Brazilian 

Students was founded in 1901.3 The student movement 

was consolidated with the creation of the União Nacio-

nal dos Estudantes (UNE, National Union of Students) 

in the late 1930s, which was officially recognized as the 

national student union in 1942.4 Since that time, UNE 

has been the primary vehicle for student activism in 

Brazil. UNE has been a progressive movement through-

out its history, advocating against fascism in the 1930s 

and 40s. In the 1950s, the group took on more radical 

political positions.5 It advocated against the extraction 

of natural resources by foreign companies as well as for 

university reform in the face of rapidly growing numbers 

of students seeking to enter a higher education system 

that was overcrowded and under-resourced.6 Influenced 

by Paolo Freire, students saw a key role for the univer-

sity in “awaken[ing] in them [the working masses] the 

consciousness of their rights, the consciousness of the 

breadth and width of their collective and individual 

possibilities, developing them and stimulating them” 

and argued that “students must be the principal agents 

of the time.”7

During Brazil’s military dictatorship from 1964 to 

1985, UNE and Brazilian students were actively perse-

cuted, arrested, tortured, and murdered, prompting some 

to flee the country.8 The military dictatorship removed 

UNE’s legal standing, banning traditional student 

organizations. Yet, UNE continued to operate covertly.

Similar to many other places around the world, 1968 was 

a significant year for student demonstrations in Brazil. 

University students held massive political demon-

strations, protesting university conditions and police 

brutality, among other issues, and becoming the primary 

source of opposition to the military dictatorship.9 The 

government arrested thousands of university students at 

UNE’s annual congress that year, and issued Ato Insti-

tucional Número 5, which gave the President widespread 

power that made student demonstrations essentially 

impossible, and UNE temporarily disintegrated. Yet, in 

the aftermath of 1968 and throughout the 1970s, stu-

dents managed to rebuild their movement, organizing 

clandestinely, and re-established UNE by 1979 when 

the dictatorship again began to allow the formation of 

opposition parties under strict guidelines.10 

From the 1980s through 2000s, students were 

important political and social actors in the struggle for 

democracy. During the 1980s, UNE was an influential 

actor in the mass “Diretas Já” protests calling for direct 

elections and ultimately leading to a new democratic 

constitution passed in 1988 and the first popular presi-

dential elections in 1989.11 In 1992, Brazilian university 

students rose up demanding that President Fernando 

Collor de Mello be impeached and that corruption 

end. Students marched with their faces painted in the 

national colors or in black (in mourning), calling for the 

President’s ouster. Observers viewed the protests as 

https://tavaana.org/en/case-studies/National_Students_Union_Brazil_En
https://tavaana.org/en/case-studies/National_Students_Union_Brazil_En
https://nvdatabase.swarthmore.edu/content/brazilians-act-end-military-rule-diretas-j-1983-84
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a moment of revival for the student movement.12 The 

President was impeached on September 30, 1992.13 

Throughout the 1990s and 2000s, Brazilian university 

students criticized neo-liberalism and the privatization 

and commodification of education. University students 

were also active supporters of the first presidency of 

Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva (2003–2010).14

From 2019 through 2022, university students, along 

with academics and civil society members, organized in 

the face of government actions designed to impede high-

er education.  In 2018, Jair Bolsonaro, far-right politician 

and leader of the Social Liberal Party with strong links to 

12 Hart, D. (1992, September 23). Students in Brazil Take to Streets Against President. Chronicle of Higher Education. Retrieved from https://www.chronicle.com/
article/students-in-brazil-take-to-streets-against-president/ (accessed February 9, 2023). 

13 Brooke, J. (1992, September 30). Brazil’s House Impeaches Collor; Suspended, He Faces Senate Trial. New York Times. Retrieved from https://www.nytimes.
com/1992/09/30/world/brazil-s-house-impeaches-collor-suspended-he-faces-senate-trial.html (accessed February 9, 2023). 

14 “História da UNE.” 

15 International Crisis Group (2022, June 16). “Brazil’s True Believers: Bolsonaro and the Risks of an Election Year.” International Crisis Group. Briefing No. 47/Latin 
American and Caribbean. Retrieved from https://www.crisisgroup.org/latin-america-caribbean/brazil/brazils-true-believers-bolsonaro-and-risks-election-year (ac-
cessed February 9, 2023). 

16 BBC (2018, October 29). Jair Bolsonaro: Far-right candidate wins Brazil poll. BBC News. Retrieved from https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-46013408 
(accessed February 9, 2023). Roy, D. (2022, October 25). Bolsonaro vs. Lula: What’s at Stake in Brazil’s 2022 Election. Council on Foreign Relations. Retrieved from 
https://www.cfr.org/in-brief/bolsonaro-vs-lula-whats-stake-brazils-2022-election (accessed February 9, 2023). 

17 Escobar, H. (2019, May 17). In Brazil, ‘useful idiots’ protest cuts to research and education. Science. Retrieved from https://www.science.org/content/article/bra-
zil-useful-idiots-protest-cuts-research-and-education (accessed December 22, 2022). James (2019). dos Santos Paula, R.F. (2019, June 5). Brazilian universities 
fear Bolsonaro plan to eliminate humanities and slash public education budgets. The Conversation. Retrieved from https://theconversation.com/brazilian-universi-
ties-fear-bolsonaro-plan-to-eliminate-humanities-and-slash-public-education-budgets-117530 (accessed February 9, 2023). Kaiser, A.J. (2019, May 15). Brazil’s 
Bolsonaro dismisses ‘imbecile’ students as he faces biggest protests yet (accessed February 9, 2023). 

18 Constitution Of The Federative Republic Of Brazil 3nd Edition. (n.d.). Organization of American States. Retrieved December 7, 2022, from https://www.oas.org/es/
sla/ddi/docs/acceso_informacion_base_dc_leyes_pais_b_1_en.pdf 

19 Scholars at Risk (2022, April 20). Brazil: Decline in Academic Freedom Requires UN’s Attention. Retrieved from https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/2022/04/brazil-de-
cline-in-academic-freedom-requires-uns-attention/ (accessed December 22, 2022). 

20 Kaiser (2019, May 15). 

21 Green, J.N. (2019). Brazil’s Far-Right President, University Autonomy, and Academic Freedom. AAUP. Retrieved from https://www.aaup.org/article/bra-
zil%E2%80%99s-far-right-president-university-autonomy-and-academic-freedom#.Y-UaVezMJu1 (accessed February 9, 2023). 

22 Dos Santos Paula (2019, June 5). 

the military and police, was elected president.15 Bolson-

aro’s policies combined social conservatism, including 

opposition to abortion, transgender rights, legalized 

drugs, and restrictions on the freedom of religion and 

speech, with economic policies that supported an open 

market, businesses, and privatization.16 Bolsonaro’s gov-

ernment severely cut public funding for higher educa-

tion, prompting mass protests in 2019, when thousands 

of students, faculty, and staff marched in more than two 

hundred cities across Brazil to protest budget cuts in 

education.17

Relevant Trends in brazilian higher Education
whIlE UNIVERSITY AUToNoMY AND academic freedom 

are enshrined in Brazil’s constitution,18 Brazil has seen 

some of the most drastic decline in academic freedom 

globally over the past ten years.19 Trends towards pri-

vatization and the dependence of public institutions on 

government funding have placed a financial strain on 

both graduate and undergraduate students, triggering 

activism.20 Moreover, former President Bolsonaro en-

gaged in a concerted attack on university autonomy and 

academic freedom.21

Brazil’s higher education sector is comprised of 

both public and private institutions. Public institutions, 

which tend to be more highly ranked, are entirely de-

pendent on federal, state, and municipal governments.22 

While undergraduate students tend to study at private 

universities, graduate students tend to study at pub-

https://www.chronicle.com/article/students-in-brazil-take-to-streets-against-president/
https://www.chronicle.com/article/students-in-brazil-take-to-streets-against-president/
https://www.nytimes.com/1992/09/30/world/brazil-s-house-impeaches-collor-suspended-he-faces-senate-trial.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1992/09/30/world/brazil-s-house-impeaches-collor-suspended-he-faces-senate-trial.html
https://www.crisisgroup.org/latin-america-caribbean/brazil/brazils-true-believers-bolsonaro-and-risks-election-year
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-46013408
https://www.cfr.org/in-brief/bolsonaro-vs-lula-whats-stake-brazils-2022-election
https://www.science.org/content/article/brazil-useful-idiots-protest-cuts-research-and-education
https://www.science.org/content/article/brazil-useful-idiots-protest-cuts-research-and-education
https://theconversation.com/brazilian-universities-fear-bolsonaro-plan-to-eliminate-humanities-and-slash-public-education-budgets-117530
https://theconversation.com/brazilian-universities-fear-bolsonaro-plan-to-eliminate-humanities-and-slash-public-education-budgets-117530
https://www.oas.org/es/sla/ddi/docs/acceso_informacion_base_dc_leyes_pais_b_1_en.pdf
https://www.oas.org/es/sla/ddi/docs/acceso_informacion_base_dc_leyes_pais_b_1_en.pdf
https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/2022/04/brazil-decline-in-academic-freedom-requires-uns-attention/
https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/2022/04/brazil-decline-in-academic-freedom-requires-uns-attention/
https://www.aaup.org/article/brazil%E2%80%99s-far-right-president-university-autonomy-and-academic-freedom#.Y-UaVezMJu1
https://www.aaup.org/article/brazil%E2%80%99s-far-right-president-university-autonomy-and-academic-freedom#.Y-UaVezMJu1
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lic universities.23 Private higher education expanded 

significantly in the 1990s, with enrollment increasing 

rapidly and the number of higher education institutions 

doubling.24 In the 2000s, under former (and current) 

president Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva and his successor 

Dilma Rousseff, Brazil’s state and federal universities 

expanded significantly, offering free tuition, food, and 

transportation subsidies as well as developing affirma-

tive action programs.25

Brazil’s constitution gives the leader of the execu-

tive, the president, the authority to appoint the rectors 

of federal universities. In 1999, Brazil’s Supreme Court 

underscored the right of the president to appoint rectors 

by saying that federal universities could not hold direct 

elections or appoint the heads of faculty or rectors.26 In 

2019, Bolsonaro attempted a Provisional Measure (PM 

914/2019) that eliminated the participation of univer-

sity councils in selecting university rectors by enabling 

a temporary rector who could appoint university deans 

without holding elections or consultations at the respec-

tive university. Congress refused to convert the measure 

into law. In 2020, Bolsonaro used the COVID-19 pan-

demic as a justification for another Provisional Measure 

(M 979/2020) that gave the Ministry of Education the 

23 Mendes, C.H.M, Santis de Brito, A., Angotti, B., Sales, F.R., Reis, L.S., and Pires de Vasconcelos, N. (2020). Academic Freedom in Brazil: A Case Study on Re-
cent Developments. Global Public Policy Institute and the Center for the Analysis of Liberty and Authoritarianism. Retrieved from https://www.gppi.net/media/
GPPi_LAUT_2020_Academic_Freedom_in_Brazil.pdf (accessed December 22, 2022). 

24 Brasil, F.G., de Mattos e Silva, I.H., and Zambello, A. V. (2017). The Effects of Policy Change on Brazil’s Public Higher Education System. Latin American Policy, 
8(2), 313-331. 

25 Green, J. N. (2019). Brazil’s Far-Right President, University Autonomy, and Academic Freedom. American Association of University Professors. Retrieved December 
7, 2022, from https://www.aaup.org/article/brazil%E2%80%99s-far-right-president-university-autonomy-and-academic-freedom#.Y5DNpezMKhZ
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tárias (2021, September 19). Retrieved from https://agendadeemergencia.laut.org.br/2021/09/ao-menos-18-das-50-nomeacoes-de-reitores-universitarios-feit-
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power to appoint temporary deans not appointed by 

the academic communities. Protests by academics, civil 

society, and political parties led the President of the 

Senate to reject the Measure, and Bolsonaro was forced 

to rescind it.27 

While historically the president has appointed the 

first name on a list of names chosen by committees at 

each university, former President Bolsonaro veered 

away from this practice, issuing provisional measures to 

increase his authority over the appointment of rectors 

by changing how they were chosen and assigned to 

positions.28 Nevertheless, Bolsonaro was able to use his 

constitutional authority to appoint at least 18 rectors.29

Moreover, while the Brazilian constitution gives 

public universities patrimonial and financial self-gover-

nance, this is limited by the fact that they are dependent 

on the government for much of their budget. At the 

beginning of 2019, Bolsonaro’s Minister of Education 

Abraham Weintraub cut the education budget drastical-

ly.30 He initially proposed that these cuts be targeted at 

three universities most responsible for “disorder,” but 

subsequently expanded these cuts to all federal univer-

sities.31
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Repression of brazilian Student Activism:  
The Role of Anti-Intellectualism
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Kaiser (2019, May 15).
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wE IDENTIFIED FIVE CASES of physical repression that 

occurred within the climate of ideological and rhetori-

cal repression during the past two years. Each of these 

involved student protests over cuts to higher education 

spending or against government figures. For example, on 

May 12, 2021 students at the Federal University of Rio 

Grande do Sul protested an appearance by Minister of 

Education Milton Ribeiro at the headquarters of Rádio 

Guaíba following cuts to higher education. Local secu-

rity forces fired ammunition and pepper spray into the 

crowd to disperse protestors and arrested three students, 

Júlio Câmara, Daniel Oliveira, and Gustavo Cirello. The 

students were investigated for “minor bodily harm” and 

released later that evening.32 

However, repression of student activism has been 

primarily rhetorical rather than physical. Recent acts 

impinging on academic freedom, university autonomy, 

and student activism in Brazil are bolstered by a growing 

ideology of anti-leftism, anti-intellectualism, and an-

ti-science. In recent years, Brazil’s far right has engaged in 

concerted attacks against Brazil’s system of higher educa-

tion.33 Former Minister of Education Abraham Weintraub 

was accusing universities of being responsible for left-wing 

indoctrination, calling them centers of “cultural Marxism” 

and “gender ideology.”34 Within his tenure, both sociol-

ogy and philosophy was cut, because of their perceived 

threat to traditional morals and values within the nation.35 

Moreover, former President Bolsonaro explicitly sought 

to delegitimize student activists. In a 2019 interview, 

after tens of thousands of students and teachers protested 

against budget cuts to education, the former president stat-

ed that student protestors were “useful idiots … being used 

as a maneuver by a smart minority that makes up the core 

of federal universities in Brazil.”36

Among the attacks that the far right has leveled 

against Brazil’s universities is the accusation that they 

promote “gender ideology.” This includes support for 

women’s’ and LGBTQIA+ rights, sex and gender rights, 

and reproductive rights.37 This discourse has directly led 

to attacks on student advocates of LGBTQIA+ rights, 

with acts against the LGBTQIA+ community or people 

of color being viewed as acts in support of former Presi-

dent Bolsonaro and the far right. For example, according 

to Scholars at Risk, in 2019 a student at the Univer-

sity of Fortaleza was raped for being a member of the 

LGBTQIA+ community. The student had also received 

racist threats.38

This rhetoric has led to threats against students and 

helps to justify physical repression of student activism 

when it occurs. For example, on October 31, 2018, a 

letter slipped into the office of student representatives 

at the Federal University of Pará threatened to “extermi-

nate” marginalized students, including LGBTQIA+ stu-

dents, students of color, and student activists. The letter 

mentioned two elected student representatives by name. 

A letter found on the campus of the State University of 

Pernambuco on November 8, 2018 threatened to purge 

the university of “all communists.”39 During the 2018 

presidential elections in which former President Bol-

sonaro came to power, a series of judicial orders enabled 

https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/report/05-12-2021-federal-university-of-rio-grande-do-sul/
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police to raid university campuses, interrupt events and 

classes, interrogate students and professors, and remove 

material they said contained “illegal political content.”40

Particularly since former President Bolsonaro’s elec-

tion, Brazilian student activists have faced an extremely 

difficult climate that has undermined intellectualism 

and suppressed mobilization for social justice. Time will 

tell to what extent the election of former President Luiz 

Inácio Lula da Silva means that the tide may be turning 

for student activists. 

40 Mendes et al. (2020), p. 18. Scholar at Risk (2022).   
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Istanbul, Saturday, March 27, 2021 - Students and faculty at Istanbul’s prestigious 

Boğaziçi University have been demonstrating since January against Turkey’s  

President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s appointment of Melih Bulu, an academic who 

once ran for parliament as a candidate for Erdogan’s party, as the new rector.

(AP Photo/Emrah Gurel)
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TURKEY IS RATED AS having extremely limited academ-

ic freedom,1 and the Turkish government has severely 

repressed activism in the past several years. Historical-

ly, university students have played a significant role in 

pushing for political and social change. While student 

activism was relatively limited during the 1990s, the 

Turkish student movement has become increasingly ac-

tive over the past 15 years. Since January 2021, student 

activists have pushed for university autonomy and af-

1 See, for example, V-Dem’s variable graph for the Academic Freedom Index for Turkey: https://v-dem.net/data_analysis/VariableGraph/. 

fordable housing for students. The Turkish government 

has brutally and violently repressed this activism, with 

Turkish police arresting hundreds of student protestors. 

Moreover, the government has rhetorically justified this 

repression by labeling student activists as “terrorists” 

and “perverts,” and by mobilizing homophobic senti-

ment by linking student groups to LGBTQIA+ agendas. 

This has resulted in a risky and threatening environment 

particularly for LGBTQIA+ students.

https://v-dem.net/data_analysis/VariableGraph/
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A brief history of Student Activism in Turkey
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STUDENTS hAVE bEEN A significant political force in 

Turkey since the 1960s and 1970s, engaging in both 

violent and nonviolent activism.2 Turkey’s 1961 con-

stitution, created following the 1960 military coup, 

allowed civil and political freedoms to a significant 

extent, enabling the growth of student clubs. During this 

decade, left-wing activism and socialist, anti-imperial-

ist, anti-Western ideologies dominated the universities. 

The prominent right-wing populist Justice Party (Adalet 

Partisi—AP) was hostile to student movements. When 

it began to advocate for stronger relationships with the 

West, student groups began using violence in an effort to 

bring about a socialist revolution.3

Student mobilization during the 1970s was char-

acterized by the rise of conservative nationalist and 

religious groups. During the decade, the Turkish govern-

ment viewed the left-wing ideology that had previously 

characterized the student movement as a threat to na-

tional security. The government supported Islamist and 

nationalist groups in an effort to fight against commu-

nism. A March 1971 coup in Turkey and the declaration 

of martial law severely impeded the expansion of social-

ist groups, with most left-wing student activists either 

arrested or executed.4 During this period, nationalist, 

religious student groups became widely popular, but also 

clashed with left-wing student groups and others who 

engaged in “libertine behavior,” using violence as a form 

of political activism. During the 1970s, these groups also 

began to advocate for more radical political and social 

transformations in accordance with Islam.5

The Turkish military retook control of the state in a 

coup on September 12, 1980, legitimizing its actions by 

pointing to social polarization and to the violence used 

by student groups. The military characterized young 

people as “rebels” and threats to the nation.6 Student 

organizations were banned and student leaders arrested 

and imprisoned.7 When creating the new 1982 constitu-

tion, the military declared that a major goal was depoliti-

cizing Turkish society, blaming the instability and political 

violence that occurred under the previous government 

on over-politicization.8 Thus, in the wake of the coup and 

in the face of significant repression, student mobilization 

slowed down  during the 1980s and 1990s.9 

The 1990s saw limited student activism, mostly 

focused on rising tuition costs.10 In the mid-1990s, after 

the government proposed a tuition increase that would 

double university fees, students organized, demanding the 

abolition of tuition costs. Students used a mix of violent 

and nonviolent tactics, including occupying university 

campuses, protesting at the National Parliament in Ankara, 

and violently clashing with police. While these protests 

were not successful in abolishing university fees, they 

highlighted human rights issues, such as the freedom of 

assembly and right to protest, and aligned the student move-

ment with a broader democratization movement.11 

In the mid-2000s, students began to mobilize again— 
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this time more successfully. In 2008, students again 

protested tuition increases.12 Student groups also began 

to emerge. In 2006, Öǧrenci Kolektifleri (Student Collec-

tives—ÖK) was founded without legal status as an “inde-

pendent, legitimate, militant democratic mass organization 

of all university students.”13 ÖK is inherently confronta-

tional and activistic in its approach, focusing on “street 

politics” rather than organized politics.14 In 2013, the Fikir 

Kulüpleri Federasyonu (Federation of Debating Societies–

FKF)  and the Asistan Dayanışması (Assistant Solidarity), 

a group of mostly PhD research assistants, were estab-

lished, both intending to stand up against government 

control of higher education.15 All three of these groups were 

significant actors in the 2013 Gezi Park protests, originally 

organized in opposition to plans to develop a mall where 

Istanbul’s Gezi Park is located. The protests evolved into a 

movement with more diverse demands, including envi-

ronmentalism and anti-authoritarianism.16

The last couple of years, since the beginning of 2021, 

have seen some of the most widespread student protests 

since the 2013 Gezi Park protests. Protests have inten-

sified over several issues, including the government’s 

appointment of several university rectors and a lack of 

affordable student housing. 

On January 1, 2021, Turkish President Recep Tayyip 

Erdoǧan appointed new rectors to five public universi-

ties, a power granted to him by the Higher Education Act 

12 Türkoǧlu, D. (2021). 

13 Gencoglu, F. and Yarkin, D.B. (2019), p. 666.

14 Gencoglu, F. and Yarkin, D.B. (2019), p. 673.

15 Özcan, G. (2020). Neoliberalism, national security and academic knowledge production in Turkey. In Choudry, A. and Vally, S. (eds), The University and Social 
Justice. Pluto Press, pp. 60-77.  

16 Gencoglu, F. and Yarkin, D.B. (2019). Özcan, G. (2020). 
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18 O’Brien (2021). Scholars at Risk (2021). Turkey. Free to Think 2021. Retrieved from https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Free-to-Think-
2021-Turkey.pdf (accessed December 21, 2022). O’Brien (2021). 

19 Scholars at Risk (2021). 
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of 1981 (see below for more detail). Among these, the 

appointment of Melih Bulu as trustee rector of Boǧaziçi 

University, the top public university in Istanbul, triggered 

a particularly strong backlash among students and some 

faculty.17 Previously, the University had been viewed as 

having avoided the most severe government influence 

and having maintained itself as an island of dissent and 

debate.18 Students viewed the appointment of Bulu, a 

member of President Erdoǧan’s Justice and Development 

Party (AKP) and an outsider to Boǧaziçi University, as an 

act infringing on academic freedom, university autonomy, 

and democracy. The appointment sparked a wave of pro-

tests that lasted through the spring at Boǧaziçi University 

and universities across the country. In the late summer, 

President Erdoǧan replaced Bulu with Mehmet Naci İnci, 

a move that prompted renewed student protests across 

the country.19 

Another wave of the student movement emerged in 

September 2021. Calling their movement Barınamıyoruz 

Hareket (“We Can’t Shelter”), university students from 

across the country began sleeping outdoors protesting 

high dormitory costs, limited dormitory accommoda-

tions, and rising rents.20 These protests evolved into more 

general contention over worsening economic conditions, 

including the cost of living, gas, and electricity, and con-

tinued into 2022.21
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Relevant Trends in Turkish higher Education
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IN ThE PAST Two decades, Turkey has seen a signifi-

cant growth in higher education. In 2005, the govern-

ment announced a policy to expand higher education 

by ensuring that every province would have at least one 

public university. As a result, between 2006 and 2008, 

the government established 41 new public universities, 

increasing the number of public universities from 53 in 

2005 to 104 in 2014. The number of private universities 

saw a similar increase, growing from 25 institutions in 

2005 to 72 in 2014.22

The higher education system has been governed 

by the Council of Higher Education (YÖK), established 

after the 1980 military coup. The Higher Education 

Act (#2547) of November 6, 1981 established the YÖK 

as a mechanism for regulating higher education. Prior 

to 1980, within Turkey’s system of higher education, 

universities and other institutions of higher education 

were governed under different laws. This was viewed 

as contributing to inequity and inefficiency within the 

education system. The YÖK was established as a mech-

anism for addressing this problem and was granted the 

authority to regulate enrollments and organization and 

academic affairs.23  

However, the YÖK significantly reduced university 

autonomy. Prior to 1981, important university positions, 

such as rector and dean, had been filled through elec-

tions. The new Higher Education Act made the YÖK 

in charge of appointing these positions. Moreover, this 

proved a vehicle for government interference in univer-

sity administration since all members of the YÖK were 

subject to presidential approval. The Higher Education 

Act of 1981 also expressly limited academic freedom by 

stating that the principle did not include the freedom to 

operate against the existence of the state and integrity of 

the nation.24 

The precise nature of the relationship between the 

YÖK, government, and universities has varied over the 

past forty years. For instance, in 1992, the universities 

revolted against YÖK authority and began appointing 

their own rectors.25 However, the 2016 coup attempt 

against the government of Recep Tayyip Erdoğan re-

sulted in a significant crackdown on universities. A state 

of emergency was enacted from 2016 to 2018. During 

this time, professors were purged from the universi-

ties en masse, some universities were shut down, and 

other universities were split up. An October 2016 decree 

amended Article 13 of the Higher Education Law (#2547) 

by revoking the right of universities to elect their rectors 

and giving the president the authority to select the rectors 

from a list of three candidates proposed by the YÖK.26 In 

addition, in recent years, university rectors have indicated 

that local authorities intervene in university administration 

processes, including staff recruitment.27
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Repression of Turkish Student Activism:  
lawfare and Delegitimization
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SINCE 2021, PolITICAl REPRESSIoN in Turkey has 

been both physical and discursive. In total we identified 

59 events of repression.  Police have responded brutally 

to student protests, including by arresting, detaining, 

and assaulting student demonstrators.28 For instance, on 

February 1, 2021, students, faculty, and other activists 

gathered at Boğaziçi University campus to peacefully 

protest Bulu’s installment as rector, police prevented the 

demonstrators from entering campus and students and 

faculty already on campus from leaving. They detained 

108 people during the day as they tried to enter the 

campus. Students and faculty on campus demonstrated in 

front of the rector’s office and police detained 51 of those 

demonstrators in the evening.29 Similar events continued 

throughout 2021. Likewise, on September 28, 2021, police 

arrested 80 students protesting in Izmir and Ankara as part 

of the Barınamıyoruz Hareketi movement.30

The Turkish government has bolstered police brutality 

by using demeaning and delegitimizing rhetoric.31 Govern-

ment officials and right-wing groups have called student 

protestors “LGBT perverts” and “terrorists.”32 The govern-

ment specifically linked protests over Bulu’s appointment 

as Boğaziçi University rector to the LGBTQIA+ move 

 

 

ment after a student art collective organized an exhibition 

protesting the government. One of the exhibition pieces 

replaced the Kaaba in Mecca with a Turkish folklore figure 

and the LGBTQIA+ rainbow flag and the trans pride flag.33 

These rhetorical attacks paint LGBTQIA+ individuals as 

“instigators of unrest and deviants who violate Turkish 

and Islamic values.”34 

Rhetoric is matched with targeted physical violence 

against LGBTQIA+ activists,35 including the detention of 

students for carrying LGBTQIA+ flags36 and repression 

of Pride marches. For example, on June 10, 2022, police 

arrested students marching in an LGBTQIA+ Pride parade 

at Middle East Technical University, assaulting students 

and detaining 38 student protestors.37

Moreover, the government rhetoric has emboldened 

other groups. On June 17, 2022, right-wing nationalist and 

religious groups threatened members of Istanbul Universi-

ty’s LGBTQIA+ community, forcing them to cancel a pic-

nic scheduled for Pride week. Some students went ahead 

with the picnic anyway, and police detained 26 of them.38 

The case of Turkey illustrates the ways that rhetoric can 

intensify repression, legitimize government violence, and 

trigger violence against other groups within society. 

http://www.hrw.org/news/2021/02/18/turkey-student-protesters-risk-prosecution
http://www.hrw.org/news/2021/02/18/turkey-student-protesters-risk-prosecution
https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/report/2021-02-01-bogazici-university/
https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/report/2021-09-28-various-2/
https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/report/2021-03-25-bogazici-university/
https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/report/2022-06-10-middle-east-technical-university/
https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/report/2022-06-17-istanbul-university/
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ZIMbAbwEZIMbAbwE

A student and human rights activist holds a banner during a peaceful protest in Harare, 

Monday, Sept. 14, 2020. Human rights defenders say it appears the government is 

using restrictions imposed to combat COVID-19 to suppress political criticism. 

(AP Photo by Tsvangirayi Mukwazhi)
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ZIMbAbwE RATES AS hAVINg relatively low levels of 

academic freedom.1 The country illustrates the ways in 

which student activism is repressed through threat, co-

ercion, and lawfare, including the criminalization of stu-

dents who engage in protests. University students have 

been important political activists in Zimbabwe since the 

1 See, for example, V-Dem’s variable graph for the Academic Freedom Index for Zimbabwe: https://v-dem.net/data_analysis/VariableGraph/. 

struggle for independence, and recent student activism 

has focused on improving access to education and the 

creation of a safe learning environment for all students. 

This activism has been severely curtailed through sur-

veillance and criminalization, with the law being used to 

prevent public demonstrations and actions. 

https://v-dem.net/data_analysis/VariableGraph/
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A brief history of Student Activism in Zimbabwe

2 Hodgkinson, D. (2019). Nationalists with no nation: oral history, ZANU(PF) and the meanings of Rhodesian student activism in Zimbabwe. Africa 89, S40-S64. 

3 Zeilig, L. (2008). Student Politics and Activism in Zimbabwe. Journal of Asian and African Studies, 43(2), 215-237. 

4 Ibid, p. 224. 

5 Interview with Zimbabwean human rights advocate, October 17, 2022. 

6 Interview with Zimbabwean human rights and students advocate, January 5, 2023. 

ZIMbAbwEAN STUDENT ACTIVISTS hAVE been im-

portant political actors since the anti-colonial strug-

gle beginning in the mid-1960s. In the decades since 

independence, students have played a significant role as 

activists both in support of the ruling party and among 

the political opposition. For instance, student activism 

played a significant role in helping form the political elite 

that would become members of the Zimbabwean African 

National Union (ZANU—later ZANU-PF), the ruling 

party of Zimbabwe in the post-independence period.2 

In the initial post-independence period in Zimba-

bwe, student activists were largely supportive of the 

government, continuing to celebrate student involve-

ment in the fight for national liberation. This changed in 

1988 as students began to protest government corrup-

tion in alliance with labor activists and nascent opposi-

tion parties. This anti-government activism intensified 

in the mid-1990s as ZANU-PF began implementing 

structural adjustment programs and privatization. Com-

bined with a significant expansion of students attend-

ing university, these reforms profoundly strengthened 

hardships for students, for example through increased 

education costs.3 

Since that time, Zimbabwean student activism has 

been a significant vehicle for anti-government opposi-

tion. In the mid- to late 1990s, student activism began 

to converge with broader urban struggles, the political 

opposition, and the movement for democracy and social 

change. In 1997, the Zimbabwe National Students Union 

(ZINASU) was formed, becoming a forum for students 

to articulate political demands. ZINASU argued that 

only through political reform would the government 

fulfill the right to free education.4 

In recent years, in addition to organizing around 

broader governance issues, student activists have en-

gaged in contention primarily around access to educa-

tion, including the question of school fees. One Zimba-

bwean human rights advocate explains: “What we have 

seen recently have been arrests because of the economic 

situation that is happening. There’s been some increase 

of fees across the universities. So, you have seen that 

students have reacted to this.”5 

Moreover, students have organized to demand a 

greater say in decisions about school fees. One former 

student activist—now a students’ rights advocate— 

explains: 

They were not involving students in the decision-making process. I was the Secretary-gen-
eral … In the code of conduct of the institutions, they stipulate that whenever there are re-
views of fees, a member of the Student Representative Council is supposed to be there. And 
it is necessary to give time for the member of the Student Representative Council to go back 
to the students and reflect, ‘this is the proposed structure of the fees that we have’ and to 
discuss with the students, ‘what do you think? how best do you think we can pay these fees?’ 
And, yeah, it was not done in that way. So that process was guiding us to say, ‘you are saying 
something in the constitution, but you are practicing something which is different.6
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CoVID-19 AND ThE ADVENT of e-learning also deeply 

affected student activism. Zimbabwe is a relatively rural 

country, and not all areas of the country have strong 

internet access. Therefore, in the past few years, student 

7 Ibid. 

8 Interview with Zimbabwean human rights advocates, September 29, 2022, October 6, 2022, October 13, 2022, and January 5, 2023.

9 Haruzivishe was arrested during a protest at the Impala car rental premises. The protest alleged that rental cars were being used to abduct civil society and oppo-
sition activists. See: 

10 Interview with Zimbabwean human rights and students advocate, January 5, 2023. 

activists have focused on extending the access to data. 

Significantly, these efforts were relatively successful. A 

former student activist explains: 

This is a developing country, and we don’t have the necessary infrastructure to support 
e-learning … and our point, of course, was that it’s impossible to say that e-learning is 
going to benefit every student because some of these students, they are coming from 
villages. They are coming from places where the network is very difficult to access …. 
So, we started to advocate for access to data. we managed to do that. I still remember 
because I was managing this campaign. It’s one of the things that I’m proud of because 
we also saw network providers provide an e-learning bundle, a subsidized bandwidth…. 
It was a good step. but it was not enough for us because we also felt like, ‘okay, we have 
students who are in villages with no electricity. Even if you have a laptop, how are you 
going to have access?7 

A FoURTh ISSUE ThAT has received the attention of 

both student activists and human rights advocates in 

recent years is the issue of sexual harassment and abuse. 

Student activists have focused on protecting female and 

LGBTQIA+ students from harassment by professors, 

lecturers, and other students.8 

Finally, cross-cutting other issues, student activists 

have organized against police brutality and, more gener-

ally, around the safety and protection of student activists. 

For example, student activists have protested the deten-

tion and maltreatment of their peers, such as on February 

26, 2021 when students held a press conference in front 

of Harare’s Magistrate court demanding that opposition 

activist and student leader Makomborero Haruzivishe be 

released. Haruzivishe had been held in detention after be-

ing detained for incitement nine days earlier.9 Six students 

were arrested following the press conference.

To achieve their demands, Zimbabwean student ac-

tivists often slowly escalate their activism, beginning with 

going through the Student Representative Council within 

the university to write letters or petitions to the university 

administration or to the political parties or relevant par-

liamentary portfolio committees. If there is no response, 

they then may reach out to journalists and issue a press 

statement. After that, they may engage in strikes, refuse to 

attend lectures, or organize public demonstrations.10 Each 

subsequent form of activism comes with additional risks. 
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Relevant Trends in Zimbabwean 
higher Education

11 Mugabe, R.G.. Opening Speech, 1980. In Chideya, N.T., Chikomba, C.E.M., Pongweni, A.J.C., et al (eds) (1982), The Role of the University and its Future in Zimba-
bwe. International Conference Papers, Harare Publishing House. As Cited in Gukurume, S. (2019). Surveillance, Spying and Disciplining the University: Deployment 
of State Security Agents on Campus in Zimbabwe. Journal of Asian and African Studies, 54(5), 763-779. 

12 Human Rights Watch (1990, November 20). Zimbabwe: Government moves to curb academic freedom Constitutional rights under threat. Retrieved from https://
www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/ZIMBABWE90N.PDF (accessed February 6, 2023). 

13 Human Rights Watch (1990, November 20). 

14 Garwe, E.C. and Thondhlana, J. (2019). Higher Education Systems and Institutions, Zimbabwe. In Shin, J.C, and Teixeira, P. (eds.), Encyclopedia of Higher Educa-
tion Systems and Institutions. 

15 Gukurume, S. (2019).

16 Interview conducted with human rights advocate, January 5, 2023. See Maintenance of Peace and Order Act (9/2019). Retrieved from https://www.ilo.org/dyn/
natlex/docs/ELECTRONIC/109609/136024/F1941461336/ZWE109609.pdf (accessed February 6, 2023). 

ShoRTlY FollowINg ZIMbAbwE’S INDEPENDENCE, 

then Prime Minister Mugabe stated that “Higher educa-

tion is too important a business, to be left entirely to the 

deans, professors, lecturers, and the university adminis-

trators.”11 In 1982, the government passed the University 

of Zimbabwe Act, making the President the Chancel-

lor of the university. While Zimbabwe’s government 

generally respected academic freedom, confrontations 

between students and academics and the government 

began to increase in the late 1980s.12 In November 1990, 

the University of Zimbabwe Amendment Act, passed af-

ter a rushed debate, expanded the government’s powers 

to discipline university staff and students.13

Today, there are 24 registered universities in Zimba-

bwe, including 14 public institutions and 10 private insti-

tutions. The higher education system is state controlled 

through the Ministry of Higher Education, Innovation, 

Science, and Technology, with the government in 

charge of university policies, appointments of university 

leadership positions, and remuneration. Public universi-

ties are governed by an Act of Parliament which names 

Zimbabwe’s state president as the chancellor of all public 

universities. Private universities are governed by char-

ters and can appoint a chancellor of their choice.14 At 

public universities, the president appoints vice chancel-

lors. The Vice Chancellor, Ministry of Higher Educa-

tion, and University Councils make other top university 

appointments. These officials have absolute power to 

both suspend and expel students.15 

Repression of Zimbabwean Student Activism: 
lawfare, Surveillance, and Self-Censorship
ThE MoST oVERT FoRM of repression that student activ-

ists face in Zimbabwe is criminalization through lawfare. 

More subtle, yet perhaps even more widespread than 

criminalization, are penalties within the university set-

ting, such as threats of or actual disciplinary actions taken  

by university administrations against student activists.  

         Among the more overt forms of repression, laws, 

such as the Maintenance of Peace and Order Act (2019), 

are used to restrict activism, with students who engage in 

public demonstrations being charged with disrupting the 

public order.16 Public health restrictions enacted because 

of the COVID-19 pandemic temporarily reduced the 

https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/ZIMBABWE90N.PDF
https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/ZIMBABWE90N.PDF
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/docs/ELECTRONIC/109609/136024/F1941461336/ZWE109609.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/docs/ELECTRONIC/109609/136024/F1941461336/ZWE109609.pdf
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civic space in which students could organize even more.17 

Moreover, policies such as the National Youth Policy, 

which provides for the holistic development of young 

people, excludes “un-patriotic students.” Some parties 

argue that the policy has been used to quiet students who 

are vocal about social and political issues.18 

In the same vein, a newly gazetted bill, the Criminal 

Law Codification and Reform Act Amendment, popularly 

known as the “Patriotic Bill,” could further shrink civic 

space. The bill is modeled off of the United States Logan 

Act, which forbids unauthorized American citizens from 

negotiating with foreign governments that are involved 

in conflicts with the U.S. However, observers fear that the 

Bill could be used to punish people, including students, 

who engage in “un-patriotic” acts while abroad by speak-

ing ill of Zimbabwe or its government.19

In our research, we identified eighteen cases in which 

Zimbabwean student activists were detained, arrested, 

and charged with crimes in 2021 and 2022, with a total 

of 88 student activists affected. One person explains: 

“The trend has been to arrest the student leaders, or 

even ordinary students, who are involved in these 

petitions and demonstrations, to try to put out a clear 

message that you cannot oppose these.”20 Moreover, at 

least 16 students were forced to leave Zimbabwe in 2021 

and 2022 because of fear of persecution. These students 

fled to countries such as the Netherlands, Norway, and 

the United Kingdom in order to pursue higher educa-

tion.21 The Zimbabwe Human Rights Monitors Platform 

(ZHRMP) and ZINASU reported that arrests, beatings, 

threats, and expulsions of student activists increased 

17 Zimbabwe Human Rights Monitors Platform (ZHRMP) and ZINASU (2021). Criminalization of Students Activism: Criminalization of Students Voice in Zimba-
bwe - Possible Lobbying and Advocacy Strategies. Available at https://docplayer.net/215800666-Criminalization-of-students-voice-in-zimbabwe-possible-lobby-
ing-and-advocacy-strategies.html (accessed January 9, 2023). 

18 ZHRMP (2022). Student Situation Report 2021/2022. 

19 Nyoka, S. (2021, May 12). Zimbabwe’s plan to outlaw ‘unpatriotic acts’. BBC. Retrieved from https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-57006544 (accessed Janu-
ary 9, 2023). Nyashanu, M. (2023, January 2). Zim Govt passes Patriotic bill to squeeze democratic space 2023 elections. New Zimbabwe. Retrieved from https://
www.newzimbabwe.com/zim-govt-passes-patriotic-bill-to-squeeze-democratic-space-2023-elections/ (accessed February 6, 2023). 

20 Interview with Zimbabwean human rights advocate, October 17, 2022. 

21 ZHRMP (2022).

22 ZHRMP and ZINASU (2021). 

23 Interview conducted with Zimbabwean human rights advocate, October 17, 2022. 

24 Ibid. 

25 Mashininga, K. (2021, June 17). Harassment of leaders dissuades gendered student activism. University World News. Retrieved from https://www.universityworld-
news.com/post.php?story=20210613083112203 (accessed December 7, 2022). 

26 Interview conducted with Zimbabwean human and students rights advocate, January 5, 2023. 

27 Ibid. 

from 2018 to 2021, after Mugabe was replaced as presi-

dent by Emmerson Mnangagwa in 2017.22

Student activists who are considered a threat to 

Zimbabwe’s government are subject to forced disap-

pearances, abductions, and arrests. As one human rights 

advocate explains: “In our context, the law is being 

used as the tool or the weapon to silence the voice of the 

students … they normally use arrest on flimsy grounds, 

on frivolous charges, to try to suppress and silence the 

voice of the student.” He continues: “In most cases, they 

will charge you for disorderly conduct, charge you for 

convening a gathering without notifying the regulatory 

authorities, charge you for inciting public violence.”23

During protests, the government often deploys 

anti-riot police, who physically repress demonstrations 

using teargas and beatings. Students affiliated with ZI-

NASU or the opposition Citizens Coalition for Change 

(CCC) are particularly at risk of facing repression.24 

For instance, in June 2021, ZINASU’s education and 

research secretary, Kudzaishe Mavhumashava, told jour-

nalists that the government had apparently told police to 

arrest anyone wearing ZINASU apparel.25 

These reported forms of repression are likely only 

the tip of the iceberg. Reporting abuses requires a signifi-

cant amount of trust and can be difficult psychologi-

cally. As one human and students rights advocate puts 

it, intimidation and torture, as well as threats to one’s 

family are particularly difficult details to share: “If you’re 

not strong enough, you cannot share with anyone.”26 

Moreover, the abuses faced by female student activists 

are likely severely under-reported.27 

https://docplayer.net/215800666-Criminalization-of-students-voice-in-zimbabwe-possible-lobbying-and-advocacy-strategies.html
https://docplayer.net/215800666-Criminalization-of-students-voice-in-zimbabwe-possible-lobbying-and-advocacy-strategies.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-57006544
https://www.newzimbabwe.com/zim-govt-passes-patriotic-bill-to-squeeze-democratic-space-2023-elections/
https://www.newzimbabwe.com/zim-govt-passes-patriotic-bill-to-squeeze-democratic-space-2023-elections/
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20210613083112203
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20210613083112203
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Furthermore, a variety of policies targeting univer-

sities constrain student activism. A 2022 amendment 

to the State Universities Statutes Bill that aims, among 

other things, to make disciplinary procedures consistent 

among public universities, standardizes fines placed on 

“errant” students.28 Since it does not define what “er-

rant” means, this amendment is likely to be used to quell 

student activism.29

28 Veritas (2022, February 3). BILL WATCH 03/2022 - The Amendment of State Universities Statutes Bill. Retrieved from https://www.veritaszim.net/node/5464 (ac-
cessed January 9, 2023). 

29 Conversation with students rights advocate, December 20, 2022. 

30 Ibid. 

31 Interview conducted with human rights advocate, November 22, 2022. 

32 Interview conducted with human rights advocate, September 29, 2022. 

33 Ibid. 

Additionally, beyond the threat of arrest, criminal-

ization, torture, abduction, and abuse, student activists 

in Zimbabwe face an environment of pervasive surveil-

lance—forms of repression that are particularly difficult 

to track or quantify. State security forces are deployed 

publicly and covertly on campus.30 One interviewee de-

scribes the presence of individuals on campus who had 

been “students” (in reality state security agents or infor-

mants) for decades.31 Another interviewee elaborates:

There is no freedom of speech. It’s actively curtailed and there’s heavy censorship 
of who is saying what. Even in the Student Council—which is meant to represent the 
students or to carry or amplify the voices of student activists—is a highly polarized 
structure. You’ll find maybe that the president of the Student Council is probably an 
infiltration of State Security … So it makes it quite difficult and unsafe for any activism 
because you’re not sure whether everyone is genuinely a student or they’re just an ex-
tension of the State Security.32  

ThE SAME PERSoN EXPlAINS that the government of 

Zimbabwe provides a course on political administration 

each year. Many of the students who attend that course 

end up being absorbed into the Student Council within 

the different universities, where “they play the role of 

feeding information to State Security.” The person goes 

on: 

So, for instance, when students are planning—it could even be a silent demonstration—
or they’re planning a petition or whatever that they want to present to the university Vice 
Chancellor, they are thinking that they are planning with a student board. but before 
they know it, there might be riot police or soldiers or army that are then deployed on the 
university campus to thwart any of those efforts.33

ACCoRDINg To INTERVIEwEES AND researchers, this sur-

veillance extends even into personal space on campus. 

 

Phone conversations and social media accounts are sur-

veilled. Gukurume (2019) writes: 

https://www.veritaszim.net/node/5464
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what struck me was that students could not even trust their own rooms as spaces 
where they freely discuss political matters. For them, the state security had eyes and 
ears, which seem to be everywhere at any time and space. Their thoughts were that the 
government had installed listening devices in the walls. Such was the habituated nature 
of surveillance on campus that most students feared the walls between which they lived 
and conducted lectures.34

34 Gukurume (2019), p. 770. 

35 Student Academic Freedom Regional Advocacy Program (SAFRAP) (2022). Student Situational Analysis 2.0. Youth Empowerment and Transformation Trust. 

36 Interview conducted with Zimbabwean human and students rights advocate, January 5, 2023. 

37 Interview conducted with Zimbabwean human rights advocate, September 29, 2022. 

38 Chingono, N. (2020, October 16). Pressure grows on Zimbabwe to free detained student leader. The Guardian. Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/glob-
al-development/2020/oct/16/pressure-grows-on-zimbabwe-to-free-detained-student-leader (accessed February 6, 2023). 

IN ThIS ENVIRoNMENT, SElF-CENSoRShIP is pervasive 

and the space for engaging in public activism is severe-

ly limited.35 Students are afraid to speak out.36 Human 

rights advocates modify the language they use: “You do 

not have a context where you say ‘I’m a student activ-

ist.’ No, you might call yourself a student champion or 

a champion for this cause. Using words like activism, 

change, human rights seems antagonistic to the govern-

ment of this day.”37 

According to those interviewed, public and col-

lective student activism has been severely curtailed in 

recent years. One human rights advocate describes it as 

follows: “In previous years, students conducted demon- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

strations when they needed a collective response to  

something. They would do petitions. They would  

actually hold meetings with responsible people within 

the learning institutions. We’ve been seeing less and less 

of this over the years.” In this climate the arrests and 

lengthy incarcerations of high-profile student activists 

may be quelling student activism. Examples include 

the cases of Haruzivishe, described above, who was 

imprisoned for nearly a year, and Takudzwa Ngadziore, 

the former ZINASU president, who was one of the six 

detained while protesting Haruzivishe’s arrest and who 

has been arrested multiple times.38

https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2020/oct/16/pressure-grows-on-zimbabwe-to-free-detained-student-leader
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2020/oct/16/pressure-grows-on-zimbabwe-to-free-detained-student-leader
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MYANMAR

A protester stands with a Myanmar Student Union flag during a 

demonstration against the military coup in Yangon on February 7, 2021. 

(Photo by STR / AFP)



ACTIVISM UNDER ATTACK –  MYANMAR  

MYANMAR IS RATED AS having an extremely limited 

degree of academic freedom.1 Since the military coup in 

February 2021, Myanmar has seen a dramatic decline 

in all freedoms, including academic freedom and severe 

repression directed at student activists. University stu-

dents in Myanmar are revising the role that they played 

1 See, for example, V-Dem’s variable graph for the Academic Freedom Index for Myanmar: https://v-dem.net/data_analysis/VariableGraph/. 

in the 1960s, 70s, and 80s as leading actors in the fight 

against authoritarianism and military dictatorship. For 

this, they have been systematically arrested and perse-

cuted. Of all countries analyzed in this report, Myanmar 

overwhelmingly illustrates the severe brutality of physi-

cal repression against student activists. 

https://v-dem.net/data_analysis/VariableGraph/
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A brief history of Student Activism in Myanmar

2 Aye Kyaw writes in reference to the 1920 student boycott at Rangoon University that “The main grievances of the boycotters against the University of Rangoon Act 
were: the high expense of attending a residential university; the addition of a preliminary one-year course for those students who had only passed the High School 
Examination, and had not attained a minimum standard due to deficiencies in their and Senate [sic]; the absence of any provisions relating to examination by 
compartments and examinations for private and non-collegiate students. In short, the students did not oppose the establishment of a university, but the particular 
arrangements set forth in the University of Rangoon Act.” See Kyaw, A. (1993). The Voice of Young Burma. Cornell University Press, p. 20-21. 

3 Kyaw (1993). 

4 Koon-Hong, D. (2014). Legacy of the Fighting Peacock: Analyzing the Role of Student Activism in Burmese Democratic Movements. Columbia University Journal of 
Politics and Society, 25(2): 71–99. Hong, M.S. and Kim, H. (2019). ‘Forgotten’ democracy, student activism, and higher education in Myanmar: past, present, and 
future. Asia Pacific Education Review, 20, 207-222. 

5 Koon-Hong (2014), p. 71. 

6 Koon-Hong (2014), p. 80. Hong & Kim (2019), p. 212. Irrawady (2019, March 16). When a White Bridge Ran Red With Students’ Blood. Irrawady. Retrieved from 
https://www.irrawaddy.com/specials/on-this-day/white-bridge-ran-red-students-blood.html (December 14, 2022). 

UNIVERSITY STUDENTS hAVE bEEN leaders of politi-

cal activism in Myanmar for much of the past hundred 

years. They played a significant role in the country’s 

struggles against British rule, with Rangoon University 

serving as the locus of Burmese nationalism. During 

British colonial rule, students engaged in a boycott 

(1920) and strikes (1936 and 1938), protesting against 

university reforms implemented by the British colonial 

administration in the form of the University of Rangoon 

Act.2 Moreover, during the 1920s and 1930s, the student 

movement became increasingly well organized. In 1923, 

the Rangoon University Students’ Union (RUSU) was 

established, providing a forum for students and political 

leaders to discuss the more pressing political and social 

issues. The 1936 strike, which started in protest after 

several Rangoon University students were expelled for 

criticizing university authorities, led to the establish-

ment of the All Burma Students’ Union (ABSU), which 

remains an important political actor today.3 

In the post-independence period, university stu-

dents became the country’s primary pro-democracy 

advocates and opponents to the military junta that took 

control of the country, beginning in the 1960s.4 This 

activism has peaked and waned over the last 60 years 

as the character of the government and its approach 

towards university student organizing has shifted.

In 1962, General Ne Win took control of Burma in 

a military coup, initiating decades of military rule. For 

the first twenty-five years of the military dictatorship, 

university students were the most important activ-

ists in Burmese society. For example, they engaged in 

large-scale protests in 1962 against the dictatorship’s 

annulment of the Rangoon University Act, which had 

previously preserved university autonomy. In 1974, they 

again led society-wide protests against the dictatorship, 

triggered by the government’s refusal to hold a state 

funeral for the third United Nations Secretary-General 

U Thant, who was Burmese.5 Koon-Hong (2014) argues 

that students were particularly important activists 

during the period from 1962 to 1988 because they were 

the only group to engage in opposition to the military 

government. While the dictatorship suppressed political 

parties, opposition groups, and civil society in general, 

students were able to use their university campuses as 

spaces to organize opposition to educational policies 

and authoritarianism. Forming secret political study 

groups, they established an informal network main-

tained by personal connections that enabled them to 

mobilize against the government.

In 1988, a popular pro-democracy uprising led to 

the resignation of General Ne Win and resulted in the 

establishment of the State Law and Order Restoration 

Council (SLORC) through a military coup. Students 

were the driving force behind the 1988 Uprising. It was, 

in part, triggered by two incidents that took place in 

March 1988, about five months before the Uprising, in 

which dozens of university students were killed and 

hundreds injured or arrested.6 These events prompted 

students to mobilize and form a general strike committee 

in June 1988, prompting a general strike on August 8, 

1988 (8/8/88) in which thousands of people marched 

around the country. After the military fired on demon-

https://www.irrawaddy.com/specials/on-this-day/white-bridge-ran-red-students-blood.html
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strators that evening, demonstrations continued to grow 

or weeks into a nation-wide uprising. With even some 

soldiers joining the protests. Thousands of civilians 

were killed or injured. Even some soldiers joined the 

protests.7 

The 1988 Uprising led to a degree of democratic 

opening, including the establishment of a new oppo-

sition party (Aung San Suu Kyi’s National League for 

Democracy) and elections that took place for the first 

time in decades.8 However, it also resulted in tightened 

political control over university campuses and the full-

scale repression of student activism. Almost all student 

leaders were arrested following the 1988 coup and the 

All Burma Federation of Student Unions (ABFSU) was 

dissolved.9 In his analysis of student activism in Myan-

mar, Koon-Hong (2014) writes that the imprisonment 

of student leaders in 1988 led to a “lost generation” of 

student activists because there were few leaders left to 

recruit new members to the student movement after 

1988. In addition, as described below, the military gov-

ernment closed universities for years to prevent students 

from organizing. The 1990s saw a handful of student 

demonstrations led by student political prisoners who 

had been released from jail.10 For instance, the biggest 

protest since 1988 occurred between October and De-

cember 1996 when over 1,000 students demonstrated 

after police beat three Rangoon Institute of Technology 

students.11 However, once civil society began to open up 

7 Koon-Hong (2014), p. 80. Radio Diaries (2013, August 8). As Myanmar Opens Up, A Look Back On A 1988 Uprising. NPR. Retrieved from https://www.npr.
org/2013/08/08/209919791/as-myanmar-opens-up-a-look-back-on-a-1988-uprising (accessed December 14, 2022). 

8 The 1988 Uprising also spurred a period of slow democratization under military rule culminating in a democratic transition in 2016

9 Hong & Kim (2019), p. 212. 

10 For example, universities were closed for two years from 1996-1998 after student demonstrations for improved educational quality, democracy, and human rights. 
See: Amnesty International (1997). Myanmar. Retrieved from https://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6aa074c.html   (accessed February 7, 2023) and Agence France 
Press (1998, Sept. 3). Thousands of Burmese Students Protest as Political Tension Rises. New York Times. Retrieved from https://www.nytimes.com/1998/09/03/
world/thousands-of-burmese-students-protest-as-political-tension-rises.html (accessed February 7, 2023). 

11 Research Directorate, Immigration and Refugee Board, Canada (1999, January 1). Myanmar: Protests in Rangoon between October and December 1996. Retrieved 
from https://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6ab044.html (accessed March 8, 2023).

12 Hong & KIm (2019). 

13 Koon-Hong (2019). 

14 Amnesty International (2016, March 10). Myanmar: End Relentless Crackdown on Student Protesters. Retrieved from https://www.amnestyusa.org/press-releases/
myanmar-end-relentless-crackdown-on-student-protesters/ (accessed February 7, 2023). 

15 Hong & Kim (2019), p. 216. See also, Gowen, A. (2015, March 10). Here’s why students in Burma are taking to the streets. Washington Post. Retrieved from https://
www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2015/03/10/heres-why-students-in-burma-are-suddenly-taking-to-the-streets/ (accessed February 7, 2023). 

16 Amnesty International (2016, March 10)

17 Human Rights Watch (2015, March 10). Burma: Police Baton-Charge Student Protesters. Retrieved from https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/03/10/burma-police-ba-
ton-charge-student-protesters (accessed February 7, 2023). 

after 2000, the student movement had been weakened. 

During the Saffron Revolution, only 10% of demonstra-

tors were students,12 despite the fact that leaders of the 

88 Generation Students’ Group led the demonstrations 

against fuel prices that set off the uprising.

Political control over student organizing began to 

ease up around 2013, with the ABFSU re-establishing 

itself in 2012. However, student unions continued to op-

erate somewhat independently, with varying approach-

es towards criticizing the government. Accordingly, 

during the 2010s, university student movements across 

different institutions focused on advocating for edu-

cational rather than political reform.13 For example, in 

2015, student groups called for four concurrent marches 

across the country meeting in Yangon.14 Among their de-

mands were political freedom, educational autonomy, an 

increased national budget for education, Burmese to be 

the main teaching language, and mother tongue-based 

multilingual education.15 Most of these marches were 

suspended after student representatives entered into ne-

gotiations with government officials and parliamentari-

ans. However, students in Letpadan in the Bago Region 

chose to march anyway, leading to a standoff with police 

that lasted eight days.16 Police met the students with ex-

cessive force, arrests of student leaders and protestors, 

and lengthy detentions.17 

In 2020, student protests again turned political, 

with students protesting the Burmese military assault 

https://www.npr.org/2013/08/08/209919791/as-myanmar-opens-up-a-look-back-on-a-1988-uprising
https://www.npr.org/2013/08/08/209919791/as-myanmar-opens-up-a-look-back-on-a-1988-uprising
https://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6aa074c.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1998/09/03/world/thousands-of-burmese-students-protest-as-political-tension-rises.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1998/09/03/world/thousands-of-burmese-students-protest-as-political-tension-rises.html
https://www.amnestyusa.org/press-releases/myanmar-end-relentless-crackdown-on-student-protesters/
https://www.amnestyusa.org/press-releases/myanmar-end-relentless-crackdown-on-student-protesters/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2015/03/10/heres-why-students-in-burma-are-suddenly-taking-to-the-streets/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2015/03/10/heres-why-students-in-burma-are-suddenly-taking-to-the-streets/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/03/10/burma-police-baton-charge-student-protesters
https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/03/10/burma-police-baton-charge-student-protesters
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and repression in Rakhine state.18 Moreover, since 2021, 

students have been at the forefront of the political 

opposition to the most recent military coup, which took 

place in February of that year. After refusing to accept 

the results of the 2020 election, in which the National 

League for Democracy won more than 80% of parlia-

mentary seats, the Myanmar military declared a national 

emergency and seized control of the government in a 

military coup. Demonstrations that took place immedi-

ately following the 2021 coup were violently repressed, 

and multiple fronts of resistance have developed into the 

ongoing Spring Revolution: a peaceful Civil Disobedi-

ence Movement (CDM) and a National Unity Govern-

ment (NUG), formed by the Committee Representing 

Pyidaungsu Hluttaw (CRPH), which is led by deposed 

president Aung San Suu Kyi and lawmakers who had 

been elected as part of the ruling National League for 

Democracy (NLD). While the resistance forces remain 

divided, the NUG represents one among a variety of 

efforts to bring greater cohesion to the pro-democra-

cy opposition.19 The NUG controls some territory in 

Myanmar, and provides some services, including online 

education, as described below.20 In addition, more than 

18 Strangio, S. (2020, October 2). Myanmar Accelerates Arrests of Student Anti-War Protesters. The Diplomat. Retrieved from https://thediplomat.com/2020/10/
myanmar-accelerates-arrests-of-student-anti-war-protesters/ (accessed February 7, 2023). Reuters (2020, February 24). Myanmar students face charges over in-
ternet shutdown protest. Bangkok Post. Retrieved from https://www.bangkokpost.com/world/1864709/myanmar-students-face-charges-over-internet-shutdown-
protest (accessed February 7, 2023). 

19 Ford, B. and Hein, Y.M. (2022, December 1). For Myanmar, the Only Path to Stability Runs Through its Web of Resistance Forces. United States Institute of Peace. 
Retrieved from https://www.usip.org/publications/2022/12/myanmar-only-path-stability-runs-through-its-web-resistance-forces. 

20 Annawitt, P. (2022, September 6). Is Myanmar’s National Unity Government Ready to Govern?. The Diplomat. Retrieved from https://thediplomat.com/2022/09/
is-myanmars-national-unity-government-ready-to-govern/ (accessed February 7, 2023). 

21 Thant, S.M. (2021). In the wake of the coup: how Myanmar youth arose to fight for the nation. Heinrich Böll Stiftung. Retrieved from https://eu.boell.org/en/
young-voices-myanmar (accessed December 14, 2022). Paddock, R.C. (2022, Dec. 9). Myanmar’s Coup and Its Aftermath Explained. New York Times. Retrieved 
from https://www.nytimes.com/article/myanmar-news-protests-coup.html (accessed December 14, 2022). 

22 Thant, S.M. (2021). Naw Say Phaw Waa (2021, February 12). Students take a leading role in protests against the coup. University World News. Retrieved https://
www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20210212142743135 (accessed December 14, 2022). Fishbein, E. and Lusan, N. (2022, October 5). Young, rebel-
lious and the Myanmar military’s ‘worst enemy’. Al Jazeera. Retrieved from https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/10/5/young-rebellious-and-the-myanmar-mili-
tarys-worst-enemy (accessed February 7, 2023). 

23 Global Coalition to Protect Education from Attack (2022). The Impacts of Attacks on Education and Military Use in Myanmar. Retrieved from https://protectinged-
ucation.org/wp-content/uploads/ImpactofAttacksMyanmar2022.pdf (accessed March 9, 2023).

24 Naw Say Phaw Waa (2021, February 12). Frontier (2022, May 18). Inside the junta’s war on student unions. Frontier Myanmar. Retrieved from https://www.fron-
tiermyanmar.net/en/inside-the-juntas-war-on-student-unions/ (accessed February 7, 2023). Naw Say Phaw Waa (2022, January 28). Universities, professors and 
students still under attack. University World News. Retrieved from https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=2022012812432689 (accessed February 
7, 2023). 

25 The Chindwin (2022, January 16). All Burma Students’ Democratic Front (ABSDF) has entered a war with Myanmar’s junta military. The Chindwin. Retrieved 
from https://www.thechindwin.com/all-burma-students-democratic-front-absdf-has-entered-a-war-with-myanmars-junta-military/ (accessed February 7, 2023). 
Beech, H. (2021, March 24). ‘I Will Die Protecting My Country’: In Myanmar, a New Resistance Rises. New York Times. Retrieved from https://www.nytimes.
com/2021/03/24/world/asia/myanmar-coup-resistance-protests.html (accessed February 7, 2023). 

26 A UWN Correspondent in Myanmar (2021, April 8). 

27 Fishbein, E., Vahpual, and Lusan, N. (2021, June 15). ‘Our only option’: Myanmar civilians take up arms for democracy. Al Jazeera. Retrieved from https://www.
aljazeera.com/news/2021/6/15/our-only-option-myanmar-civilians-take-up-arms-for-democracy (accessed February 7, 2023). 

300 new armed groups have been formed since the coup, 

including People’s Defense Forces.21 

Students and other young people have been among 

the most prominent leaders in the civil defense move-

ment and are also involved in the armed resistance.22 

Since the beginning of the coup, university student 

unions have helped organize popular street protests, and 

student unions participated in the CDM by leading cam-

paigns to boycott classes after the military junta tried to 

reopen schools and universities in May 2021. In this con-

text, attending school or university has become a political 

choice, with the military government pressuring students 

to return to school to give the appearance of normality.23 

Yet, even a year later, attendance remained low.24 

Students have also been part of the armed resistance. 

For example, the All Burma Students’ Democratic Front 

(ABSDF), founded in 1988 in opposition to the military 

government, includes an armed wing that has fought 

in alliance with the People’s Defence Force since early 

2022.25 Some students are fighting alongside armed eth-

nic groups,26 and young people, including students, have 

also trained in guerilla warfare with ethnic armed groups 

and returned to cities to engage in urban struggle.27   
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Relevant Trends in Myanmar higher Education

28 Howson, C.K. and Lall, M. (2019). Higher education reform in Myanmar: neoliberalism versus an inclusive developmental agenda. Globalisation, Societies, and 
Education, 18(2), 109-124. 

29 Hong & Kim (2019), p. 213.

30 Subramanian, K. and Sein, J.T. (2020). Myanmar’s Higher Education System: History, Policy, and Current Status. In Sarangapani, P.M. and Pappu, R. (Eds), Hand-
book of Education Systems in South Asia. Springer. 

31 Subramanian and Sein (2019), p. 17. 

32 Hong & Kim, 2019, p. 211. 

33 Koon-Hong (2014), p. 81. 

34 Hong & Kim, 2019.

35 Hong & Kim, 2019, p. 213. 

36 Hong & Kim, 2019, p. 213. 

37 Koon-Hong (2014), p. 82. 

38 Hong & Kim (2019). 

39 Hong & Kim (2019), p. 216. 

SINCE ThE bURMESE goVERNMENT annulled the Ran-

goon University Act in 1962, there has been no univer-

sity autonomy in Myanmar. The government finances 

education and determines curriculae, assessment and 

staffing.28 During the country’s decades of military con-

trol, the government in essence nationalized all universi-

ties and colleges and enacted laws severely limiting aca-

demic freedom. Such measures included prohibiting the 

freedom of association, English language teaching, and 

the use of international textbooks.29 While as of 2019 

there were some private institutions providing higher 

education, these institutions are not accredited and can-

not grant degrees.30 Instead, the Ministry of Education 

directly controls 134 out of the 175 institutions of higher 

education in the country, with the other 41 controlled by 

the Ministry of Defense (6), Ministry of Border Affairs 

(3), Ministry of Religious Affairs and Culture (4), Minis-

try of Agriculture, Livestock, and Irrigation (7), Minis-

try of Transportation and Communication (2), Ministry 

of Health and Sports (16), Ministry of Natural Resources 

and Environmental Conservation (1), and the Union 

Civil Services Board.31

Moreover, the government has repeatedly closed 

universities in order to suppress activism. For instance, 

universities were closed from 1975 to 1976 in response 

to student protests over U Thant’s funeral.32 After the 

1988 uprising, the government tightened its grip on 

universities in a targeted effort to prevent students from 

organizing. Universities in Yangon were shut from the 

end of 1988 until July 1991 and repeatedly closed during 

the 1990s, including for four years from 1996 to 2000. 

Between 1988 and 2000, universities only operated a 

total of 36–40 months.33 Moreover, some of the major 

universities, including Yangon University, Yangon Tech-

nological University, and Mandalay University stopped 

admitting undergraduate students after 1996.34 

In recognition of the role that the physical space of 

the university campus played in enabling students to 

organize from 1962 to 1988, the military government split 

universities into multiple institutions over the course 

of the next two decades. The act was widely seen as 

an attempt to disperse university students and make it 

more difficult for them to organize. For example, Yangon 

University was split into Dagon University (established 

in 1993), the University of East Yangon (established in 

2000), and the University of West Yangon (established in 

2002), among several other institutions.35 Urban campus-

es were relocated to more remote and rural areas, where 

student hostels were not established.36 Students were 

then forced to spend an average of three to four hours 

commuting to school every day, giving them less time and 

energy to spend on activities outside of class.37

Higher Education reforms initiated after 2010 con-

centrated primarily on setting new standards for educa-

tion and upgrading educational facilities, and did little 

to address the lack of autonomy.38 The National Educa-

tion Law drafted before the end of the previous military 

government remained in effect and lacked provisions to 

support the democratization of education.39 As of 2019, 

the Ministry of Education continued to employ all faculty 
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and staff of universities and to transfer them regularly 

between institutions.40 While the National Education 

Strategic Plan (NESP) 2016–2021 made university auton-

omy a priority, only 16 universities in the Yangon and 

Mandalay Regions  were taking part in a pilot project for 

institutional autonomy as of September 1, 2016.41 

The February 2021 coup again had a significant 

impact on higher education. In the wake of the coup, 

universities were closed and the Myanmar military, the 

Tatmadaw, took over university campuses to use as 

barracks.42 Moreover, since the coup, as described above, 

student unions have urged students not to return to class-

es, arguing that doing so normalizes the military’s rule.43 

The quality of higher education has also suffered since 

the military coup. Higher education staff have resigned 

and the Tatmadaw reportedly exerts pressure on educa-

tion, viewing academic freedom and critical thinking as 

a threat to its rule, according to some academics.44

40 Subramanian and Sein (2019). 

41 Soe, T. (2022). University Autonomy, a Multi-Dimensional Perspective on University of Mandalay. Accessed from https://www.researchgate.net/publica-
tion/358232238_University_Autonomy_a_Multi-Dimensional_Perspective_on_University_of_Mandalay-1 (December 14, 2022). 

42 Lall, M. (2021). The Tragedy of Myanmar Higher Education Under the Coup. International Higher Education. Retrieved from https://www.internationalhighereduca-
tion.net/api-v1/article/!/action/getPdfOfArticle/articleID/3258/productID/29/filename/article-id-3258.pdf (accessed December 14, 2022). 

43 Naw Say Phaw Waa (2021, April 23). Junta announces a return to classes – but not normality. University World News. Retrieved from https://www.university-
worldnews.com/post.php?story=20210423115051629#:~:text=All%20courses%20and%20examinations%20at,COVID%2D19%20outbreak%20in%20Myanmar 
(accessed December 14, 2022). 

44 Htut, K.P., Lall, M., and Howson, C.K. (2022). Caught between COVID-19, Coup and Conflict—What Future for Myanmar Higher Education Reforms? Education 
Sciences, 12(2), 67.

45 Wood, P.Q. (2021, August 19). Myanmar’s Non-Government Education Sector Needs Urgent Help. The Diplomat. Retrieved from https://thediplomat.com/2021/08/
myanmars-non-government-education-sector-needs-urgent-help/ (accessed February 7, 2023). 

46 See, for example, Spring University Myanmar Programs: https://www.springuniversitymm.com/programmes (accessed February 7, 2023). 

47 Wood (2021, August 19). 

48 See, e.g, University of Medicine - Taunggyi, Interim University Council: https://umtgionlinecampus.com/ (accessed February 7, 2023). Interim University Council of 
University of Dental Medicine-Myanmar: https://www.facebook.com/iucudmmyanmar/photos/?ref=page_internal&paipv=0&eav=Afbv99ZtXEQ_b4yoqbTG5jcw-
FlX1EzJy_xnyPp4v_w0X_xKMX1TYJBWPf5lPVFZjjFU&_rdr (accessed February 7, 2023). University of Medicine (1) Yangon (Interim University Council): https://
um1campus.com/ (accessed February 7, 2023). 

49 Asian Forum for Human Rights and Development (2022, December 8). Joint analysis on the situation of defenders in Asia. Retrieved from https://forum-asia.
org/?p=37673 (accessed December 14, 2022). 

On the other hand, students supportive of the coup 

have sought to ensure that education continues through 

alternative means. For instance, in May 2021, approx-

imately 150 students founded Spring University of 

Myanmar (SUM), aligned with the NUG. By August of 

the same year, there were approximately 1,600 “active 

members” of the university.45 The university provides 

certificate and vocational courses and community ed-

ucation, and it supports virtual campus life.46 SUM has 

also partnered with foreign universities, such as Co-

lumbia University in the United States, to offer diploma 

courses.47 Interim University Councils, including many 

associated with schools of medicine, are also working 

with the NUG to provide virtual education and to help 

build a federal system of higher education for a future 

democratic Myanmar.48 

Repression of Myanmar Student Activism: law-
fare, Intimidation, and Abuse
SINCE ThE FEbRUARY 2021 coup, university student 

activists have faced significant repression by the mili-

tary government. This includes primarily arbitrary arrest 

and detention, ill treatment and torture under detention, 

physical violence, and intimidation and threats.49 Signifi-

cantly, arrest often involves other abuses. As one person 

interviewed explains: “Our understanding or definition of 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/358232238_University_Autonomy_a_Multi-Dimensional_Perspective_on_University_of_Mandalay-1
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being arrested is arrested, torture, harassment, and humil-

iation, and all the things that you can imagine.”50

According to the Assistance Association for Polit-

ical Prisoners (Burma), 1,155 students of all ages have 

been arrested since the coup51 and 118 killed.52 Students 

engaged in demonstrations to which police violently 

responded with water cannons, sound grenades, and 

rubber bullets. In some cases, soldiers used live ammuni-

tion. Each night, the names of people, including stu-

dents, who are wanted by the military government were 

read aloud on television.53

Arrested students have been killed in custody and 

also given death sentences. For example, Ko Aung Bone 

Kyaw died under unknown circumstances after being in-

terrogated in prison after he was detained on December 

26, 2021. Kyaw was a third-year geology student at Yan-

gon University.  His family members were not allowed to 

see his body before he was cremated. Student activists 

reported that they believed that he died from injuries 

sustained during his interrogation.54 In December 2022, 

Myanmar’s military government sentenced seven Dagon 

University students to death: Khant Zin Win, Thura, 

Maung Maung, Zaw Lin Naing, Thiha, Htet Zaw, Hein 

Htet, Thet Paing Oo, and Khant Linn Maung Maung. 

The students had been arrested in April for allegedly 

being involved in the killing of a former military offi-

cer.55 While those sentenced to death in Myanmar have 

historically had their death sentences commuted to life 

imprisonment, the military junta executed four pro-de-

mocracy activists, including Ko Jimmy (Kyaw Min Yu), a 

student leader of the 1988 Generation, in July 2022.56

In the current context, merely being a member of a 

student union or the act of refusing to go to university 

is enough to be targeted by the Myanmar military. As a 

  

50 Interview with human rights advocate conducted October 17, 2022. 

51 Retrieved from https://airtable.com/shr9w3z7dyIoqdUv4/tbl8hVtSci8VifbO9 (accessed December 14, 2022). 

52 Retrieved from https://airtable.com/shrYUbzQe1hKXQ68x/tblswChRJGSzJWr7k (accessed December 14, 2022). 

53 Lall (2021). 

54 Ester J. (2021, December 29). Yangon University student dies in detention within a day of his arrest. Myanmar Now. Retrieved from https://myanmar-now.org/en/
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human rights advocate interviewed explains: “If you are 

a student activist, if you are a student union member, 

or the president of the student union, you are at higher 

risk.” Likewise, the person noted that the refusal to go 

to school is seen as a political statement because of the 

way the civil disobedience movement has encouraged 

students to refrain from participating in the govern-

ment-controlled education system: “There are a lot of 

parents wanting their kids to go to school, to go to uni-

versity, because they are afraid that the military people 

or local police station would come and arrest them.”57 

There are also reports that student unions are being 

closed and replaced with student associations supported 

by the military junta.58 

Moreover, repression does not just affect activists 

themselves. As the person interviewed explains: “Their 

families left in the city are being put at risk by the people 

who are pro-military and the military personnel. So, they 

also have to worry about their family members … And 

the military authorities control the local administration, 

they control the university. They have all the addresses, 

and they come to your house. And if you are not there, 

your parents will be taken. Your father, your mother, 

your brother, your sister. You will be arrested. They will 

be arrested because you are anti-military.”59 

Consequently, Myanmar’s university student ac-

tivists face significant threats from the current military 

junta. The most significant of these are arrests, impris-

onment, and torture. In the face of these, students and 

student unions remain active members of the nonvio-

lent and violent resistance, including by working with 

the NUG to put in place infrastructure for a democratic 

education system.

https://airtable.com/shr9w3z7dyIoqdUv4/tbl8hVtSci8VifbO9
https://airtable.com/shrYUbzQe1hKXQ68x/tblswChRJGSzJWr7k
https://myanmar-now.org/en/news/yangon-university-student-dies-in-detention-within-a-day-of-his-arrest
https://myanmar-now.org/en/news/yangon-university-student-dies-in-detention-within-a-day-of-his-arrest
https://www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/student-activist-dies-in-myanmar-junta-custody.html
https://thediplomat.com/2022/12/myanmar-sentences-7-students-to-death-for-anti-regime-activities/
https://thediplomat.com/2022/12/myanmar-sentences-7-students-to-death-for-anti-regime-activities/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/myanmar-junta-execute-four-democracy-activists-state-media-2022-07-25/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/myanmar-junta-execute-four-democracy-activists-state-media-2022-07-25/
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IN MANY CoUNTRIES ThE world over, university 

student activists have long been important members of 

civil society and defenders of human rights. They have 

not only sought to create more inclusive, equitable, and 

democratic higher education institutions, but have also 

been at the forefront of broader movements for human 

rights, social justice, and political change. As some of our 

case studies have shown, university students have often 

been the primary source of opposition to authoritarian and 

oppressive regimes. Moreover, a diverse, engaged, and 

free student movement on campus contributes to a lively 

academic environment and is important for the protection 

and promotion of academic freedom.

Still, despite the important role university student 

activists play, they are too often protected only inci-

dentally—for instance when they are considered part of 

a broader category of human rights defenders—and to 

what extent their right to engage in activism is protected 

under the framework of academic freedom is ambiguous. 

This report has sought to make a case for strengthening 

efforts to both track the repression that student activists 

face and to ensure that they are protected along with their 

right to engage in activism. In order to do so, we have 

sought to better understand the mechanisms by which stu-

dent activists are repressed as a first step towards a future 

indicator, monitoring, and reporting framework. 

In this report, we drew on a variety of illustrative 

and qualitative information that reveal how physical vio-

lence and more subtle forms of repression interact to create 

an oppressive environment that quells student activism. 

While physical violence, arrests, and forced disappearances 

are more common in the most repressed societies, subtle 

forms of repression are prevalent across contexts, regard-

less of how open or free they are deemed. 

Lawfare is perhaps the most common mechanism of 

repression that we identified—and the one that is most 

closely related to physical repression since it involves the 

threat of arrest. The cases of Honduras, Palestine, Myan-

mar, Turkey, the UK, and Zimbabwe illustrate the way that 

lawfare is used in varying ways to shut down dissent. 

In addition, the cases of Brazil, Honduras, Turkey, 

and the UK illustrate the ways that authorities weaken 

student activism by using delegitimizing rhetoric. In 

some cases, like in the UK, student activists have been 

infantilized and dismissed as immature. In other in-

stances, like in Honduras, student activists have been 

villainized—called “terrorists,” “hoodlums,” or “crimi-

nals.” Still, other forms of rhetoric serve to delegitimize 

student activists, such as homophobic dog whistles.

The cases of Ghana, Honduras, Morocco, and the 

United Kingdom illustrate how authorities can neutral-

ize student activism by using incentives to “buy” their 

support or funnelling them into state-sponsored or 

state-sanctioned institutions. Finally, the cases of Mo-

rocco and Palestine show how factionalization can im-

pede student activism. In such cases, authorities can fan 

the flames of social tensions, making student-on-stu-

dent violence more likely.

This report is just a first step in understanding these 

different means of repression. Each mechanism of re-

pression needs additional research and our understand-

ing of them needs to be further developed and nuanced. 

We intend to do this through interviews with student 

activists themselves in the next edition. Moreover, this 

report leaves several important facets of repression 

unexplored. For example, how does technology facilitate 

repression through digital spying such as the Pega-

sus software? To what extent does repression extend 

CoNClUSIoN AND 
RECoMMENDATIoNS
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beyond national boundaries, as our brief discussion 

of Chinese surveillance illustrates? What measures do 

student activists take to protect themselves from repres-

sion? What is the role of diaspora communities in either 

protecting student activists or facilitating repression? 

To better protect and promote student activism, 

there is a need to advance the documentation and anal-

ysis of student activism, enhance the visibility of rights 

violations faced by student activists and movements, 

and strengthen their protection. We conclude with the 

following recommendations for stakeholders: 

STATES 
• Acknowledge student activists and movements as key stakeholders in civil society.  

• Actively engage in direct dialogue with student activists and movements and implement mecha-

nisms for student participation in policy discussions concerning the right to education, academic 

freedom, and other human rights issues.  

• Raise awareness and publicly acknowledge attacks on student activists and movements when 

reporting on human rights issues, for example, in the UN’s Universal Periodic Review (UPR) and 

regional/national equivalent processes.  

• Refrain from, condemn and counter violence, hate speech and stigma against student activists and 

movements.  

• Revise and develop laws and policies in line with international human rights norms and frameworks 

to prevent attacks on student activists and to protect the freedom of opinion and expression, 

peaceful assembly and association and other human rights.  

• guarantee the full exercise of the right of access to justice refraining from criminalizing legitimate 

activities, and ensuring that investigations and legal proceedings are carried out with full respect 

for due process.   

• Refrain from influencing, co-opting or polarizing student movements and their agendas for political 

self-interests.   

• Uphold the legal autonomy and academic freedom of higher education institutions.  

https://www.ohchr.org/en/hr-bodies/upr/upr-main
https://www.ohchr.org/en/hr-bodies/upr/upr-main
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INTERNATIoNAl CoMMUNITY 
(Diplomatic missions, international  
non-governmental organizations and  
intergovernmental bodies)

• Engage and build a relationship of mutual trust with student activists and movements at the nation-

al and regional levels to understand their situation and gain useful insights into the political context 

of the country.  

• Raise the issue of protection and promotion of student activism in bilateral and multilateral meet-

ings, at the state level.   

• Publicly acknowledge student activists and movements as key stakeholders in civil society, such as 

by visiting their headquarters, participating in their events, etc.   

• openly condemn attacks on student activists and movements, through actions such as written 

statements, observation of court hearings and visits to detained students, among others.   

• Express concern about attacks on student activists and movements and their protection in inquiries 

to other states by contributing to the UN’s Universal Periodic Review (UPR) processes and other 

regional human rights reviews, forums, and mechanisms.  

• Establish and promote necessary support mechanisms such as scholarships, grants, and emergen-

cy funds, including legal assistance, at the national, regional and international levels, for at-risk 

student activists.   

• Provide direct financial support to student movements’ work to mobilize, educate and fight for 

reforms.  

• Raise the situation for student activism and activists with relevant national, regional and inter-

national rapporteurs, for example, the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights 

defenders and the Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of the right to freedom of 

opinion and expression.  

• Develop more systematic and comprehensive methodologies and indicators as part of human rights 

monitoring to document violations faced by student activists and movements, as well as their needs 

for protection.   

https://www.ohchr.org/en/special-procedures/sr-human-rights-defenders
https://www.ohchr.org/en/special-procedures/sr-human-rights-defenders
https://www.ohchr.org/en/special-procedures/sr-human-rights-defenders
https://www.ohchr.org/en/special-procedures/sr-freedom-of-opinion-and-expression
https://www.ohchr.org/en/special-procedures/sr-freedom-of-opinion-and-expression
https://www.ohchr.org/en/special-procedures/sr-freedom-of-opinion-and-expression
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• Coordinate advocacy efforts and initiatives to promote and protect student activism by engaging 

with relevant stakeholders such as the global Student Forum.   

• Facilitate and support the representation and engagement of student movements in relevant 

international, regional, and national forums, to ensure their voice and participation without inter-

mediaries.   

hIghER EDUCATIoN INSTITUTIoNS  
AND ACADEMIC CoMMUNITY 

• Recognize and promote the role of student movements and their activism as key to protecting 

academic freedom and the right to education.   

• Publicly express concern and condemn attacks on student activists and movements.  

• Facilitate and support the representation and engagement of student movements in all levels of 

decision-making processes in higher education institutions.   

• Promote academic research to deepen knowledge about the overt and subtle ways student activ-

ism is repressed.   

• Institutionalize Student Advocacy Seminars, an initiative by Scholars at Risk, as a credited mod-

ule in curriculums to increase knowledge of violations of academic freedom and how to counter 

them.   

• Encourage initiatives such as volunteering and credit-based internships with human rights actors 

and civil society, to strengthen students’ political and civic identities.   

• Establish and facilitate scholarships and grants for at-risk student activists from diverse back-

grounds. The Norwegian Students at Risk program is an existing initiative that can serve as an 

example.   

• Share examples of best practices so that other higher education institutions and relevant stake-

holders can learn and develop similar initiatives. 

https://www.globalstudentforum.org/
https://www.globalstudentforum.org/
https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/actions/student-advocacy-seminars/
https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/actions/student-advocacy-seminars/
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MEDIA 
• Cover rights violations faced by student activists and movements, as well as their demands.    

• Refrain from giving a platform to stigmatizing language, statements and narratives of students and 

student protest, as well as justifying to public opinion the behaviour of public security forces and 

the disproportionate use of force and criminalization.   

• Engage with student groups and relevant civil society organizations in background research when 

covering student protests and demands.  

 

STUDENT MoVEMENTS AND CollECTIVES  
• build knowledge and seek out capacity-building on international, regional and national human 

rights mechanisms and frameworks and other topics.   

• Engage with other student activists and movements, relevant civil society organizations and higher 

education institutions and contribute to national, regional and international initiatives aimed at 

strengthening the protection of student activism.   

• Ally and strengthen existing regional and global student representation bodies like the global Stu-

dent Forum.   

INDIVIDUAlS  
• Use your voice to show solidarity with student activists and movements where possible, such as 

social media, by joining protests, signing petitions, writing letters of solidarity, etc.  
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