
	  

 

  

 
August 5, 2020 
  
[Name] 
[Title] 
[Institution] 
[Address 1] 
[Address 2] 
[City, State ZIP] 
 
Sent via U.S. Mail  
 
Dear [President Name]: 
 
The Foundation for Individual Rights in Education (FIRE) is a nonpartisan, nonprofit 
organization dedicated to defending liberty, freedom of speech, due process, academic 
freedom, legal equality, and freedom of conscience on America’s college campuses.  
 
FIRE writes today to encourage your institution to adopt a statement committing to the 
preservation of expressive rights for your academic community both at home and abroad. 
Now is the time for colleges and universities considering or maintaining international 
agreements to act in order to protect freedom of expression. 
 
As a series of incidents over the past decade have shown, students, faculty, and others 
concerned with academic freedom have been right to question the impact of international 
academic partnerships, whether in the form of study abroad programs, satellite campuses, 
or institutional agreements.  
 
In 2009, North Carolina State University revoked its invitation to Tibetan spiritual figure 
the Dalai Lama, allegedly in response to complaints from the university’s Chinese 
government-sponsored Confucius Institute.1 A Harvard Law School administrator told a 
Chinese dissident and human rights lawyer to postpone a 2015 event about human rights in 
China out of concern that it could hinder the institution’s relationship with China.2 In 

 
1 Editorial Board, The Price of Confucius Institutes, WASHINGTON POST (June 21, 2014), 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/the-price-of-confucius-institutes/2014/06/21/4d7598f2-f7b6-
11e3-a3a5-42be35962a52_story.html.  
2 Matteo N. Wong, The End of the Harvard Century, THE HARVARD CRIMSON (Apr. 23, 2020), 
https://www.thecrimson.com/article/2020/4/23/harvard-china-scrutiny/. 
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2018, Georgetown University in Qatar canceled a debate over whether “major religions 
should portray God as a woman” after it provoked an outcry on social media.3 In 2019, Yale 
University’s Faculty of Arts and Sciences Senate passed a resolution encouraging its 
administration to develop procedures to respond to alleged academic freedom violations at 
its overseas institution in Singapore in response to a controversy over Yale-NUS’s 
cancellation of a program about dissent.4  
 
And in February, Northwestern University in Qatar (NU-Q) canceled an event featuring an 
openly gay musician, claiming to have made the decision “out of [an] abundance of caution 
due to several factors, including safety concerns” after social media users demanded it be 
called off.5 However, the Qatar Foundation, a state-linked partner of NU-Q, disputed the 
university’s portrayal of the situation, claiming it knew of no “security concerns” to justify 
cancellation, and contending that the event was canceled because of Qatar’s laws and 
“cultural and social customs.”6 
 
Some academic institutions have begun to address the challenges posed by partnerships in 
repressive regions. In response to concerns about student rights at partner institution 
Renmin University of China, Cornell University created guidelines for its partnerships 
abroad, which state that consequences, including “amendment of the terms of the program 
or termination of the program and relationship” are on the table if academic freedom 
violations occur.7 FIRE publicly praised Cornell for this step, and called for other 
universities to reconsider their agreements.8  
 
Last year, FIRE released a template commitment that colleges and universities may use to 
help craft their own statements concerning expressive freedoms and institutional 
partnerships. FIRE’s hope is that universities will commit to ensuring that institutional 
grants and agreements, whether with parties in the United States or abroad, will not 
threaten the rights of community members. 
 

 
3 US university in Qatar scraps God debate after backlash, FRANCE 24 (Sept. 10, 2018), 
https://www.france24.com/en/20181009-us-university-qatar-scraps-god-debate-after-backlash.  
4 Matt Kristoffersen, FAS Senate debates Lewis’ report, YALE DAILY NEWS (Jan. 22, 2020), 
https://yaledailynews.com/blog/2020/01/22/fas-senate-debates-lewis-report/. 
5 Alexander Cornell, U.S. university in Qatar cancels Lebanese band talk after anti-gay backlash, REUTERS (Feb. 
3, 2020), https://www.thefire.org/northwestern-university-in-qatar-partner-claims-controversial-event-
was-canceled-due-to-qatari-laws-cultural-and-social-customs/. 
6 Alexander Cornell, Qatar Foundation rejects U.S. university's reason for scrapping event after anti-gay 
backlash, REUTERS (Feb. 5, 2020), https://www.reuters.com/article/us-qatar-society/qatar-foundation-
rejects-u-s-universitys-reason-for-scrapping-event-after-anti-gay-backlash-idUSKBN1ZZ1IA. 
7 Joe Wilensky, Ethics guidelines for international engagement developed, CORNELL CHRONICLE (Nov. 14, 2019), 
https://news.cornell.edu/stories/2019/11/ethics-guidelines-international-engagement-developed. 
8 Sarah McLaughlin, Getting it right: Cornell’s new ethics guidelines stress importance of expressive rights in 
international collaborations, FOUND. FOR INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS IN EDUC. (Nov. 19, 2019), 
https://www.thefire.org/getting-it-right-cornells-new-ethics-guidelines-stress-importance-of-expressive-
rights-in-international-collaborations/.  
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FIRE’s “Commitment to Campus Free Expression at Home and Abroad” is short but 
meaningful. It reads: 
 

[COLLEGE OR UNIVERSITY NAME] recognizes that freedom of expression 
and academic freedom are vital to education and research. [NAME] also 
recognizes that partnerships with governments, non-governmental 
organizations, and other institutions offer benefits such as specialized 
research, training, resources, and opportunities — but may also pose threats 
to institutional autonomy and student and faculty rights. 
 
To that end, [NAME] will guarantee that any existing or future agreements, 
grants, or contracts signed by [COLLEGE OR UNIVERSITY] do not and will 
not threaten the academic freedom or expressive rights of any members of its 
academic community, and [NAME] will embrace transparency by making 
public the conditions of those grants or contracts. [NAME] will ensure that 
any students or faculty members planning to study or teach at satellite 
campuses or engage in scholarship abroad under a [COLLEGE OR 
UNIVERSITY]-managed program are notified in writing of any restrictions 
on speech or academic freedom they should expect to face. 

 
Partnerships abroad can offer new knowledge, experiences, and skills to students and 
faculty. But they can also pose serious threats to the expressive rights of academic 
communities—especially when they involve partnerships with governments that severely 
restrict or punish speech.  
 
Now is the time to reassess existing partnerships and plan ahead for future agreements. 
FIRE would be pleased to work with your institution to adopt a statement or policy that 
ensures freedom of expression is a priority in all its endeavors. Please contact me at 
sarah@thefire.org or 215-717-3473 if you are interested in discussing this issue. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Sarah McLaughlin 
Director, Targeted Advocacy 
 
 


