
October 15, 2023

Letter to Express Solidarity with Professor Joseph Massad’s Right to Academic Freedom

In light of ongoing death threats and attacks on Professor Joseph Massad for his article “Just another
battle or the Palestinian war of liberation,” we, the undersigned MESAAS and Columbia students, alumni,
faculty, affiliates, and non-Columbia University scholars, write to express our unwavering solidarity with
Professor Massad, whose rigorous teaching and scholarship on Palestine, the Middle East, and the Global
South more broadly for over two decades have earned him our unflinching admiration. We ask faculty to
join us in demanding President Shafik unequivocally guarantee his physical safety and his academic
freedom as well as those of our University’s faculty and students more broadly.

We condemn the incendiary and defamatory petition circulated on October 13, 2023 by a Columbia
student and former affiliate of the Israeli Defense Forces calling for Professor Massad’s removal from the
faculty of Columbia University for exercising his right to academic freedom. This petition has been
circulated in a context in which mainstream media outlets such as Fox News and the Jerusalem Post have
published articles misrepresenting Professor Massad’s views as “condoning and supporting terrorism,”
further fueling attacks against his academic freedom and personal safety.

We are further profoundly disturbed by the many threats issued against Professor Massad’s life and his
freedom of academic expression. We view these as attempts to limit and stifle intellectual inquiry on a
matter of tremendous ethical, political, and intellectual significance to our department and beyond. To fail
to condemn such attacks is to condone hate and harassment, which, we, the undersigned, vehemently
oppose. This is a time in which the university has issued calls to protect freedom of expression on
campus, as in Interim Provost Dennis Mitchell’s email to the campus community on October 12, 2023
where he asserted that

Our University has always stood as a beacon of free expression and open dialogue, promoting a
diverse and inclusive community where ideas and opinions can be freely exchanged. Freedom of
speech is a fundamental value we hold dear, one that fosters intellectual growth, critical thinking,
and the exploration of different perspectives.

We regret President Shafik’s failure to reach out to the entire diverse Columbia community in her public
statement which created an atmosphere on campus that has allowed these threats to multiply and which
has compromised the safety, security, and welfare of the faculty and students who have contributed to
establishing the University’s reputation in Middle Eastern studies. Failure to extend concern for and
commitment to the diverse Columbia community in its entirety–a community which includes Arabs,
Muslims, anti-Zionist Jews, and critics of Israeli policies that suppress Palestinian freedom–is not
befitting of a leading institution in higher education. We condemn President Shafik for neglecting to
fulfill the most basic obligation the University owes to Columbia’s faculty and students.

We view President Shafik's failures as part and parcel of the University’s proven track record of
neglecting to protect academic freedom on campus, especially when it pertains to our department’s study
of the Middle East. In 2004, Professors Joseph Massad, George Saliba, and Hamid Dabashi were the
subjects of a defamatory documentary, “Columbia Unbecoming,” which nearly cost Professor Massad his
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tenure at the University and instilled a culture of fear and retribution in our classrooms. We believe that
Columbia’s negligence threatened the intellectual mission of our department by fostering the precarization
of academic inquiry and expression. Current attacks against Professor Massad are a continuation of this
decades-long attempt to censor and intimidate him for his rigorous scholarship on Palestine. Such attacks
must further be understood in the wider context of deeply entrenched Islamophobic, anti-Arab, and
anti-Palestinian racism of which our department remains a target and which the University has failed to
condemn, particularly in light of ongoing verbal and physical attacks against Palestinian, Muslim, and
Arab adults and children on our own campus and across the world.

Columbia and President Shafik must defend the Columbia community from ongoing and future attacks on
the integrity of our University’s intellectual mission. We call on President Shafik and the University to:

1. Identify and hold accountable the individual(s) responsible for sliding the death threat under
Professor Massad’s office door. We demand that the individual(s) responsible for inciting
violence be held publicly accountable and if identified as a Columbia affiliate immediately
terminated or otherwise banned from campus.

2. Launch a transparent investigation of the individuals who have made death threats to Professor
Massad’s personal and work phone numbers and email addresses.

3. Issue a university-wide statement unequivocally supporting Professor Massad’s right to academic
freedom as outlined in the University’s mission statement; guaranteeing untenured Columbia
faculty’s protection from retaliation for expressing their support for Palestinian liberation and/or
their condemnation of Israel’s genocidal attacks on Gaza; acknowledging and unequivocally
condemning anti-Arab, anti-Palestinian, and Islamophobic violence and rhetoric on campus; and
affirming the university’s commitment to its Palestinian, Arab, and Muslim students and faculty.

Signed,

Students, Faculty, Alumni, and Affiliates of the Department of Middle Eastern, South Asian and
African Studies and Columbia University
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