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Dear UNHCR representative in Turkey:  

 

We are writing on behalf of the Linguistic Society of America (LSA) to support Abduweli 

Ayup’s (alternative spelling: Abuduwaili Ayifu) application for refugee status and third-country 

resettlement through the United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR), and to ask 

for your help in expediting his application.  

 

The LSA is a scholarly professional society whose mission is to advance the scientific study of 

language. We represent scholars with advanced training in linguistics from around the world, 

including Abduweli Ayup. As such, the LSA advances its mission by working to protect the 

human rights of scholars to conduct research, teach, and collaborate with scientific colleagues 

without fear of reprisal. The LSA works in consultation with other national and international 

scientific organizations to advance these goals, including the Science and Human Rights 

Coalition of the American Association for the Advancement of Science. The LSA has followed 

Ayup’s case and recently learned of his refugee status in Turkey.  

 

Abduweli Ayup has dedicated his life and education to the Uyghur language in China. He is a 

strong proponent of linguistic human rights, specifically the right for the intergenerational 

transmission of language and culture. He attended the well regarded linguistics program at the 

University of Kansas for his Masters in Linguistics on a Ford Foundation Fellowship. After 

graduating in 2011, he returned to Xinjiang, China, and established a Uyghur language 

kindergarten. Mr. Ayup’s school proved to be popular, and he was preparing to open another 

Uyghur language kindergarten in the regional capital of Urumchi before his arrest. The LSA has 

followed his case since 2013 when he was detained by the Chinese government for unnamed 

reasons and without due process. The LSA subsequently sent a letter to the Chinese government 

advocating for his release, which occurred in December of 2014.  

 



 

 

As it now stands, Ayup cannot return to China out of fear of persecution by the Chinese 

government. The LSA supports Ayup’s right to share his linguistic and scientific expertise in the 

Uyghur minority language with students and academic colleagues, as well as his desire to 

continue his scholarly work in a safe environment that is free from fear. Given his recent 

detainment, it is apparent that Ayup could face many more years in prison and not be able to 

continue his important work unless he achieves third-country resettlement. 

 

Ayup has reported that he, his education project in China and the staff there are under continued 

scrutiny from the Chinese government. As a result of the Chinese government’s continued 

assimilation efforts in Xinjiang province (Ayup’s region) and in Tibet, there is reason to believe 

that they will continue to stifle Ayup’s efforts by sending him back to prison. When imprisoned 

in 2013, he spent 15 months without due process. After a one-day trial, he was sentenced to 18 

months in prison and fined for “accepting fraudulent international funds”. Advocates from 

around the world rallied for his release, which occurred later that year, in November of 2014. It 

is with these concerns in mind that we respectfully ask you to expedite Ayup’s request for third-

country resettlement. 

 

Based on the qualifications mentioned above, the LSA firmly believes that Abduweli Ayup 

would be an asset to any higher education institution. The LSA will work further with linguistics 

programs at academic institutions to see if he can continue his work on the Uyghur language 

there. Recognizing that Ayup’s work is particular to his region and language, the LSA 

understands that he may not readily find an opportunity to continue his work in the United 

States; however, we are prepared to reach out to linguistic and human rights programs to assist 

him in his transition. 

 

We hope that the UNHCR will be able to expedite his resettlement to a third country where we 

can better support his efforts to find an academic position where he will be able to continue his 

work in safety.  

 

We appreciate your consideration of his application and would be happy to provide further 

information. You may contact us at your convenience via email at areed@lsadc.org. 

  

Sincerely, 

 
Alyson Reed, Executive Director, Linguistic Society of America 

 

 
Michel DeGraff, Professor of Linguistics, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and LSA 

Representative to the Science and Human Rights Coalition, AAAS 

 

Joan A. Sereno, PhD, Professor & Chair, Department of Linguistics, University of Kansas 
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