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Abstract
For the past 6 months, there has been an ongoing revolution in Iran after the brutal death of Zhina (Mahsa) Amini in morality

police custody. Iranian universities’ professors and students have been on the frontline of this revolution and have been fired
or sentenced. On the other hand, Iranian high schools and primary schools have been under suspected toxic gas attack. In the
current article, the latest status of oppression of the university students and professors and toxic gas attack on primary and
high schools in Iran has been evaluated.
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Over the past 6 months, the “Woman, Life, Freedom” revo-
lution in Iran has inspired more than 16 articles in scientific
journals around the world, including 5 articles in Lancet (Devi
2022a, 2022b; Horton 2022; Kabir 2022a, 2022b), 4 articles
in Science (Madani 2022; Nazemi 2022; Staff 2022; Nazemi
2023), 3 articles in Nature (Catanzaro 2022; Dehghani 2022;
Catanzaro 2023), 1 article in Autophagy (Klionsky 2022), 2 ar-
ticles in the British Medical Journal (Dyer 2022; Geetanjali
and Howard 2022), and 1 article in Nature Medicine (Sabeti
2023). We add to these voices by focusing on academia and
school oppression during the “Woman, Life, Freedom” revo-
lution in Iran.

On a cold December day in 1948, 3 years after the desola-
tion of the Second World War, the United Nations gathered
in Paris and proclaimed the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights for all the world to hear. Notably, Article 26 of that
Declaration stated loud and clear:

Everyone has the right to education.
Everyone.
Seventy-five years later, the rest of the world can only

watch in horror as the Islamic Republic regime in Iran brutal-
izes its own citizens for the crime of wanting to educate their
daughters and see them live free and access basic human
rights. In recent months, several reports have been published
regarding the expulsion, arrest, imprisonment, and torture
of students and professors for their support of, and participa-
tion in, nationwide antiregime demonstrations in Iran, fol-
lowing the death of Zhina (Mahsa) Amini in September 2022.

After the tragic death of Zhina (Mahsa) Amini in morality
police custody, over an accusation as trivial as loosely wear-

ing her hijab, civil unrest quickly spread across cities and
towns in Iran against the current oppressive government,
with women leading the protests under the slogan “Woman,
Life, Freedom”. During the unrest to date, the security forces
of the regime have killed more than 600 people (Chen 2023)
and detained over 30 000, including hundreds of students
(Blackman 2023). Following sham trials, protesters have faced
inhumane punishments——including the death penalty.

Despite the sheer violence of the state-sanctioned crack-
downs against them, universities have been at the forefront
of the revolutionary movement in Iran, and have contin-
uously organized sit-ins on campuses. A shocking number
of professors and students have been both fired and sus-
pended for merely expressing solidarity with demonstrators,
let alone actively demonstrating with them. According to the
latest report on 23 February 2023 by human rights activists
and Iran’s Student Union Council (International Community
of Iranian Academics 2023), at least 21 professors have been
suspended, fired, and banned from all educational and re-
search facilities for accompanying and supporting the rights
of students (Figs. 1A and 1B). Since then, four more professors
have been fired, three more professors have been suspended,
one more professor has received a written notice, and a fe-
male professor was abducted for about 3 weeks and released
on bail based on the last report on 1 March 2023 (Moridinejad
2023).

Reports released on 24 February 2023 have announced that
a staggering 680 students (Fig. 2A) were arrested during the
antiregime protests, with dissident female students compris-
ing nearly half of them (Fig. 2B). Since then, 46 more students
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Fig. 1. University professors affected by the “Woman, Life, Freedom” revolution in Iran. (A) Distribution of gender in different
provinces of Iran in university professors affected by ongoing revolution in Iran. (B) Sentences of university professors in
different provinces affected by Iran’s ongoing revolution.

have been arrested, based on the last report on 16 March
2023 (Academics 2023). We have summarized the frequency
of student arrests across the country in different provinces
in Fig. 2B. The exact number of professors and students af-
fected is yet to be determined. Students have been punished
for a term of more than 10 years of imprisonment (Fig. 2C),
with the hardest hit among the provinces of Kurdistan, Ker-
manshah, and Sistan and Baluchistan. The overall oppression
of academics across Iran has been shown in Fig. 2D.

Yet even in the face of such relentless brutality, scores of
students and professors continue to protest. They refuse to
attend classes until their demands are met, including but
not limited to the unconditional release of all detained stu-
dents, cancellation of arrest warrants for released students,
and lifting of academic suspensions. In a cruel response to
this show of integrity and solidarity, the regime has expelled
and banned students from their academic institutions.

Crueler still, over the past 5 months, more than 13 000
Iranian primary and high school students (Fig. 3A)——mostly

schoolgirls (Fig. 3B)——have fallen ill due to an alarming wave
of toxic gas attacks. According to the most recent human
rights activists’ reports, over 280 schools (Fig. 3C) in at least
30 provinces have been affected across the country (Fig. 3D)
(collected by Azimaei 2023). Based on the UN reports, Islamic
regime in Iran has repeatedly rejected UN’s independent
fact-finding committee to investigate alleged abuses, particu-
larly those committed against women and schoolgirls (https:
//www.ohchr.org/en/documents/country-reports/ahrc5267-si
tuation-human-rights-islamic-republic-iran-report-special).
Although the causes of these attacks need to be further
investigated, it is widely believed——and with good reason——
that female students are deliberately being targeted in a
coordinated attempt to terrorize them and their families.
Schools have been one of the main centers of antigovern-
ment protests since September 2022. When you couple that
fact with the Iranian regime’s utter hatred of women, the
result is something as horrific as little girls being gassed in
their classrooms.
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Fig. 2. University students affected by the “Woman, Life, Freedom” revolution in Iran. (A) Distribution of university students
arrested by the ongoing revolution in different provinces of Iran. (B) Distribution of gender of the university students arrested
by the ongoing revolution in different provinces of Iran. (C) Different sentences of university students affected by the ongoing
revolution in different provinces of Iran. (D) Visualization of university students affected by the ongoing revolution in different
provinces of Iran.

Fig. 3. School poisonings during the “Woman, Life, Freedom” revolution in Iran. (A) Trends of school poisoning incidents by
different school grades. (B) Distribution of gender in school poisonings. (C) Distribution of gender in different school grades in
school poisonings. (D) Percentage of school poisonings in different provinces of Iran. All panels in this figure were updated by
4 May 2023.
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It does not have to get worse. The horror can——and must——
end. As they did in 1948, the majority of the world’s nations
today support free education for all and have stood in soli-
darity with the women-led protests in Iran. They have voiced
their support for the brave Iranian girls and women fighting
for their fundamental freedoms and have called for an imme-
diate end to state violence. In line with this, Canada and nu-
merous other countries have unequivocally condemned the
brutal crackdowns and have acted against systemic violations
of the rights of Iranian women and protesters by the Islamic
regime.

We, a group of international faculty members, researchers,
emeritus faculty members, and alumni university students,
are strongly urging regime officials to stop indicting profes-
sors and students with charges punishable by imprisonment,
expulsion, and the death penalty for participation, or alleged
participation, in peaceful demonstrations. It is important to
note that the systematic restriction or ban on girls’ educa-
tion, and depriving students of education by Islamic hardlin-
ers are a matter of international concern. We urge universi-
ties around the world to voice their opposition and come up
with strategies to mitigate the impact, such as implement-
ing fast-track applications for Iranian students and scholars
at risk. Scholarships could be created to offer a safe place for
Iranian women and equity-deserving gender identities to con-
tinue their studies and achieve their goals. The universities
could conduct educational events such as teach-ins and film
screenings to continue involvement of community and shar-
ing of news and knowledge. Money donation and supporting
human rights organizations such as Center for Human Rights
in Iran, Amnesty International, and Human Rights Watch will
serve an important role of assistance and documentation. Ad-
ditionally, governments worldwide should take proportion-
ate actions, and NGOs should act accordingly.
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