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Shakespeare’s Henry VI coined the famous line: “The
first thing we do, let’s kill all the lawyers.” As Dick
the Butcher in Henry VI helped plot a conspiracy to
overthrow the crown, he recognized that eliminating
lawyers would be critical to the plot’s success.
Today governments around the globe are becoming
increasingly authoritarian, and autocratic leaders are
taking a page from Henry VI’s Butcher. They realize
that the key to controlling the people of their countries
is to silence the “megaphones” of society who speak
truth to power and amplify that truth for the rest of
the population. Today, just for doing their jobs, courageous judges, lawyers, and other human rights defenders face risks in countries throughout the world—risks
ranging from harassment, surveillance, and intimidation to disappearance, detention, prosecution, torture,
imprisonment, and worse.
In China, for example, more than 300 Chinese lawyers and rights defenders have been ensnared in the
government’s “709 crackdown,” which was launched in
July 2015 and continues to this day. In what has been
termed nothing less than “a war on law,” Chinese lawyers and activists have been summoned for questioning, kidnapped by secret police, detained incommunicado in “black jails” and other prisons, tortured, and
tried, convicted, and sentenced without due process
on charges trumped up by the state.
Last June, President Rodrigo Duterte of the
Philippines engineered the expulsion of that nation’s
chief justice, Maria Lourdes Sereno, who had been
highly critical of the thousands of extrajudicial killings carried out as part of President Duterte’s savage
war on drugs. President Duterte’s environment of retaliation has not been confined to the Supreme Court
of the Philippines. In early November, renowned
Filipino lawyer Ben Ramos was gunned down on the
street, targeted for his pro bono work representing
political prisoners, dissidents, suspected rebels, leaders of the environmental movement, impoverished
alleged drug users, and other “enemies of the state.”
He was the 34th lawyer to be assassinated for human
rights work in the Philippines since President Duterte
took office in June 2016.

Saudi Arabia has imprisoned the country’s leading
women’s rights activists based on their peaceful efforts
campaigning for the right of Saudi women to drive.
There are reports of some women being tortured. And,
roughly one year ago, in retribution for two high-profile rulings that threatened his stronghold on power,
former President Abdulla Yameen of the Maldives
ordered the arrest of the country’s chief justice and
an associate justice in a dawn commando raid on the
Supreme Court compound. The two justices are now
serving prison sentences following trials that international authorities condemned as a sham. Sadly, there
are many, many more such examples—including some
here in the United States.
On January 24, the Federal Bar Association—for
the first time—joined the international community in
recognizing the International Day of the Endangered
Lawyer. Now in its ninth year, the day is set aside to
pay tribute to legal professionals around the globe
who toil tirelessly to ensure that governments respect
human rights obligations and commitments, often at
great personal peril.
Each year, observance of the International Day
of the Endangered Lawyer focuses on some specific
country. This year that country is Turkey, where a dire
situation grows worse with each passing day.
In the two-and-a-half years since the July 2016
attempted coup, in an effort to eliminate all opposition to his agenda, President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
has implemented a purge of Turkish society that is
unprecedented in its scope and scale—dismissing,
detaining, arresting, imprisoning, and even torturing
tens of thousands of civil servants, teachers, doctors,
journalists, police, and military personnel, in addition
to judges, prosecutors, and lawyers. Many are charged
with national security offenses under the Turkish government’s overly expansive definition of terrorism.
The purge of judges, prosecutors, and lawyers is
particularly pernicious because it gravely undermines
the system that otherwise would deliver justice to
the rest of society. All three elements of the Turkish
criminal justice system have been compromised—the
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prosecution, the defense, and the judiciary. For example, in violation
of the U.N. Basic Principles on the Role of Lawyers, the U.N. Declaration on Human Rights Defenders, and other international norms,
lawyers have been prohibited from conferring with their detained
clients, have had client meetings recorded by authorities, have been
barred from reviewing charges and evidence, and have been banned
from courtrooms. Often, when lawyers go to jail to meet with their
clients or appear in court to represent their clients, the lawyers are
detained and find themselves jailed and under prosecution.
Prosecutors and the judiciary have fared no better. In violation of
the U.N. Basic Principles on the Independence of the Judiciary and
the U.N. Guidelines on the Role of Prosecutors, a staggering 4,400plus judges and prosecutors—more than one-fourth of all of the judges and prosecutors in the country—have been summarily dismissed,

and many have been detained, arrested, prosecuted, and imprisoned.
The prosecutors and judges who have not been purged fear for their
families, their jobs, and their freedom, tainting all trials, judgments,
and sentences with the stench of threats and intimidation. The civil
justice system has been similarly decimated. The independence of
the judiciary, and the Turkish justice system as a whole, are casualties of President Erdogan’s massive purge.
Protecting the safety, security, and independence of judges,
lawyers, and other human rights defenders is a responsibility of all
lawyers everywhere. As we mark the annual International Day of the
Endangered Lawyer, the FBA stands in solidarity with the inspirational judges, lawyers, and human rights defenders worldwide who
serve and champion justice and the rule of law. 
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