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OPPONENT TESTIMONY OF Jan Nespor, PhD
S.B. 87 Define antisemitism; expand offense of ethnic intimidation

Ohio Senate Judiciary Committee
February 16, 2026

Chairman Manning, Vice Chair Reynolds, Ranking Member Hicks-Hudson, and members of the Ohio Senate 
Judiciary Committee:

My name is Jan Nespor. I am an emeritus professor of Educational Studies at the Ohio State University, but I 
speak only for myself here. I write to oppose SB87.  SB87 would establish in Ohio law the International 
Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA) working definition of antisemitism, and attach it to an extended 
definition of ethnic intimidation.  The IHRA definition is unnecessary, overly broad, and would suppress 
speech and violate First Amendment rights. The expanded definition of ethnic intimidation would itself 
operate as a form of intimidation by threatening harsh penalties for what should be protected speech. I will 
address several questions.

Is a definition such as the IHRA needed? Is the IHRA definition fit for purpose?  Would the definition 
suppress speech? Has it done so in jurisdictions where it’s already been accepted? How would the attachment 
of the IRHA definition to an extended definition of “ethnic intimidation” intensify that suppression? 

1) Is a definition needed? What is now called the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA) 
definition of antisemitism was originally developed in 2005 by a working group of the European Monitoring 
Centre on Racism and Xenophobia.  The aim was to help categorize incidents for data collecting and 
monitoring purposes.  It was never intended as a legal definition to be used in speech codes or for policing 
speech and punishing speakers.  The EMC, in any event, rejected the definition and removed it from its 
webpage. The IHRA adopted the definition and its 11 “contemporary examples” in 2016. 

Kenneth Stern, the lead author of the IHRA definition (now Director of the Bard Center for the Study of 
Hate), notes that “Proponents of the IHRA definition make two main arguments for its adoption. One is that 
to combat antisemitism, you need to define it. The other is that the IHRA definition has no impact on free 
speech. Both are communal talking points. Both are demonstrably wrong.”1 

This claim that a definition is necessary is echoed in proponent testimony – “we cannot fight back against 
antisemitism without first defining what it is. We must be able to easily identify antisemitic acts” (Carol Ann 
Schwartz); “to be clear: we cannot defeat that which we are unwilling to define” (Zilberman). Stern calls such 
arguments “nonsense,” and points out that people have been fighting antisemitism without the IHRA or 
other definitions for a long time.  Moreover, as the Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression [FIRE] 
points out:2

The adoption of the IHRA definition to define anti-Semitism is itself novel in that laws and rules in 
the United States generally do not define what acts specifically are racist, sexist, religiously bigoted, or 

1  Stern (2025).  A Bad Deal - By Adopting the IHRA Definition of Antisemitism, Universities are Sacrificing Academic 
Freedom https://knightcolumbia.org/content/a-bad-deal-why-using-the-ihra-definition-of-antisemitism-on-campus-is-
incompatible-with-academic-freedom-and-students-right-to-open-inquiry 
2  https://www.thefire.org/news/analysis-harvards-settlement-adopting-ihra-anti-semitism-definition-prescription-chill-
campus FIRE describes itself as non-partisan, but it gets a significant amount of its funding from far-right or libertarian 
sources such as the Koch, Bradley, and Scaife Foundations. It has pursued conservative causes, for example, by 
challenging DEI rules in universities across the country.  It cannot be construed as a liberal or left-leaning organization.

https://knightcolumbia.org/content/a-bad-deal-why-using-the-ihra-definition-of-antisemitism-on-campus-is-incompatible-with-academic-freedom-and-students-right-to-open-inquiry
https://knightcolumbia.org/content/a-bad-deal-why-using-the-ihra-definition-of-antisemitism-on-campus-is-incompatible-with-academic-freedom-and-students-right-to-open-inquiry
https://www.thefire.org/news/analysis-harvards-settlement-adopting-ihra-anti-semitism-definition-prescription-chill-campus
https://www.thefire.org/news/analysis-harvards-settlement-adopting-ihra-anti-semitism-definition-prescription-chill-campus
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anti-Semitic. They are written from the perspective of prohibiting discrimination against a class of 
people protected by that law. In the case of Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, for example, that 
includes race, color, and national origin. But the law does not go on to say “and here is what is racist” 
followed by a list of examples or a definition. That is left to judges and fact-finders to determine, 
taking into account the facts and context of a given case.

2)  Is the IHRA definition appropriate for the legal uses that SB87 would put it to? No, and this should 
be obvious to anyone who’s read the language of the IHRA.  The definition was not intended to be used for 
legal purposes, let alone define criminal offences.3  Again I’ll draw on the non-partisan group FIRE

The definition is simply not constructed in a manner that makes for fair and predictable application 
by different individuals, even if all of those individuals are trying their level best.4

Here’s the core IHRA definition:
“Antisemitism is a certain perception of Jews, which may be expressed as hatred toward Jews. 
Rhetorical and physical manifestations of antisemitism are directed toward Jewish or non-Jewish 
individuals and/or their property, toward Jewish community institutions and religious facilities.

David Feldman, Director of the Pears Institute for the Study of Antisemitism in the UK, calls this 
“bewilderingly imprecise.”5  FIRE comments:

Let’s look at this with an eye towards enforcement. Did a person accused of discriminatory 
harassment do so based on having “a certain perception of Jews?” What perception is that? Hatred? 
Not exactly, as it “may be expressed as hatred towards Jews.” But if it “may be expressed as hatred 
towards Jews,” it may also not be expressed as hatred towards Jews. That leaves open the possibility 
that anti-Semitism can be expressed by anything. The definition then moves on to say that it can be 
directed toward “Jewish or non-Jewish individuals and/or their property.” The group of “Jewish and 
non-Jewish individuals” includes literally everyone. It is more specific about community institutions 
and religious facilities, excluding those that are not Jewish.6

So, antisemitism is a “certain perception,” whatever that means, that may or may not express hatred towards 
Jews and could be directed at Jews or non-Jews. That’s not a workable definition. The weight of the IHRA 
thus rests on the ‘contemporary examples’ attached to it.  FIRE notes that while some these include 

“hard-to-argue-with propositions like ‘Calling for, aiding, or justifying the killing or harming of Jews 
in the name of a radical ideology or an extremist view of religion,’. . . .Other examples have a much 
greater potential overlap with political critiques, such as “Drawing comparisons of contemporary 
Israeli policy to that of the Nazis,” and “Denying the Jewish people their right to self-determination, 
e.g., by claiming that the existence of a State of Israel is a racist endeavor” . . . Still others are 
somewhere in between, like “Applying double standards by requiring of it a behavior not expected or 
demanded of any other democratic nation.”

Indeed, seven of the ‘contemporary examples’ define criticisms of the state of Israel or the political ideology 
of Zionism – even demonstrably true statements about the actions of Israel -- as evidence of antisemitism.7  
As Feldman notes, “there is a danger that the overall effect will place the onus on Israel’s critics to 
demonstrate they are not antisemitic.”8  Among other things, the examples are framed in a way that creates 
problematic levels of ambiguity: 

3 https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/12/opinion/will-campus-criticism-of-israel-violate-federal-law.html 
4 https://www.thefire.org/news/analysis-harvards-settlement-adopting-ihra-anti-semitism-definition-prescription-chill-
campus 
5 https://perspectives.blogs.bbk.ac.uk/2017/01/03/will-britains-new-definition-of-antisemitism-help-jewish-people-im-
sceptical/ 
6 https://www.thefire.org/news/analysis-harvards-settlement-adopting-ihra-anti-semitism-definition-prescription-chill-
campus 
7 Riemer, N. (2023). Deadly word games: universities and defining antisemitism. 
https://overland.org.au/2023/02/deadly-word-games-universities-and-defining-antisemitism/
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“Manifestations might include the targeting of the state of Israel, conceived as a Jewish collectivity. 
However, criticism of Israel similar to that leveled against any other country cannot be regarded 
as antisemitic. Antisemitism frequently charges Jews with conspiring to harm humanity, and it is 
often used to blame Jews for “why things go wrong.” It is expressed in speech, writing, visual forms 
and action, and employs sinister stereotypes and negative character traits. Contemporary examples of 
antisemitism in public life, the media, schools, the workplace, and in the religious sphere could, 
taking into account the overall context, include, but are not limited to: [followed by the 
‘contemporary examples’]

As FIRE notes, “the bolded phrases are all qualifiers that leave more openings for interpretation — a 
situation that courts recognize as a problem in the area of free speech because it makes the rule too vague to 
follow or fairly administer.”  A group letter signed by 17 legal and advocacy organizations expands on the 
vagueness of this section:

When applying the IHRA definition to evaluate campus complaints, how would an OCR [Office of 
Civil Rights] official decide whether students and faculty are applying a “double standard” to Israel? 
Would there be guidance as to whether, and how much, students and faculty must first criticize other 
nation states before criticizing Israel? Would universities be required to punish students and faculty 
who call the Israeli state “racist,” while allowing speech that makes the same critique of the U.S. or 
other governments? Would a campus discussion be grounds for a federal investigation if it examined 
Israel’s “Nation State” law (enacted in July 2018, to enshrine the right of national self-determination 
for Jews only) or other race-based regulations (such as roads connecting illegal Israeli settlements in 
the occupied West Bank which Palestinians are effectively barred from using)9

These are widely-held criticisms. Over 370 scholars of antisemitism, Jewish history, the Holocaust, and 
related areas of study have criticized the IHRA definition and offered an alternative definition as part of the 
“Jerusalem Declaration on Antisemitism.”10  A similar group of 128 scholars argued against the adoption of 
the IHRA by the UN, stating that it is “vague and incoherent” and noting that: 

The divisive and polarizing effect of the IHRA WDA flows from eleven “contemporary examples of 
antisemitism” attached to it, seven of which relate to Israel. Ample evidence shows that these 
examples are being weaponized to discredit and silence legitimate criticism of Israel’s policies as 
antisemitism.11 

A number of Jewish groups in North America similarly oppose the IHRA definition, including The 
Progressive Israel Network,12 a coalition of progressive, pro-Israel organizations, Bend the Arc, the leading 
national progressive Jewish voice, T'ruah: the Rabbinic Call for Human Rights, and Jewish Voice for Peace. 
As FIRE notes, groups and politicians from both the left and right have opposed the IHRA13  Stern also 
notes that “conservatives” from Christopher Rufo to the CATO institution, “including Jewish ones, have 
deep concerns too” about the IHRA.14

And well they should. SB87 and the IHRA definition are tools for suppressing speech and legitimate debate 
by creating a climate of fear and targeting those who question the policies of the Israeli government. As one 
commentator puts it, it is “increasingly difficult to criticize Israel without fear of lawsuits, accusations of anti-

8 https://perspectives.blogs.bbk.ac.uk/2017/01/03/will-britains-new-definition-of-antisemitism-help-jewish-people-im-
sceptical/ 
9 https://ccrjustice.org/sites/default/files/attach/2024/01/8-31-22_OCR-IHRA-PL-Signon-Letter_w.pdf 
10 https://jerusalemdeclaration.org/ 
11 https://media.euobserver.com/9e86df02ddf67c6046d190b65e4380df.pdf
12 https://www.progressiveisraelnetwork.org/progressive-israel-network-groups-oppose-codification-of-ihra-working-
definition-of-antisemitism-citing-strong-potential-for-misuse/ 
13https://www.thefire.org/news/groups-across-ideological-spectrum-unite-opposing-antisemitism-awareness-act   
14  Stern (2025).  A Bad Deal - By Adopting the IHRA Definition of Antisemitism, Universities are Sacrificing Academic 
Freedom https://knightcolumbia.org/content/a-bad-deal-why-using-the-ihra-definition-of-antisemitism-on-campus-is-
incompatible-with-academic-freedom-and-students-right-to-open-inquiry

https://knightcolumbia.org/content/a-bad-deal-why-using-the-ihra-definition-of-antisemitism-on-campus-is-incompatible-with-academic-freedom-and-students-right-to-open-inquiry
https://knightcolumbia.org/content/a-bad-deal-why-using-the-ihra-definition-of-antisemitism-on-campus-is-incompatible-with-academic-freedom-and-students-right-to-open-inquiry
https://www.thefire.org/news/groups-across-ideological-spectrum-unite-opposing-antisemitism-awareness-act
https://www.progressiveisraelnetwork.org/progressive-israel-network-groups-oppose-codification-of-ihra-working-definition-of-antisemitism-citing-strong-potential-for-misuse/
https://www.progressiveisraelnetwork.org/progressive-israel-network-groups-oppose-codification-of-ihra-working-definition-of-antisemitism-citing-strong-potential-for-misuse/
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Semitism, demands for political balance in staging of events, blacklisting of participants, or other forms of 
personal or institutional harassment.”15  

3) Would the definition suppress speech? Has it done so in jurisdictions where it’s already been 
accepted? 

These are not abstract possibilities:  IHRA-grounded attacks on speech have been ongoing since its creation.16 
The IHRA puts the burden on pro-Palestinian individuals and organizations “to prove that they are not anti-
Semites”17  The aims are to deflect attention from Israel’s illegal actions and violations of Palestinian’s human 
and civil rights and create a legal platform from which to attack pro-Palestinian organizations. 

Proponents note that SB87 contains the line “The definition of ‘antisemitism’ in this section shall not be 
construed to diminish or infringe on any right protected by the first amendment to the United States 
Constitution or the Ohio Constitution,” but this is disingenuous. Legislation similar to SB87 can and has been 
used to attack free speech through lawsuits and sanctions in other states. That such attacks are likely to be 
found unconstitutional by Courts misses the point:  The Students for Justice in Palestine chapter at Fordham 
University, for example, took four years to win its case when the university tried to block its establishment. 
As one commentator notes: “This is often the real goal of lawfare operations: entangling organizers in legal 
and legislative battles is a tried and tested method which eats up activists’ time, energy, and money.”18  Such 
lawfare is meant to intimidate opponents into silence. As Kenneth Stern observes 

“The thing that I see as the real problem of this on the campus is not necessarily how the cases are 
gonna be litigated. It's about the chilling effect. It’s about the pressure on administrators who know 
that there are groups out there hunting for speech to file Title VI cases, and their job is to protect the 
university from being sued.”19

Several proponents of SB87, in their testimony, state that opponents “claim this legislation will impact their 
free speech. But opponents have not been able to cite even one single case in the United States where that’s 
happened” (Beigelman).  In fact, there have been many such cases and opponents have often referred to 
them. I’ll mention a few here. The IHRA definition was coupled to Title VI during the first Trump 
administration and the Biden administration continued the practice of considering the IHRA definition in 
determining whether Title VI had been violated.20 The result has been a long and accelerating string of attacks 
on speech.  As the 2022 joint letter by legal and advocacy groups noted: 

Students, professors, and campus administrators across the U.S. have been subjected to a barrage of 
legal complaints where Israel advocates deploy the IHRA definition as a tool to censor speech critical 
of Israel or favorable to Palestinian rights. Since 2019, Israel advocates have filed at least 13 
complaints with OCR alleging that campus speech about Palestine is threatening to Jewish students 
and amounts to a Title VI violation.21

In a 2024 follow-up letter that collective of groups notes that:

15 Ian Lustick, Paradigm Lost:  From Two-State Solution to One-State Reality. University of Pennsylvania Press, 2019, p.67.
16 See the events noted in https://palestinelegal.org/distorted-definition
17 Goldberg, A., and Segal, R. (2019, 11 August). Distorting the Definition of  Antisemitism to Shield Israel from All 
Criticism +972 Magazine https://lobelog.com/distorting-the-definition-of-antisemitism-to-shield-israel-from-all-
criticism/ 
18  Holmes, C. (2020, 10 June). The Campaign to ‘Kill’ the BDS Movement Against Israel Extends Far and Wide. 
https://jacobinmag.com/2020/06/boycott-divestment-sanctions-movement-israel-palestine

19 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_PekXSzck2I 
20 Kane, A. (2024, 15 Nov) The Civil Rights Law shutting down pro-Palestine speech.  Jewish Currents. 
https://jewishcurrents.org/civil-rights-law-pro-palestine-speech-israel-trump 
21  https://ccrjustice.org/sites/default/files/attach/2024/01/8-31-22_OCR-IHRA-PL-Signon-Letter_w.pdf  The 13 
complaints are listed in the letter.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_PekXSzck2I
https://ccrjustice.org/sites/default/files/attach/2024/01/8-31-22_OCR-IHRA-PL-Signon-Letter_w.pdf
https://jewishcurrents.org/civil-rights-law-pro-palestine-speech-israel-trump
https://jacobinmag.com/2020/06/boycott-divestment-sanctions-movement-israel-palestine
https://lobelog.com/distorting-the-definition-of-antisemitism-to-shield-israel-from-all-criticism/
https://lobelog.com/distorting-the-definition-of-antisemitism-to-shield-israel-from-all-criticism/
https://palestinelegal.org/distorted-definition
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The invocation of IHRA and similar definitions by anti-Palestinian groups has resulted in: 
disruptions, including years-long investigations of faculty and student speech that poison the 
environment of academic freedom; widespread censorship of speech on serious matters of foreign 
policy and racial justice; frivolous lawsuits draining university and community resources; students 
denied the ability to mourn in public; scholarships threatened; courses interrupted or canceled; 
students unable to participate in student government; the exclusion of Palestine in curricula; and 
severe stress and mental health impacts from all of the above being exacerbated by schools’ lack of 
response to this defamatory and racialized harassment against students.22

The appendix to this 2024 letter describes such cases at ten universities (Bard, CUNY, George Washington, 
Georgia Tech, NYU, University of California-Berkeley, UNC, Duke, University of Pennsylvania, University 
of Vermont). One can add other cases.  For example, the Office of Civil Rights [OCR] investigated Lafayette 
College “following a complaint that students using the phrase “from the river to the sea, Palestine will be 
free” contributed to an environment of anti-Jewish hostility on campus.”23  According to the Jewish Currents 
article just quoted:

during an October 2024 meeting, Brooklyn College administrators informed faculty that, following 
an OCR investigation and voluntary agreement at the school, any student allegation of discrimination
—even if it concerned a post on a private social media account—could result in professors being 
called in to discuss the complaint with higher-ups, according to two professors present at the 
meeting. Such shifts in policy “can be extraordinarily chilling and even McCarthyite, as schools haul 
students and professors in for questioning over the most threadbare or even unsupported 
accusations,” Sainath said. Other agreements went even further in diluting free expression 
protections. In August, as part of a mediated agreement with the Zionist legal group the Brandeis 
Center to resolve an OCR complaint, North Carolina State University agreed to amend its non-
discrimination policy to include the IHRA definition of antisemitism—demonstrating how Israel 
advocates can use the Title VI complaint process to achieve long-held goals on college campuses.24 

One can add to such cases the names of individuals penalized for speech in relation to Israel or intimidated 
into silence. These include even tenured university faculty members:

 Marianne Hirsch, a genocide scholar at Columbia University, and daughter of two Holocaust 
survivors, who says that “For the first time since she started teaching five decades ago . . . [she] is 
now thinking of leaving the classroom altogether. “A university that treats criticism of Israel as 
antisemitic and threatens sanctions for those who disobey is no longer a place of open inquiry,” she 
told The Associated Press. “I just don’t see how I can teach about genocide in that environment.” 
https://apnews.com/article/columbia-university-antisemitism-
definition-68d44684f376b12162a28b88104e5d24 

 Maura Finkelstein, a Jewish scholar, was fired from a tenured position at Muhlenberg College in 
Pennsylvania for social media posts - https://www.lehighvalleynews.com/school-news/higher-
education/aaup-censures-muhlenberg-college-over-professors-firing-after-social-media-posts  

 Ramsi Woodcock, a tenured full professor at the University of Kentucky, has not been fired but has 
been suspended and banned from campus for circulating a petition among economists calling for 
military intervention in Gaza to stop the genocide) https://www.thefire.org/get-involved/take-
action/stop-university-kentuckys-free-speech-crackdown  On the particular relevance of IHRA, see 
https://murraystatenews.org/205394/news/ky-attorney-general-stands-on-antisemitism-law/ 

 Jodi Dean, a tenured full professor, was suspended from her position at Hobert & William Smith 
College in New York on the basis of a blog post https://www.chronicle.com/article/a-tenured-

22 https://ccrjustice.org/sites/default/files/attach/2024/01/1-16-24_OCR-IHRA-PL-Signon-Letter_w.pdf

23https://jewishcurrents.org/civil-rights-law-pro-palestine-speech-israel-trump   
24https://jewishcurrents.org/civil-rights-law-pro-palestine-speech-israel-trump   
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https://ocrcas.ed.gov/sites/default/files/ocr-letters-and-agreements/02222034-b.pdf
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professor-was-removed-from-the-classroom-over-a-pro-palestine-essay .  Dean eventually won 
reinstatement after a long legal struggle.

The use of the IHRA definition to attack student speech or censor public speakers at university campuses is 
even more common that its uses against faculty members.  A 2020 article describes over a dozen such 
instances25 and such attacks have intensified since 2023. As Stern, the lead author of the IHRA definition, 
notes “at schools around the country, complaints based on the IHRA definition have been filed in attempts 
to stop speech and speakers.”26  

Finally, as the fact that other countries have adopted the IHRA definition was mentioned by proponents, it’s 
worth pointing out that the everywhere it’s been accepted, it seems the IHRA has been used to suppress 
speech. In fact, as Stern notes

The United Kingdom offers a cautionary tale. It adopted the IHRA definition and applied it to 
campuses. An Israel Apartheid Week event planned on one campus was not allowed. Whatever one 
thinks of Israel Apartheid Week, it’s speech. If you don’t like it, speak against it, don’t use laws to 
suppress it.27 

Indeed, in the UK, which was the first country to adopt the IHRA, until a court ruling last week, one would 
be arrested simply for holding up in public a sign that said --- ““I oppose genocide, I support Palestine 
Action.”28  

4) How would the attachment of the IRHA definition to an extended definition of “ethnic 
intimidation” intensify such suppression?

Finally, in conjunction with other proposed legislation, SB87 adds new legal force to its suppression of speech 
by attaching the IHRA definition to Ohio law regarding riot and aggravated riot. Proponents in their 
testimony are largely silent on this major component of SB87.  The object of this provision is to go beyond 
Title VI challenges and to criminalize free speech.

“In reviewing, investigating, or deciding whether there has been a violation of any relevant policy, 
law, or regulation prohibiting discriminatory acts, a state agency shall take into consideration the 

25 IHRA Definition at Work (4 Sept. 2020). http://www.ijvcanada.org/ihra-definition-at-work/ 
26Stern’s footnotes cites these incidents: “Press Release, Palestine Legal, ASU Students Overcome IHRA Roadblock to 
Mohammed El-Kurd Event (May 10, 2022), https://palestinelegal.org/news/2022/5/10/asu-students- overcome-ihra-
roadblock-to-mohammed-el-kurd-event; Email from a redacted sender, Campus Relations Coordinator for the Indiana 
Israel Public Affairs Committee, to a redacted recipient, professor at Indiana University (Nov. 1, 2018), 
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/548748b1e4b083fc03ebf70e/t/5c17d4e3c2241bba3e8c794f/1545065700188/
Email+from+IIPA (this letter references the State Department definition of antisemitism which uses language similar to 
the IHRA definition of antisemitism); Email from Harmeet K. Dhillon, Dhillon Law Group, to G. Gabrielle Starr, 
President, Pomona College, and Melvin L. Oliver, President, Pitzer College (Feb. 3, 2020), 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/12jTDUIG3AITOI58VKg8n7MrUEb34icRJ/view.”  hese efforts are 
sometimes coordinated nationally.  For example the Committee for Accuracy in Middle East Reporting and Analysis 
(CAMERA) gives its fellows $1,500 to “monitor Israel discussion on campus and calls for ‘tracking all relevant class 
curriculum offered at your university.’ According to the Jewish Forward, CAMERA is “known for intimidation and smear 
campaigns against scholars and students whose views they oppose.” https://mondoweiss.net/2022/08/us-student-
israel-lobby-groups-behind-mcgill-lawsuit/ 
27 Stern (2025).  A Bad Deal - By Adopting the IHRA Definition of Antisemitism, Universities are Sacrificing Academic 
Freedom https://knightcolumbia.org/content/a-bad-deal-why-using-the-ihra-definition-of-antisemitism-on-campus-is-
incompatible-with-academic-freedom-and-students-right-to-open-inquiry  T
28  https://gjia.georgetown.edu/2025/12/10/the-shrinking-space-for-public-protest-examining-the-united-kingdoms-
proscription-of-palestine-action/  Rebecca Ruth Gould’s Erasing Palestine (Haymarket, 2023) gives a number of examples 
of uses of the IHRA to attack free speech 

https://mondoweiss.net/2022/08/us-student-israel-lobby-groups-behind-mcgill-lawsuit/
https://mondoweiss.net/2022/08/us-student-israel-lobby-groups-behind-mcgill-lawsuit/
https://forward.com/opinion/435453/how-trumps-education-department-is-weaponizing-anti-semitism-and/
https://cameraoncampus.org/programs/camera-internship/
https://cameraoncampus.org/programs/fellowship/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/12jTDUIG3AITOI58VKg8n7MrUEb34icRJ/view
http://www.ijvcanada.org/ihra-definition-at-work/
https://gjia.georgetown.edu/2025/12/10/the-shrinking-space-for-public-protest-examining-the-united-kingdoms-proscription-of-palestine-action/
https://gjia.georgetown.edu/2025/12/10/the-shrinking-space-for-public-protest-examining-the-united-kingdoms-proscription-of-palestine-action/
https://knightcolumbia.org/content/a-bad-deal-why-using-the-ihra-definition-of-antisemitism-on-campus-is-incompatible-with-academic-freedom-and-students-right-to-open-inquiry
https://knightcolumbia.org/content/a-bad-deal-why-using-the-ihra-definition-of-antisemitism-on-campus-is-incompatible-with-academic-freedom-and-students-right-to-open-inquiry
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/548748b1e4b083fc03ebf70e/t/5c17d4e3c2241bba3e8c794f/1545065700188/Email+from+IIPA
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/548748b1e4b083fc03ebf70e/t/5c17d4e3c2241bba3e8c794f/1545065700188/Email+from+IIPA
https://palestinelegal.org/news/2022/5/10/asu-students-
https://www.chronicle.com/article/a-tenured-professor-was-removed-from-the-classroom-over-a-pro-palestine-essay
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definition of antisemitism for purposes of determining whether an alleged act was motivated by 
discriminatory antisemitic intent.” (lines 213-218)

Attaching harsh criminal penalties to an indefensibly vague definition is simply an invitation to attack and 
intimidate people with legitimate criticisms of the state of Israel.  And indeed this is what has happened
The section of SB87 that reads “The definition of ‘antisemitism’ in this section shall not be construed to 
diminish or infringe on any right protected by the first amendment to the United States Constitution or the 
Ohio Constitution” does nothing at all except to say that you have the right to spend years in litigation 
fighting frivolous prosecutions to prove you’re not an antisemite. 

Campaigns based on the IHRA definition have caused disruptions including years-long investigations 
of faculty and student speech that poison the environment of academic freedom; widespread 
censored speech on serious matters of foreign policy and racial justice; frivolous lawsuits draining 
university and community resources; Palestinian-American students denied their right of freedom to 
travel in Palestine; students denied the ability to mourn in public; scholarships threatened; courses 
interrupted or failed; the inability to participate in student government; the exclusion of Palestine in 
curricula; and severe stress in response to cyber- bullying and defamatory and racialized accusations. 
All of this results in untold hours of chronic anxiety, lost sleep, lost appetite, and lost learning time 
for students and faculty who dared to voice their experiences as Palestinians, or their political 
criticisms of the Israeli state.29

Again, even if the accused person wins, the idea is as much to intimidate protesters and deplete their 
resources as it is to put them in prison.

Conclusion

To be clear, antisemitism must be combatted, but that is not what the IHRA is about. It is about suppressing 
speech and legitimate criticism of the policies and practices of a foreign country.  What kinds of criticisms?

Groups as varied as the Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, the South African Human 
Sciences Research Council, and the Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia have determined 
that Israel is an apartheid state30 

The University Network for Human Rights, Amnesty International, the UN Special Rapporteur on 
the situation of human rights in the Palestinian territories occupied since 1967, the Government of South 
Africa in its application to the International Court of Justice, and others, have determined that Israel is 
committing genocide in Gaza31

Under the IHRA, if I were to protest this apartheid and genocide, or to advocate for a boycott of or 
divestment from the state perpetrating them, or even mention such things to students on a school campus, 
you could accuse me of “antisemitism” and if I were a vulnerable, untenured professor I would likely lose my 

29https://ccrjustice.org/sites/default/files/attach/2024/01/8-31-22_OCR-IHRA-PL-Signon-Letter_w.pdf   

30  https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde15/5141/2022/en/ 
  http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11910/4619 
  https://www.hrw.org/report/2021/04/27/threshold-crossed/israeli-authorities-and-crimes-apartheid-and-persecution 
  https://electronicintifada.net/sites/default/files/2017-03/un_apartheid_report_15_march_english_final_.pdf  
31 https://www.humanrightsnetwork.org/projects/genocide-in-gaza 
https://www.un.org/unispal/document/anatomy-of-a-genocide-report-of-the-special-rapporteur-on-the-situation-of-
human-rights-in-the-palestinian-territory-occupied-since-1967-to-human-rights-council-advance-unedited-version-a-
hrc-55/ 
https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/country-reports/a79384-report-special-rapporteur-situation-human-rights-
palestinian 
 https://www.icj-cij.org/sites/default/files/case-related/192/192-20231228-app-01-00-en.pdf 
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde15/8668/2024/en/ 

https://www.icj-cij.org/sites/default/files/case-related/192/192-20231228-app-01-00-en.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/country-reports/a79384-report-special-rapporteur-situation-human-rights-palestinian
https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/country-reports/a79384-report-special-rapporteur-situation-human-rights-palestinian
https://www.un.org/unispal/document/anatomy-of-a-genocide-report-of-the-special-rapporteur-on-the-situation-of-human-rights-in-the-palestinian-territory-occupied-since-1967-to-human-rights-council-advance-unedited-version-a-hrc-55/
https://www.un.org/unispal/document/anatomy-of-a-genocide-report-of-the-special-rapporteur-on-the-situation-of-human-rights-in-the-palestinian-territory-occupied-since-1967-to-human-rights-council-advance-unedited-version-a-hrc-55/
https://www.un.org/unispal/document/anatomy-of-a-genocide-report-of-the-special-rapporteur-on-the-situation-of-human-rights-in-the-palestinian-territory-occupied-since-1967-to-human-rights-council-advance-unedited-version-a-hrc-55/
https://www.humanrightsnetwork.org/projects/genocide-in-gaza
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde15/8668/2024/en/
https://www.hrw.org/report/2021/04/27/threshold-crossed/israeli-authorities-and-crimes-apartheid-and-persecution
http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11910/4619
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde15/5141/2022/en/
https://electronicintifada.net/sites/default/files/2017-03/un_apartheid_report_15_march_english_final_.pdf
https://ccrjustice.org/sites/default/files/attach/2024/01/8-31-22_OCR-IHRA-PL-Signon-Letter_w.pdf
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job and perhaps suffer other sanctions.  But again, that’s the point of weaponizing antisemitism through 
devices such as the IHRA: to intimidate and silence critics, to shift public debate away from discussions of 
occupation, apartheid, scholasticide, ecocide, the torture and murder of Palestinian children, doctors, and 
journalists, the systematic starvation of the population of Gaza, of genocide itself, and instead focus them on 
“what is or is not forbidden when it comes to criticism of Israel, and to what extent said criticism is 
antisemitic”32

We are already in a situation where the free speech of pro-Palestinian activists on college campuses is 
suppressed and alliances between ICE and secretive groups such as Canary Mission are leading to the 
deportation of international students who speak out for Palestine.33  The State of Ohio should not reinforce 
this intensifying system of oppression. 

I urge you to reject SB87.

Sincerely,

Jan Nespor, PhD

32 Goldberg, A., and Segal, R. (2019, 11 August). Distorting the Definition of  Antisemitism to Shield Israel from All 
Criticism +972 Magazine https://lobelog.com/distorting-the-definition-of-antisemitism-to-shield-israel-from-all-
criticism/ 
33 www.cnn.com/2025/07/09/politics/ice-homeland-security-canary-mission 

http://www.cnn.com/2025/07/09/politics/ice-homeland-security-canary-mission
https://lobelog.com/distorting-the-definition-of-antisemitism-to-shield-israel-from-all-criticism/
https://lobelog.com/distorting-the-definition-of-antisemitism-to-shield-israel-from-all-criticism/
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