opponent testimony re Senate Bill SB 87, 2-26
Dear Committee Chair and members:

| urge you to oppose Ohio SB 87, which seeks to adopt the misguided IHRA definition of
antisemitism. While | strongly condemn all forms of hate, this legislation conflates
legitimate criticism of Israeli policies with antisemitism, posing a grave threat to free
speech and civil rights. Because peaceful protests are now commonly misrepresented
as violent, because provocateurs can create violence in a peaceful assembly, and
because proponents’ claims that the bill won't affect speech have been contradicted by
years of escalating repression, legal sanctions, and loss of jobs and access to
education for hundreds of people who have spoken out against US-funded Israeli
genocide, it is outlandish for proponents to claim that this is not about speech.

We have seen plenty of real antisemitism in our nation, including the horrifying white
nationalist antisemitic violence in Charlottesville, at the Tree of Life Synagogue in
Pittsburgh, the synagogue shootings at a Chabad synagogue in Poway, California, Nazi
symbols at the January 6, 2021 U.S. Capitol insurrection, antisemitic hate groups and
rallies, and the desecration of cemeteries. At a time when white supremacists and white
nationalists promote real hatred of Jews as well as Islamophobia and racism, ignoring
real threats by conflating antisemitism with legitimate opposition to the policies and
current practices of the state of Israel should be considered criminal. A recent Jewish
Currents article on the the growing weaponization of antisemitism notes that “American
Zionism is not about protecting Jews. The American empire’s support for Israel is
rooted in geopolitics and the global capital of the arms trade, not a love for Jews.”
(against-zionist-realism) It is also about control of energy and other resources.

As an American Jew, | am horrified by my country - the United States - funding and
supplying weaponry to Israel, to the tune of several tens of billions of dollars since
October. 2023, to kill Palestinians and obliterate their homeland. For my government to
decree that | am guilty of antisemitism due to my opposition to and participation in
protests against this slaughter and to the ethnically motivated destruction of a people’s
culture, infrastructure, cities, educational institutions, hospitals, land, and livelihoods is a
dangerous assault on my First Amendment religious and free speech rights and a
perversion of truth and justice. It is part of a manipulative and dangerous attempt to
silence the millions of Americans opposed to US-Israeli war crimes and crimes against
humanity. International as well as US law, including the Leahy Law and other statutes
on war crimes certainly support those of us who speak out against US-funded Israeli
war crimes and atrocities against Palestinians.

As a secular Jew, | was raised with the line from the Passover Haggadah, ‘No one is free
until all are free." As part of a family in which some of our European relatives lost their
lives in the Holocaust, | was also taught, ‘Never again means never again for anyone.’ |
come from a long tradition of nonZionist and antiZionist Jews (together a majority of
European Jews until the Holocaust) who, since the founding of Zionism in the late 19th
century, had no interest in a Jewish homeland and even considered Zionism a
supremacist,[1415116] colonialist,['”! or racist ideology,['8 and a settler colonialist
movement.[19120] To equate my antiZionism with antisemitism is both dangerous and
unconstitutional, as this UCLA Law Review analysis details: uclalawreview.org/
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defending-jews-from-the-definition-of-antisemitism/ To tell antiZionist Jews they are not
good or the right kind of Jews is clearly not the job or the right of government. The
state’s attempt to restrict my response to genocide is not only an infringement of my
religion but also contrary to international law, which deems complicity in genocide a
crime and opposing it therefore an obligation in order not to be complicit.

Israel doesn't represent me or reflect my Jewishness. It clearly doesn't represent many
Israeli Jews either. Read for example the moving testimony by a Jewish Israeli refuser
jailed for her refusal to participate in genocide: jacobin.com/2024/12/idf-israel-gaza-refusal-military.

If the state really wanted to protect Jews from antisemitism it could codify the
Jerusalem Declaration’s definition. Signed by hundreds of scholars in the fields of
Holocaust History, Jewish Studies, and Middle East Studies, the Jerusalem Declaration
on Antisemitism was written to ‘provide clear guidance to identify and fight
antisemitism while protecting free expression. It clearly outlines when criticism of Israel
crosses the line into antisemitism and when it does not. SB 87's reliance on an over-
broad definition of antisemitism echoes the very concerns that prompted the
development of the Jerusalem Declaration and the concerns that have been voiced by
the rabbis, other Ohio Jews, the ACLU of Ohio, Jewish Voice for Peace, and others over
the past fifteen months since this dangerous IHRA effort was put forward in Ohio.

Regarding the inadequacies and inappropriateness of the IHRA definition, a report,
"Discriminating Against Dissent: The Weaponization of Civil Rights Law to Repress
Campus Speech on Palestine,” (MESA and AAUP, Nov. 2025) states: “[University]
administrations and governing boards must reject overly broad definitions of
antisemitism, including the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance definition.
Rules prohibiting certain words and phrases, attributing a determinate meaning to a
word or phrase (for example, treating genocide, settler colonialism, intifada, or from the
river to the sea as antisemitism per se), and utilizing such definitions to impose
disciplinary measures for their use must be rejected. Such rules violate academic
freedom and contradict basic understandings of the use and meaning of language,
which is always subject to interpretation and context.” These truths about the danger of
interpreting language to mean something not intended by the speaker also clearly apply
to the state and its criminal law statutes!

From The IHRA Definition of Antisemitism: Defining Antisemitism by Erasing
Palestinians, Rebecca Ruth Gould, The Political Quarterly 91(4) July 2020 doi.org/
10.1111/1467-923X.12883: Scholars of Jewish and Holocaust studies have played a
prominent role in exposing its shortcomings. “As a document that abounds in unhelpful
tautologies (‘Antisemitism is a certain perception of Jews’), which singles out as
potentially antisemitic patterns of thought (for example, ‘double standards’) that have
no necessary correlation with antisemitism, and abounds in caveats (‘may serve’, ‘non-
legally binding’, ‘taking into account the overall context’) that obscure the status of its
own stipulations, the working definition appears in many respects to be a document
that is uniquely suited to generate misunderstanding, misapplications and, ultimately,
abuses of its stated intent.
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“From the perspective of Palestinian rights, the most problematic part of the document
is the seventh example of antisemitism: ‘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. This example includes two loaded phrases that bear much of the political
weight of this contentious document: ‘self-determination’ and ‘racist endeavor’. The first
term problematically ignores the many legitimate non-antisemitic reasons for ‘denying’
self-determination to Jews and others, such as an aversion to nationalism. The second
claim, that the characterization of a State of Israel as ‘a racist endeavor’ could be an
example of antisemitism, misses a crucial aspect of the adjudication of antisemitism:
while it is certainly conceivable that antisemitism could coexist with such a statement,
there is no evidence of any necessary link.

“The IHRA definition has been implicated in numerous free speech violations around the
world, among Palestinians and pro-Palestinian activists. It has also been used to silence
and defame many Jews critical of Zionism. A climate of fear and self-censorship has
come to dominate many European and North American universities as a result of the
increasing authority wielded by this definition...Although it originated as a document
intended for internal use by the police and community organizations, the working
definition has become a tool of foreign policy by proxy, enabling those who wish to
censor and suppress open discussion of Israel’s occupation to do so with the halo of
legitimacy. Owing to its wording, its choice of examples, and its imprecision, this
document is dangerously adept at quashing dissent, and in constraining activist agendas
that seek justice for Palestinians. With its ambiguous examples that use one tragedy to
obscure another, this is a definition that operates through erasure: of Palestinians and
their claims to self-determination, which are continuously under threat by the Israeli
occupation, and of the fundamental human right to protest actions taken by any state.”

Lies and myths perpetrated by adoption of the IHRA definition include the claim that
criticism of Israel is antisemitic; that all Jews or even most Jews are Zionists; that Israel
and Judaism are the same thing; that supporting Palestinian freedom is antisemitic;
that Palestinians are antisemitic; that antiZionist Jews are "self-hating;" that US support
of Israel is necessary because otherwise it would be practicing antisemitism, that being
Zionist means you're not antisemitic even though many Christian Zionists are
antisemitic; that supporting Israel means you're not antisemitic, though many who do
are outspokenly antisemitic White Nationalists; that it's ok for institutions to adopt the
IHRA definition of antisemitism even though it infringes on Jewish rights to freedom of
religion as well as freedom of speech of anyone supporting Palestinian rights; and that
it's okay to label people as antisemitic for political speech without cause or evidence.

Please put this dangerous bill to rest.
| thank you for your attention to this grave matter,
Heather Cantino, Athens



