February 16, 2026
Judiciary Committee

Ohio Senate

Dear Committee Members,

My name is Robin Beth Schaer. I am a resident of Shaker Heights and I strongly
oppose SB 87. This bill would codify an inaccurate definition of antisemitism and
endanger free speech in our state. As a Jew whose family was subjected to violence
and displacement, I am acutely aware of how antisemitism shaped our history and the
tear we carry. As a writer, I have studied antisemitism and Jewish history for decades,
and as a professor of English, I recognize the power of language and narratives to

shape our ideas about the world.

I am deeply concerned about this proposal to codity the International Holocaust
Remembrance Alliance’s definition of antisemitism into Ohio law. The IHRA was
never intended for legal use, and its authors have continually opposed its legal
application. The IHRA expands the accepted understanding of antisemitism as hatred
of the Jewish people to include criticism of Israel, creating a false and dangerous
conflation. When applied to a criminal statute, it threatens protected political,
academic, and religious speech, particularly speech critical of the Israeli government.
As a scholar of Jewish history, and a Jew whose family was murdered in the
Holocaust, I am deeply disturbed by the weaponized accusations of antisemitism used
to silence necessary conversation about the human rights violations and atrocities

committed by any government, including and especially Israel.



I want to comment on the misinformation which the Jewish Federation, Anti-
Defamation League, and similar pro-Israel organizations promote about the needs and
positions of the larger Jewish community in Ohio. I want to be very clear that these
organizations do not truly represent the Jewish community — they are run by high-
paid executives; they are not led by clergy or democratically chosen community
leaders. Most crucially, unequivocal support for Israel is a central mission of these
organizations, a priority which dissolves the accuracy and honesty of their positions
and statistics. Support for legislation to codify the IHRA definition is not about

serving the needs of Jewish Ohioans but rather supporting the state of Israel.

The term antisemitism describes hostility, discrimination, prejudice, and violence
toward Jews as Jews, and holds Jews collectively responsible for societal ills or
perceived evils in the world. Antisemitism threatens us all by corroding democracy,
fueling conspiracy theories and bigotry, and misdirecting people’s anger, fear, and
understanding of power. However, fabricated or reckless accusations of antisemitism
— which SB 87 would reinforce — are used to thwart and malign struggles for human
rights, justice, and equality, and make it harder to challenge real antisemitism when it

arises.

We need precision and clarity when discussing Jewish identity, antisemitism, and
Israel, to parse the differences, and unwind misunderstandings and false narratives.
The effort to codify the IHRA definition of antisemitism through SB 87 and similar
bills is just part of a long and well-documented campaign by Israel’s government and
major Pro-Israel institutions to deliberately conflate Jewish identity with Israel. For
decades, this conflation has successfully supplied financial support, alliances, and a
shield from critique. To cement support for Israel, major Jewish institutions spent

decades building narratives about Israel’s innocence and Arab aggression, and



embedding Israel in all aspects of Jewish life. These efforts were so successful that the
conflation between Jewish identity with Israel is dangerously commonplace. For
millennia, the belief that Jews are outsiders whose loyalty belongs elsewhere has been
a defining feature of antisemitism — so this conflation can actually generate true

antisemitism.

Since its founding, and aided by the U.S. government, Israel has oppressed and
displaced Palestinians. For the last two years it’s committed atrocities in Gaza that
multiple human rights organizations define as genocide. Statistically, whenever there
are surges in violence in Israel, there’s an uptick in antisemitism elsewhere. Thanks to
that confusion about Jewish identity, outrage at Israel can be misdirected at any Jew.
My own son has been subjected to that misdirected anger in by his Middle School
classmates upset over Israel’s military actions in Gaza, and I too have fielded many
uncomfortable inquests from friends and colleagues. However, these were not

instances of antisemitism but confusion about Jewish identity and loyalty.

For decades, Israel’s crimes have been defended by deep-pocketed Jewish institutions,
pro-Israel lobbies, Christian Zionists, and our own government through the deliberate
labeling of factual reports and criticism of Israel as antisemitic. For example, the
ADL’s annual list of antisemitic incidents in 2023 cataloged 8,873 episodes -- half
were unrelated to Israel, but the other half categorized a wide range of anti-Zionist
sentiment, pro-Palestine rallies, and criticism of Israel as antisemitic. The audit labeled
usage of the Palestinian rights slogan “from the river to the sea” an example of
antisemitism more than 600 times. After an exhaustive line-by-line examination of the
ADLs list, Jewish Currents magazine concluded that the conflation of anti-Zionism

and antisemitism skews the data significantly — “ultimately serving as a reminder of



the need for serious statistical analysis done by an organization not beholden to Israel

advocacy.”

One of the tools institutions and governments use to legitimize labeling criticism of
Israel as antisemitic is the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance’s (IHRA)
definition. Drafted in 2016 as a “non-legally binding working definition,” seven of the
IHRA’s eleven contemporary examples focus on Israel, not on Jews themselves or
cultural or religious practices. That focus on branding criticism of Israel as antisemitic
makes it a tool to silence Palestinians and shield the Israeli government from
accountability -- a clear attack on constitutionally protected speech. Legal experts,
including the ACLU, have repeatedly warned that IHRA could restrict constitutionally
protected speech and political expression, including political advocacy and academic

discussion.

There are other well-accepted definitions of antisemitism, including The Jerusalem
Declaration on Antisemitism, which was published in 2021 by a diverse group of
scholars and makes clear when speech on Israel-Palestine should not be considered
antisemitic. Despite the availability of alternative definitions, pro-Israel lobbies,
individuals, and organizations, such as the ADL, continue to insist on using the IHRA
definition, which is a clear indication that these efforts are not about protecting Jews

from harm, but about censoring criticism of Israel.

Ohio already has strong laws addressing real harm, including ORC 2927.12 (ethnic
intimidation) and well-established protections against religious and employment
discrimination. SB 87 does not fill a legal gap; instead, it expands government
authority in a way that invites selective enforcement and censorship. The disclaimer
stating that SB 87 isn’t intended to shackle free speech is meaningless when its intent

is clear. Ohioans must retain the right to criticize any government, foreign or



domestic, without fear of criminal penalties. As SB 87 remains in committee, I
respectfully urge you to oppose this bill and protect the constitutional rights of all

Ohioans.

If SB 87 were law right now, my own researched, factual, and evidence-based
conclusions in this testimony would instantly be classifiable as “antisemitic” under the
IHRA definition. Consider the absurdity and perversion that a Jewish professor and
descendent of Holocaust victims could be accused of antisemitism for voicing
legitimate criticism of a foreign government. These cycles, mistruths, and conflations
need to interrupted and dismantled, not reinforced and inscribed into law. We need

free speech protected, honest and factual discourse and education.

Thank you for your time and consideration.

Respectfully,

Robin Beth Schaer
Shaker Heights, Ohio



