April 13, 2018
Brian Breslin,
Chair of the Board of Trustees
Michigan State University
426 Auditorium Road
Hannah Administration Building, Room 450
East Lansing MI 48824-1046
Re:

Free Expression and Responses to Targeted Harassment of Students and Faculty

Dear Chairperson Breslin,
We are a coalition of social justice and civil rights organizations working to support students’
rights and academic freedom. We write to make you aware of widespread efforts to intimidate
students and faculty on your campus who are vocal supporters of Palestinian human rights, who
are critical of Israeli policy, or who research and teach on the region. We request your serious
attention to this issue.
Students and faculty who support Palestinian rights are systematically intimidated, harassed,
falsely accused, and targeted with frivolous legal complaints.1 As students and faculty across the
U.S. increasingly engage in critical discussion about Israeli policies, the Israeli government and

1

Palestine Legal, “Year-In-Review: Palestine Legal Responded to 308 Suppression Incidents in 2017, Nearly 1000
in Last 4 Years,” January 30, 2018, https://palestinelegal.org/news/2018/1/30/report?rq=2017, and attached.
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its proxy organizations in the U.S. are investing heavily in punitive measures to intimidate and
chill debate.2
The civil rights organization Palestine Legal responded to 308 incidents of suppression of U.S.based Palestine advocacy in 2017, and nearly 1000 incidents from January 1, 2014 through
December 31, 2017.3 Eighty-four percent of those incidents targeted students and scholars at 137
campuses across the country. Universities are central to an ongoing suppression campaign, as
Israeli advocacy organizations frequently pressure administrators to censor speech supportive of
Palestinian rights.
Attempts to suppress campus speech rely heavily on anti-Muslim stereotypes. The attacks are
laden with baseless accusations of support for terrorism, and false accusations that those
advocating for Palestinian rights are motivated by antisemitism.
Even if support for Palestinian human rights is a position disfavored by members of your
administration, you have a legal and an educational obligation to protect these views from
suppression. Allowing outside actors to chill campus speech undermines the very purpose of our
universities: to encourage critical thought, free from the constraints of political orthodoxies. You
have an essential role to prevent the erosion of free speech in our universities.
We therefore ask you, as administrators, to stand resolutely against efforts to attack human rights
defenders on your campus by taking the following actions:
1. Issue a public condemnation of Canary Mission, the David Horowitz Freedom
Center, and other groups that use defamatory intimidation and blacklisting tactics,
including those that chill advocacy for Palestinian rights on campus;
2. Publicly reaffirm students’ and professors’ rights to advocate for Palestinian freedom;
3. Clearly distinguish between criticism of Israel and antisemitism.4 Refrain from
accepting trainings on antisemitism from groups who have a record of stifling
advocacy for Palestinian rights;
4. Meet with targeted students and faculty directly to hear and address their concerns
about speech suppression;
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5. Offer tangible support to targeted students and faculty, including: safety measures,
legal resources to support defamation, privacy, intellectual property and other
potential claims, mental health resources, official written repudiations of attacks for
employers and academic files, online reputation management, and rapid response
resources;
6. Respond forcefully and equally to all campus incidents of attack and intimidation
targeting community members for their views or identities, including those that target
advocates for Palestinian rights.
Egregious Public Harassment Threatens Campus Community Members
The attack on advocates for Palestinian rights is widespread and concerted.5
We request that you carefully review the attached 2017 report, which includes detailed accounts
of meritless lawsuits and legal threats, rampant false accusations of antisemitism and terrorism,
campaigns to censor authors and university speakers, employees fired and academic positions
eliminated, attempts to censor support for boycotts for Palestinian rights, and violence and
threats of violence – the vast majority targeting teachers and students.
In particular, we would like to bring your attention to two egregious harassment campaigns by
two groups, Canary Mission and the David Horowitz Freedom Center.
Canary Mission
Canary Mission is a shadowy blacklisting website which maintains an online catalogue with
detailed profiles of over 1900 individuals, including their employment history and links to their
social media accounts. The site formed in the summer of 2015 to “document the people and
groups that are promoting hatred of the USA, Israel and Jews on college campuses in North
America.” Over one thousand university faculty have condemned the site as a defamatory
intimidation tactic to undermine advocacy for Palestinian rights.6
Canary Mission defames students and faculty members as terrorist supporters and antisemites,
and exposes them to harassment and violent threats by Israel supporters in online forums like
Twitter and Facebook. Canary Mission contacts employers, schools, and law enforcement with
false and unsupported claims that Palestine rights activists support terrorism.7
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Canary Mission overwhelmingly targets Palestinian, Arab, Muslim and other students and
faculty of color for harassment.8 Blacklisted individuals have been questioned by employers and
graduate schools, interrogated by law enforcement agents, put on leave, denied bank accounts,
and received death threats as a result of Canary Mission.9 Palestinian students, when returning
home, have been denied entry at Israeli-controlled entry points into Israel/Palestine. This leaves
many members of these already vulnerable communities hesitant to even attend a meeting, make
a public comment, or teach a course in support of Palestinian rights, for fear that their
employment, immigration status, and even physical safety are endangered.
The Israel on Campus Coalition (ICC), which coordinates anti-Palestinian advocacy groups,10
recently praised Canary Mission for creating a “strong deterrent” against activism for Palestinian
rights.11 The ICC noted that “fearing the repercussions of public exposure, some students
withdrew their support for campus divestment, while others severed their ties to anti-Israel
causes.”12
David Horowitz Freedom Center Posters
The David Horowitz Freedom Center has brought its defamatory accusations against students
and faculty to the physical grounds of the campus. A far-right, off-campus organization whose
founder, David Horowitz, is identified as a “driving force of the anti-Muslim, anti-immigrant and
anti-black movements” in the U.S. by the Southern Poverty Law Center,13 the Horowitz Freedom
Center has plastered campuses across the country on multiple instances in 2015, 2016, 2017 14
and most recently in March, 2018, with posters that falsely accuse students and faculty by name
as “terrorist supporters,” “Islamic fundamentalists” and “Jew haters.” Some posters feature
caricatures of students and faculty’s faces, appearing next to the defamatory labels.
The Horowitz posters are sourced directly from Canary Mission, and overwhelmingly target
Palestinian, Arab, Muslim and other students and faculty of color.15 They also target
administrators who have defended campus members against the intimidation strategy.16 The
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poster campaign has drawn sharp criticism in the LA Times, The Guardian and NPR.17 The
UCLA administration condemned the posters as "thuggish intimidation" and rebuked the “tactic
of guilt by association, of using blacklists, of ethnic slander and sensationalized images
engineered to trigger racially tinged fear."18
Anti-Civil Rights Policies of the Trump Administration Make Students of Color Even More
Vulnerable to Suppression Campaigns
Under the Trump administration, censorship campaigns are even more chilling because their
drivers share ideological affinities and personal relationships with administration officials.19
Trump’s nominee to lead the U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights (OCR),
Kenneth Marcus, is the leading architect of a legal strategy to suppress speech critical of Israel
on campus.20 He has a demonstrated record of using frivolous legal claims to pressure
universities to punish speech activity supportive of Palestinian rights. He has campaigned for a
discredited redefinition of antisemitism that classifies criticism of Israeli policy as antisemitic,
and therefore worthy of censorship. He also has a history of attempting to dismantle policies
aimed at remedying racial discrimination and protecting rights of LGBT persons.21
Students and faculty of color are especially vulnerable to suppression campaigns because openly
racist rhetoric, hate crimes and other attacks on communities of color are on the rise since the
2016 election.22 The administration has implemented a policy agenda targeting Muslims,
immigrants, communities of color, and dissenting views. In this climate of bigotry, the attacks on
Palestine advocates on your campus are even more dangerous.
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The climate of bigotry is further compounded by growing attacks on academic freedom. Since
Trump’s election, we have seen far-right groups like Turning Point USA copy the tactics of
Canary Mission to compile blacklists of faculty who support a range of progressive issues.23
Protecting Dissent Is A Legal Imperative
Exploiting national conversations about free speech on campuses, Israel advocacy groups have
lobbied campus governing boards and administrators to portray advocates for Palestinian rights
as threats to free speech because of their impassioned and vocal advocacy.24 The narrative that
student protesters are the greatest threat to campus free speech is also propounded by far-right
groups and government officials who promote racist ideologues speaking on campuses.
This narrative is factually and legally erroneous. The attached report documents how advocates
for Palestinian rights bear the brunt of speech suppression. As a legal matter, the First
Amendment and attendant free speech principles are intended to protect individuals from
government and institutional censorship of political expression. Campus protests are at times
large and loud. At times, such protests interrupt other speakers. But loud protesters do not have
institutional power to censor others. And speech does not have to be polite to be protected.
University rules designed to limit interruptions or to ensure safety must be applied evenly
regardless of the viewpoint expressed, and they may not curb basic free expression in the
process.
The Supreme Court has emphasized, “[A] function of free speech under our system of
government is to invite dispute. It may indeed best serve its high purpose when it induces a
condition of unrest, creates dissatisfaction with conditions as they are, or even stirs people to
anger.”25 The Supreme Court has long held that speech on public issues, like Palestinian rights,
23
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(and including boycotts to effect social, political and economic change) “occupies the highest
rung of the hierarchy of First Amendment values, and is entitled to special protection.”26
To portray loud protests and social justice boycotts – especially when promoted by students and
professors who lack institutional and state power – as a threat to free speech undermines exactly
what the principle of free speech is designed to protect: challenges to the status quo, political
orthodoxies and people in power. It is fully within the free speech rights of campus community
members to vociferously protest events that they find hateful and to advocate for boycotts against
oppression.
Whether you are a private university committed to respect free expression on campus, or a public
university bound by the First Amendment, you must avoid one-sided scrutiny, disparate
application of campus rules and institutional censorship of speech related to Palestinian rights.
Such anti-democratic actions threaten to shut down robust debate on one of the most urgent
political issues of our time, and undermine the pivotal role universities play in our society.27
The University Must Forcefully Stand Up for Its Students and Faculty Under Attack
While some universities have expressed concern that forceful responses to harassment will give
more attention to extremists like Horowitz, in our experience, universities’ silence on these
matters further victimizes students and professors by failing to discredit false accusations.
Targets of harassment need credible sources benefiting from optimal search engine results to
counter defamatory statements that spread quickly over the internet and can destroy reputations
and ruin livelihoods.28 Students and professors frequently report to Palestine Legal that they stop
engaging in public advocacy and academic pursuits in response to harassment, but that even
curbing their speech does not ameliorate the reputational harm of defamatory statements that last
on the internet.
The American Association of University Professors (AAUP) has recently emphasized that in this
climate inimical to free speech and academic freedom, it becomes more important than ever for
university administrators to take action to protect their community against efforts to undermine
free expression. We join the recommendations published by the AAUP in urging universities to
speak out clearly and forcefully to defend academic freedom and to condemn targeted
harassment and intimidation.29
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For examples of forceful action, we urge you to consult:
•

A statement by the University of California, Los Angeles, Vice Chancellor for Equity,
Diversity and Inclusion, Jerry Kang, which condemned the Horowitz posters on that
campus and warned that the university would “deploy all lawful resources to counter
any harassment or intimidation”30 (emphasis in original). The statement also noted that
Students for Justice in Palestine and the Muslim Students Association are student groups
“in good standing,” with “equal rights and claims to engage and participate in campus
life. Indeed this is core to the diversity we celebrate.”

•

A statement by the President of Brooklyn College who wrote, “I unequivocally condemn
the hateful content of these [Horowitz] posters. ... In particular, they targeted individual
[Students for Justice in Palestine] leaders with the aim of bullying them and making them
vulnerable to additional harassment or worse,” and noting that the Southern Poverty Law
Center has documented Horowitz’s record “as an exporter of misinformation.”31

•

A statement signed by over 1000 university faculty condemning Canary Mission, stating,
“As faculty who serve, have served, or are likely to serve on an admissions committee at
graduate and undergraduate university programs across the country, we unequivocally
assert that the Canary Mission website should not be trusted as a resource to evaluate
students’ qualifications for admission.”32

In this turbulent time of resurgent racism, xenophobia, Islamophobia, antisemitism and militant
white supremacist mobilization, it is essential that universities lead the way to protect free
expression and be mindful of the most vulnerable to speech suppression.
We request that you do your utmost to nurture a climate of free and robust inquiry on your
campus by following the recommendations listed at the beginning of this letter.
We are available as a resource. If you wish to contact our coalition, please be in touch with Liz
Jackson, staff attorney at Palestine Legal and cooperating counsel with the Center for
Constitutional Rights, at 510-206-6800, ljackson@palestinelegal.org.
Respectfully,

Liz Jackson
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Staff Attorney, Palestine Legal and Cooperating Counsel, Center for Constitutional Rights

Tallie Ben Daniel
Academic Advisory Council Coordinator, Jewish Voice for Peace
On behalf of:
American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee
American Friends Service Committee
American Muslims for Palestine
Asian Americans Advancing Justice - Asian Law Caucus
Center for Constitutional Rights
Council on American-Islamic Relations
Defending Rights & Dissent
Jewish Voice for Peace
National Lawyers Guild
National Students for Justice Palestine
Palestine Legal
Project South
US Campaign for Academic and Cultural Boycott of Israel
US Campaign for Palestinian Rights
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