








THE IHRA WORKING DEFINITION 

In 2009, the EUMC was replaced by the EU Agency for Fundamental 

Rights (FRA) with a broader and different mandate. FRA later 

determined that it would not provide a definition of any form of 

prejudice or intolerance, including anti-Semitism, which instead 

should be left to the individual victim group to describe. Elements 

of the Working Definition helped shape FRA's important surveys of 

Jewish experiences and perceptions of anti-Semitism, but it now lacked 

an official home. 

The International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA), an 

organization of 31 nations at the time, including most of Europe as well 

as Israel and the United States, stepped in. With its focus on Holocaust 

education, it had already addressed the problem of Holocaust denial, 

and it was determined to find the tools to fight anti-Semitism. In 2016, 

under the leadership of Romania, IHRA formally adopted The Working 

Definition of Antisemitism, a slightly-edited version of the original EUMC 

document. Thus, we speak today of the IHRA Working Definition. 

ANTI-SEMITISM AS IT 

RELATES TO ISRAEL 

The most useful-and for some the most controversial-of the examples 

provided in the definition are those related to the State of Israel. They 

are intended to explain where and how anti-Israel ammus can become 

a form of anti-Semitism, separate and apart from criticism of Israel. 

These include drawing analogies to the Nazis, declaring Israel a racist­

and thus illegitimate-endeavor, holding it to standards expected of no 

other democratic state, and holding Jews collectively responsible for its 

actions. These examples are reflected in the 2018 FRA survey and track 

what the vast majority of European Jews themselves consider anti­

Semitic.1 Some critics of Israel have unfairly claimed that the Working 

Definition is intended to label them as anti-Semites. In fact, its careful 

wording leaves a wide berth for sharp and vigorous criticism of Israel's 
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ENDORSEMENT OF THE 

WORKING DEFINITION 

• ln 2014, the Swiss Federal President Didier Burkhalter, as OSCE

Chairperson-in-Office, said the Working Definition is, "a useful

document for governments and civil society in explaining how

anti-Zionism is frequently a mask for anti-Semitism, and Jewish

communities are often targets for anti-Israel animus."2 

• On the occasion of International Holocaust Remembrance Day 2017,

European Justice Commissioner Vera Jourova said, "We will make

the IHRA definition available on our website dedicated to the fight

against Antisemitism.''3 

• ln June 2017, the European Parliament recommended use of the

Working Definition in its resolution on anti-Semitism.

• In September 2018, UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres said, "I

wish to acknowledge the efforts of the 31 member countries of the

International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance to agree on a common

definition of anti-Semitism. Such a definition can serve as a basis for

law enforcement, as well as preventive policies.'"\

• In December 2018, the Council of the European Union adopted a

declaration on combating anti-Semitism, which included a call on

member states which have not yet done so to adopt the IHRA Working

Definition of Antisemitism.5 

• InJanuary 2019, U.S. President Donald]. Trump signed the Combating

European Anti-Semitism Act of 2017 into law. This act, first introduced

by Rep. Nita Lowey (D-NY) in January 2017, outlines how combating

anti-Semitism is in the national interest of the United States and
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encourages adoption by national and multinational government 

institutions of the IHRA Working Definition of Antisemitism.6 

• On February 19, 2019, French President Emmanuel Macron called

on France to adopt the IHRA Working Definition. "For the first time

in many years, anti-Semitism is killing people again in France,"

said Macron, adding that French authorities "did not know how to

react effectively."

ADOPTION OF THE 

WORKING DEFINITION 

The following countries have adopted the IHRA Working Definition of 

Antisemitism (as of April 2019): 

• Austria • Germany • Moldova

• Belgium • Hungary • Romania

• Bulgaria • Israel • Slovakia

• Czech Republic • Lithuania • United Kingdom

• France • North Macedonia

6. H.R.672 - Comh�Lini. European Anu-Sc111i1i�111 Ac1 of 2017. 11 SLh Con11.rcss (2017-20181 [link removed]. 
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17. Canada (27 June 2019) and

18. Greece (8 November, 2019).1

The European Union Parliament (the European Parliament) in June 2017 adopted a 

resolution calling 

"on the Member States and the Union institutions and agencies to adopt and apply 

the working definition of antisemitism employed by the International Holocaust 

Remembrance Alliance (IHRA) in order to support the judicial and law enforcement 

authorities in their efforts to identify and prosecute antisemitic attacks more 

efficiently and effectively ... " 2

The European Union Council of Ministers (the European Council) adopted a similar 

resolution in December 2018 calling 

"on the member states that have not done so yet to endorse the non-legally 

binding working definition of antisemitism employed by the International Holocaust 

Remembrance Alliance (IHRA) as a useful guidance tool in education and training, 

including for law enforcement authorities in their efforts to identify and investigate 

antisemitic attacks more efficiently and effectively,"3

The UK, without enacting the definition in law, has significantly operationalized it.4 In

Canada, the IHRA definition of antisemitism was adopted at the same time as a definition 

1 See
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of Islamophobia and anti-Black racism. 5

Criticisms 

The criticisms made of the definition can be grouped into these categories -

a) contentions that the definition is being given a legal status and significance it should

not have; 

b) claims that Jewish victims of discrimination are being treated better than other victims;

c) arguments that the definition thwarts criticism of Israel;

d) assertions that the definition is adverse to the Palestinians; and

e) statements that the definition presents a danger to freedom of expression.

In what follows, I respond to criticisms found in articles printed in The Guardian6, Haaretz7 

Le Monde8and the Canadian Hill Times9 as well as those in a press release from the NGO 

5 [link removed]

6 Ash Sarkar "The IHRA definition of antisemitism is a threat to free expression" The 
Guardian, 23 Feb 2019 [link removed]
Damien Gayle, "UK council refused to host Palestinian event over antisemitism fears" The 
Guardian 3 Aug 2019 [link removed]

7 [link removed] 

8 "Appel de 127 intellectuels juifs aux deputes fran�ais: Ne soutenez pas la 
proposition de resolution assimilant l'antisionisme a l'antisemitisme", Le Monde, December 
2nd, 2019 [link removed]
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Independent Jewish Voices10
, and a report by the German Rosa Luxemburg Siftung.11 

These criticisms are sufficiently wide ranging to get a sense of the concerns which have 

been raised. 

All of the criticisms I set out below can be found in these sources. I have not cited the 

source, criticism by criticism, because the point of the effort is to address the criticisms 

and not the critics. 

A. The nature of the definition

Criticism 

1) The definition is legally binding, but should not be.

Response 

International law does not require member states of the Alliance to adopt the definition. 

The International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance is based on a declaration. A 

declaration is not a treaty. 

Declarations are not considered legally binding instruments at international law. It would 

be legally impossible to hold any member of the Alliance in violation of international law 

9 
[link removed] 

10 

[link removed] 

11 Peter Ullrich, Expett Opinion on the "Working Definition of Antisemitism" of the
International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance, September 2019 
ht[link removed] 
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for failure to comply with the declaration which founded the Alliance or any of its 

subsequent resolutions. 

Lest there be any doubt, the Alliance resolution of May 2016 which adopted the IHRA 

definition stated that it was not legally binding. It is striking to see critics railing against 

the definition on the basis that is binding but should not be when the very resolution 

which adopted the definition is explicit in asserting that it is not binding. The fact that 

this criticism is made despite its obvious invalidity is an indicator of the irrational hostility 

the definition generates. 

Criticism 

2) The definition is not legally binding and can be ignored.

Before we get into the substance of this particular criticism, it is worth noting that it is the 

opposite of the previous criticism. When critics condemn the definition for contradictory 

reasons, one has to conclude that these contradictory reasons can not be the real reason 

critics do not like definition. Contradictory reasons for criticism mask something else. 

The merits of even contradictory criticisms deserve attention, if for no other reason than 

to dispel the smokescreen behind which the real reasons for hostility lie. Why the 

definition generates so much hostility has to be addressed, but so does all the bafflegab 

which the hostility generates, so that the innocent do not get misled. 

To return to the substance of the criticism that the definition is not legally binding and can 

be ignored, that criticism says what the definition is not, but not what it is. Countries 

which join the organization commit to adhere to the Stockholm Declaration on Holocaust 

Education, Remembrance and Research of January 28, 2000. 12 The resolution which 

12 [link removed] 
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of this definition, we, who have no political interest in either the success or failure of the 

British Labour Party independently of its antisemitism, do not have to wonder whether the 

Labour Party has become antisemitic. We can come to that conclusion with ease. 

The problem then is not the presence of the IHRA definition but rather the absence, in a 

domestic context, of remedies like the independent experts appointed in the international 

arena for theme and treaty based mechanisms and the Universal Periodic Review one also 

finds in the international arena. Depoliticising the human rights debate in a democratic 

country is a tall order. To get into detail about the forms that this depoliticisation can take 

would lead this particular presentation too far afield. 

In the UK, the Equality and Human Rights Commission has launched an investigation into 

the Labour Party which may be useful. However, its terms of reference focus more on 

Labour Party procedure than substance. 13 

Definitions help. Knowing what is a duck is essential to a determination whether any 

particular fowl is a duck. When a fowl looks like a duck, waddles like a duck, and quacks 

like a duck, we can say with confidence that it is a duck, because we know what a duck 

is. 

One can say the same about antisemitism. We can make a determination whether a 

particular act or platform or resolution or speech is antisemitic only if we know what 

antisemitism is. 

Britain, of course, is in a bad state, when its leading opposition party is antisemitic. But it 

would be in a worse state if there were uncertainty and confusion outside Labour Party 

apologist circles about what antisemitism is. The IHRA definition of antisemitism has 

13 
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The criticism refers to external pressure, but external pressure for what? The definition 

would work alongside pressure to combat antisemitism. But what is wrong with that? 

Criticism 

19) The notion that only victims of a particular form of racism can define the terms of

that racism is inherently undemocratic when the definition is so entwined with what one 

may or may not say about Israel. 

Response 

The IHRA definition of antisemitism did not come from victims of antisemitism. It came 

from IHRA itself. It existed in earlier form in the European Union Monitoring Centre 

(EUMC). 14

Neither IHRA nor the EUMC are Jewish community organizations, and certainly not a 

subset of them, those members of the Jewish community victims of antisemitism. Nor 

did these organizations just adopt a definition proposed by the Jewish community in 

general or victims of antisemitism in particular. Each entity made its own decision. As 

well, there are members of the Jewish community, albeit a minority, who do not endorse 

the definition. 

The member states of IHRA who adopted the definition are all democratic. Indeed, a 

14 Dina Porat "There's Nothing Shocking About a Tool for Sussing Out anti-Semitism" 

Haaretz, August 23, 2019 

[link removed]
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state has to be democratic to be allowed to join IHRA. Adopting the IHRA definition was 

as democratic as anything else the adopting states have done. 

The suggestion that there is something particularly wrong with the definition because the 

examples make reference to Israel beclouds the nature of bigotry. Bigotry generally and 

antisemitism in particular are shape shifting monsters. Yesterday antisemites fabricated 

matzo recipes ( claiming that Jews killed Christian children to use their blood for the 

making of matzo). Now they fabricate fantastical claims of Israeli violations of 

international law. In order to combat bigotry, its contemporary forms must be combatted. 

Focusing only on historical forms misses the mark. 

Criticism 

20) The definition is based on criteria set by the Israeli government and those who

support it 

Response 

Historically this is false. The Government of Israel did not have a leading role in the 

formulation of the definition or its subsequent adoption by individual states. 15

This criticism reeks of the world Jewish conspiracy fantasy, itself a form of antisemitism. 

As well, the criticism fails to distinguish between the Government of Israel and the State 

of Israel. Governments come and go. States remain. The definition is directed against 

criticism of the existence of the State of Israel, and not against criticism of any particular 

political party or government in Israel. 

15 Yehuda Bauer "Daniel Blatman's anti-Semitic Attack" Haartez, Aug 01, 2019 
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