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1. Introduction

Since October 7, 2023, protests expressing solidarity with Palestine on German
university campuses, as well as events analyzing the human suffering of Pales-
tinians and the Gaza genocide', have been met with repression and have
sparked intense public debates about antisemitism, campus security, university
autonomy, and the limits of academic freedom® Political actors, antisemitism
commissioners, and interest groups have frequently called for the cancellation
of academic events, the expansion of security measures — often aimed at re-
stricting student’s ability to protest — funding cuts to universities, increased po-
litical control of higher education institutions, and the abolition of entire aca-
demic traditions such as gender studies and postcolonial studies’. At the center
of these debates and practices lies the question of whether political views that
diverge from Germany’s Staatsrason — often understood as unconditional sup-
port for Israel’s security as atonement for the Holocaust — are regarded as legit-
imate within academic spaces*.

In this context, allegations of antisemitism are often instrumentalized to re-
strict academic freedom, giving rise to what Peter Ullrich has termed “authori-
tarian anti-antisemitism” — a form of combating antisemitism that, through
overreach or politicization, ends up restricting academic freedom, public de-
bate, and civil rights’. Building on this, we argue that restrictions on academic
freedom and related rights — including freedom of assembly, expression, and
association — are shaped by two intersecting trends: the rise of authoritarian
forms of anti-antisemitism linked to Germany’s Staatsrdson, as well as a broader
trajectory of increasing authoritarian practices in Germany, reflected in part —
but not exclusively — in rising electoral support for the right-wing Alternative
for Germany (AfD). Right-wing political actors like the AFD seek to under-
mine critical traditions that challenge existing power structures and to weaken

1A large number of experts and international bodies have concluded that Israel is
committing genocide against Palestinians in Gaza, including the United Nations Independent
International Commission of Inquiry on the Occupied Palestinian Territory, including East
Jerusalem, and Isracl. We agree with this assessment. See, for example:
<https://www.ohcht.org/en/press-releases/2025/09 /israel-has-committed-genocide-gaza-
strip-un-commission-finds>. See also the resolution passed by the International Association of
Genocide Scholars August 31, 2025, available here: <https://genocidescholars.otg/wp-
content/uploads/2025/08/IAGS-Resolution-on-Gaza-FINAL.pdf>.

2 Laura Vossen and Jannis Julien Grimm, Studentische Palistina-Solidaritit im Spiegel Ber-
liner Leitmedien, Forschungsjonrnal Soziale Bewegnngen, 39 (1), 2026, 10-31.

3 Ilyas Saliba, Wissenschaftsfreiheit unter Druck Erosion einer Sdule der offenen Gesell-
schaft, Wissenschaft und Frieden, 25 (4), 2025, 43-45.

4 John Litten and Felix Eckert, Gaza im Krieg, Deutschland unter ‘Staatstdson’, Zeitschrift
Marxistische Ernenernng, Marz 2025. For an analysis of the use of the term “Saatsrdson” since
October 7, see Ralf Michaels, Staatsrison. Zum Gebrauch des Begriffs nach dem 7. Oktober,
Geschichte der Gegenwart, November 22, 2023, <https://geschichtedergegenwart.ch/staatsraeson-
zum-gebrauch-des-begtiffs-nach-dem-7-oktobet/>, accessed April 17, 2026.

5 Peter Ullrich, Bitte keine Polizei — der ‘Fall ASH” und der autoritire Anti-Antisemitismus,
Berlin Review, 14, October 2025.
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university autonomy and academic freedom. They benefit from restrictions on
fundamental rights implemented by mainstream political parties. Academic
freedom constitutes a foundational pillar of democratic and open societies, as
well as a precondition for scientific innovation and the pursuit of knowledge
driven by intellectual curiosity. For this reason, attacks on academic freedom
are a central feature of processes of authotitatian consolidation’. Authoritarian
anti-antisemitism and the rise of far-right parties and authoritarian politics not
only intersect but mutually reinforce one another. We term this phenomenon
the authoritarian convergence against academic freedom.

The decline of academic freedom in Germany is also reflected in recent in-
ternational index rankings and monitoring reports’. The Academic Freedom
Index (AFI) that measures academic freedom worldwide still places Germany
among the higher-scoring countries, but recent updates show that Germany
has dropped out of the top decile and that its scores are no longer stable but
slightly declining®. Similarly to the AFI assessment the European Parliament’s
Panel for the Future of Science and Technology (STOA) unit study on the
state of academic freedom in EU Member States concludes that, while Germa-
ny belongs to the group of “Status A” countries with comparatively strong
protections, public debates about threats and incidents have intensified and
there are signs of a slow, incident-driven erosion of academic freedom’. Schol-
ars at Risk’s Free to Think 2024 annual incident report documents, for the first
time, a series of incidents in Germany — including police repression on cam-
puses, the cancellation of academic events, and disciplinary measures and sanc-
tions against scholars'. In January and February 2026, Irene Khan, the United
Nations Special Rapporteur on freedom of opinion and expression, conducted
her first official visit to Germany — the first time a UN mandate holder in this
field has done so. She expressed particular concern about measures used to
limit advocacy for Palestinian rights, warning that such approaches risk nar-
rowing debates within academia and the arts''. Similarly, the international hu-

¢ Kirsten Roberts Lyer, Ilyas Saliba and Janika Spannagel, University Autonomy Decline: Canses,
Responses, and Implications for Academic Freedom, Routledge, 2022.

7 See: Hochschulbarometer 2025, “Lage und Entwicklung der Lage und Entwicklung der
Hochschulen aus Sicht ihrer Leitungen”. The Hochschulbarometer is an annual survey and
report on the state of universities in Germany, based on responses from university leaders.

8 Katrin Kinzelbach, Staffan Lindberg and Lars Lott, .Academic Freedom Index — 2025 Update,
Friedrich-Alexander-Universitit ~ Erlangen-Nurnberg (FAU), 2025. Available online:
<https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/resources/free-to-think-2024/> access July 6, 2026.

9 See: “State of play of academic freedom in the EU Member States”, 2023, by Peter Maas-
sen, Dennis Martinsen, Mari Elken, Jens Jungblut and Elisabeth Lackner of the University of
Oslo, at the request of the Panel for the Future of Science and Technology (STOA).

10 Scholars at Risk. 2024. “Free to Think 2024”. Events documented between July 2023-
June 2024. Available online: <https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/resources/free-to-think-2024/>
access July 6, 2026.

11 See: Preliminary observations by the UN Special Rapporteur on freedom of opinion and
expression, Ms Irene Khan, Februaty 2026. Available online: <https://www.ohchr.org/
sites/default/files/statements/20260206-com-stm-europe-central-asia-region-st-protection-
right-en.pdf> access July 6, 2026.



https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/resources/free-to-think-2024/
https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/resources/free-to-think-2024/
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man rights group CIVICUS has documented a decline in civic space, namely
the freedom of association, assembly and expression, and has consequently
downgraded Germany from “narrowed” to “obstructed” civic space in its 2026
report'”. The Index of Repression an archive by the European Legal Support
Center, a human rights group, documented nearly 100 incidents of repression
at against scholars and students since October 7 202"

In this article, we show that academic freedom in Germany is negatively af-
fected by shrinking civic spaces. We focus on four key examples that demon-
strate how academic freedom has been restricted in Germany. These examples
include the politicization of funding, political interference in academic freedom
and university autonomy, the securitization of the university, and the role of
antisemitism commissioners. Evidently, not all disciplines and universities in
Germany are affected equally by the dynamics and policies discussed here.

2. The characteristics of higher education, definitions of academic freedom, and land legal
guarantees in Germany

Structurally, the German higher education system is predominantly character-
ized by public universities funded through state allocations, complemented by
competitively awarded third-party funding from domestic and European funds.
At the same time, around 90 percent of academic staff below the professorial
level are employed on fixed-term contracts, resulting in widespread precarity
and a strong dependence on supetvisors and institutional hierarchies'. These
precarious and hierarchical working conditions make scholars particularly vul-
nerable to often subtle political and administrative pressures”, especially when
their research or teaching addresses contested topics such as migration, gender,
climate change, or Israel and Palestine.

Education policy in Germany falls primarily under the authority of the six-
teen federal states (Ldnder). Public universities receive their core funding
(Grundfinanzierung) from the respective state ministries responsible for higher
education and research. At the same time, the federal government plays an im-
portant role through the allocation of third-party funding, particularly for re-
search. The significance of such third-party funding has grown considerably in
recent decades. According to the latest 2024 Funding Atlas of the German Re-
search Foundation, the share of third-party funding provided by the Federal

12 See: CIVICUS State of Civil Society Report 2026. Beyond the criminalization of climate
action groups like the Letzte Generation, protest bans, unprovoked police disruption of as-
semblies and excessive use of force against Palestine solidarity movement are explicitly men-
tioned in the report. Available online: <https://publications.civicus.org/publications/2026-
state-of-civil-society-report> access July 6, 2026.

13 See: https://elsc.support/index-of-repression/ .

14 Konsortium BuWik. 2025. National Report on Early Career Researchers 2025.

15> Emnet Tadesse Woldegiorgis, Precarity in the Ivory Tower: Exploring the Challenges of
Postdoctoral Researchers in German Higher Education, Education as Change 29, October 2025;
Tilman Reitz, Wettbewerb und Konformismus, in Lukas Geisler, Lars Hebisch, Helena Schifer
(Edts.), Umkdmpfte Universititen, Transcript Verlag, 2026, 201-211.
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Ministry of Education and Research has increased steadily in recent years'’. As
a result, the higher education system is susceptible to political influence at both
the state level — through core funding — and the federal level — through target-
ed funding programs.

Academic freedom in Germany is grounded in a multilayered legal frame-
work. Article 5(3) of the Basic Law guarantees that “arts and sciences, research
and teaching shall be free”, and twelve of Germany’s sixteen federal states
(Ldnder) enshrine comparable provisions in their constitutions. The specific
contours of university self-governance are primarily defined in the higher edu-
cation laws of the individual states and further elaborated in the statutes of in-
dividual institutions'”.

At least three dimensions of academic freedom can be distinguished. First,
it constitutes an individual professional right of scholars engaged in research
and teaching, safeguarding freedom of inquiry, instruction, and scholarly com-
munication, provided these adhere to recognized academic standards. Second,
students are likewise entitled to academic freedom, including the freedom to
study, to form and express academic opinions, and to participate in learning
without undue interference. Third, university autonomy and self-governance
are widely regarded as the institutional dimension of academic freedom'. We
demonstrate that academic freedom has been undermined on all three dimen-
sions in Germany.

We build on a definition of academic freedom that conceptualizes its ero-
sion as the result of both internal and external pressures, that is, as a combina-
tion of intramural and extramural factors". Internally, restrictions on academic
freedom arise from developments within universities themselves, including
processes of securitization, disciplinary and coercive forms of governance, self-
censorship, and the emergence of cultures of mistrust and surveillance. Exter-
nally, academic freedom is constrained through political interventions such as
reputational attacks, the politicization of funding, and coercive or punitive
measures introduced through amendments to higher education laws. The fol-
lowing examples explain how both extramural and intramural factors contrib-
uted to the erosion of academic freedom.

16 DFG German Research Funding Atlas 2024. Key Indicators for Publicly Funded Re-
search in Germany. Available online: <https://www.dfg.de/en/news/facts-figures/funding-
atlas> access July 6, 2026.

17 See for example the Germany chapters: Enora Bennetot Pruvot, Thomas Estermann,
Nino Popkhadze, University Autonomy in Enrope IV The Scorecard 2023, European University
Association.

18 Kirsten Roberts Lyer, Ilyas Saliba, Jannika Spannagel, Unzversity autonomy decline. Causes, re-
sponses, and implications for academic freedom, Routledge, 2023.

19 The American Association of University Professors in their 1915 Declaration of Princi-
ples already distinguishes between the freedom to conduct research and inquiry, the freedom
to teach within the university or college, and extramural utterances and actions. See American
Association of University Professors, 1975 Declaration of Principles on Academic Freedom and Aca-
demic Tenure (Washington, DC: AAUP, 1915).
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3. The politicization of funding

As noted, German universities depend primarily on public funding. In such a
situation the politicization of funding — where allocation is influenced by polit-
ical positioning and ideological vetting rather than peer review based on aca-
demic merit — poses a significant risk. In recent years, funding has become in-
creasingly politicized through three main avenues: first, through attempts to
link access to public funding to scholars’ political positioning; second, through
attacks by right-wing parties such as the AfD on entire academic traditions and
approaches deemed “unscientific” and thereby undeserving of support; and
third, through broader cuts to university budgets, which are then used to justify
cuts in “smaller” or less institutionally entrenched fields.

The so-called “Fordergate” or funding affair, which emerged in response to
a letter supporting students’ right to protest, is an illustration for the first
case”. As in numerous other countries, student encampments were established
at several German universities to protest the Israeli war on Gaza. In May 2024,
such an encampment was set up at Freie Universitait Berlin. The university
leadership promptly declared that the camp would not be tolerated. In re-
sponse, a group of more than 1,000 academics published an open letter sup-
porting the students’ right to peaceful protest, urging the university administra-
tion to engage in dialogue and to refrain from involving law enforcement or
pursuing legal action against the students®. Nevertheless, the university leader-
ship did not engage in dialogue with the students, called the police onto cam-
pus, and the encampment was violently dismantled within a few hours™.

The letter in support of the protesting students provoked a significant back-
lash. Bild, Germany’s largest rightwing tabloid, published an article labeling the
signatories “Universititer”’, which translates to academic offenders, and por-
trayed the letter as supporting anti-Jewish hate demonstrations™. Politicians
also joined the defamation campaign. Most prominently, Bettina Stark-
Watzinger, then Federal Minister of Education and Research, accused the sig-
natories of trivializing violence and tolerating antisemitism™".

20 Dave Braneck, German Education Minister Scandal Highlights Tense, Restrictive Cli-
mate Around Gaza, Courthouse News Service, July 9, 2024, available at <https://www.
courthousenews.com/german-education-minister-scandal-highlights-tense-restrictive-climate-
around-gaza>, accessed April 16, 2026.

21 'The authors of this article are also signatories of the letter. The letter can be accessed
here:  <https://gewerkschaftliche-linke-betlin.de/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/Statement-
von-Lehrenden-an-Berliner-Universitacten.pdf>, access April 16, 2026.

22 General Students’ Committee (AStA) of the Free University of Berlin, “Press Release:
Event Canceled Under Pressure from State Government — AStA FU Outraged,” accessed
April 7, 2026, AStA FU statement; Lilian Mauthofer, and Jannis Julien Grimm, Zwischen Wis-
senschaftsfreiheit und Paldstina-Solidaritit: Deutsche Hochschulen als umkdmpfte Riume,
Forschungsjonrnal Soziale Bewegungen, vol. 38, no. 1, 2025, 150-168.

2 Uni-Lehrkrifte unterstiitzen Krawall-Studenten: Die UniversiTATER, Bild, July 9, 2024,
available  at  <https://www.bild.de/politik/inland /uni-lehrkraefte-unterstuetzen-krawall-
studenten-die-universitaeter-663cb4dfa8485058948a470e>, access April 16, 2026.

24 The post of the minister on X is available here: <https://x.com/starkwatzinget/status/
1788275720776491495>, accessed April 17, 2026.
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https://gewerkschaftliche-linke-berlin.de/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/Statement-von-Lehrenden-an-Berliner-Universitaeten.pdf
https://astafu.de/en/node?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://astafu.de/en/node?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://x.com/starkwatzinger/status/%0b1788275720776491495
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Leaked emails later revealed that Bettina Stark-Watzinger’s state secretary
instructed staff at the Federal Ministry of Education and Research to examine
whether academics who had signed the letter were recipients of grants from
the ministry, and whether this funding could be withdrawn or other discipli-
nary measures could be imposed. Although internal concerns raised by civil
servants within the ministry ultimately prevented the implementation of this
attempt to defund scholars, the very fact that such an inquiry was initiated sets
a troubling precedent. It indicates that the ministerial apparatus can be mobi-
lized to scrutinize and potentially sanction scholars for political dissent, thereby
undermining the principle that federal research funding should be allocated on
the basis of academic merit rather than ideological or political considerations.

Against the backdrop of already precarious employment conditions in
German higher education, the case reflects an illiberal understanding of minis-
terial authority — one that conflates constitutional loyalty with political con-
formity and treats funding as a tool of political control rather than a means of
supporting independent research. Although no federal grants were ultimately
withdrawn, the episode significantly undermined trust in the objectivity of the
funding system and has likely intensified self-censorship, especially among
scholars working on politically sensitive topics®. Roland Philippi, an official at
the Federal Ministry of Education and Research, expressed approval of schol-
ars’ self-censorship in a leaked chat message™.

The second example of the politicization of funding is illustrated by attacks
— primarily from the AfD — on entire academic traditions. In Germany, the
sixteen individual states, not the federal government itself, provide universities
with their core funding, which is typically allocated through a combination of
annual state budgets and multi-year target and performance agreements. The
overall funding envelope is determined each year by the respective state pat-
liament as part of the state budget law. At the same time, universities and state
ministries usually conclude agreements covering three to five years, which de-
fine strategic goals and performance indicators. The legal basis for this frame-
work is set out in the higher education laws of each of the sixteen states and
state budget regulations™. This structure creates specific avenues for politiciza-
tion at the level of individual states as the individual states retain control over
the budget allocation and the terms of multi-year agreements. By adjusting

25 See for German Middle Eastern Studies: Jannis Julien Grimm, Sven Chojnacki, Nina Moya
Schreieder, Iman El Ghoubashy, and Thaddia Sixta, German Academia after October 7: Self-
Censorship and Restrictions of Academic Freedom among MENA Scholars, Working Papers
Peace & Conflict Research, 3, Freie Universitit Betlin. available at: <https://www.interact.fu-
betlin.de/_media/WP202501_EN.pdf.>, accessed July 6, 2026.

26 Deike Diening, Armin Himmelrath, and Miriam Olbrisch, Interne Chats zeigen seltsames
Wissenschaftsverstindnis von neuem Staatssekretir, Der Spiegel, July 10, 2024.

27 Nicole Stuck, Zielvereinbarungen zwischen Staat und Hochschulen, Wissenschaftsmanage-
ment, Jg. 9, Nr. 4 (Juli/August 2003), 41-44, available at: <https://www.
wissenschaftsmanagwment.de/dateien/dateien/weiterbildung/downloaddateien/wim_2003_
04_nicole_stuck_zielvereinbarungen_zwischen_staat_und_hochschulen.pdf>, accessed April
19, 2026.
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funding levels annually or renegotiating targets and performance criteria, minis-
tries can steer institutional priorities. Indicators such as research output or stra-
tegic focus areas can be weighted in ways that reflect political agendas.

Therefore, the potential for the politicization of funding in this regard has
become more pronounced with the political rise of the far-right Alternative for
Germany. The party has attacked entire fields, including climate science, gen-
der studies, and postcolonial studies, labeling them “unscientific” and “ideolog-
ically motivated” in order to justify their defunding. The AfD has also increas-
ingly used parliamentary instruments, especially formal information requests in
form of “Kleine Anfragen”, minor interpellations, to get information about
disciplines and research areas that it perceives as opposing its political agenda
and putting pressure on scholars and universities. While these minor interpella-
tions are an important instrument of parliamentary oversight, enabling legisla-
tors — particularly the opposition — to obtain information, scrutinize govern-
ment actions, and promote transparency™, the AfD increasingly uses minor
interpellations strategically to obtain information about the funding of research
projects, the names of individuals involved, and the curricula of university
courses. Because these inquiries and the responses are public, the party can use
the information obtained to launch defamation campaigns targeting individual
researchers and institutions™.

In July 2025, the government of Saxony-Anhalt responded to a minor in-
terpellation by the AfD on postcolonial studies researched at universities in the
state. The AfD had asked which universities conduct research on colonial his-
tory and postcolonialism. It also requested details on ongoing and completed
projects, the departments involved, and existing collaborations. In addition, it
asked whether universities plan to establish permanent professorships in this
field. The inquiry further covered seminars offered, student participation, and
related publications. The type of questions asked make it likely that the AfD is
using these inquiries to compile lists of unwanted researchers and departments.
Attacks on postcolonial studies have intensified since October 7, extending
beyond the AfD, partly due to the emphasis of Israel as a colonial project
which is associated with postcolonial studies but not only advanced by scholars
within that field”.

In their written reply, the state government of Saxony-Anhalt cited Article
5(3) of the German Basic Law and Article 10(3) of the Constitution of Saxony-
Anhalt, both of which guarantee academic freedom stressing that researchers

28 Hermann Butzer, Parlamentarische Fragerechte, Awus Politik und Zeitgeschichte 74, no. 38-
39, 2024.

2 The Initiative for Democratic Science, Initiative Demokratische Wissenschaft, (WIS-
SDEM) has developed a manual for how to engage with these “Kleine Anfragen”. See Han-
dreichung fir eine resiliente Wissenschaft gegen antidemokratische Angriffe: 1. Kleine Anfra-
gen von Rechts, on file with author.

30 It is often claimed that framing Israel as a colonial state, along with accounts that portray
Palestinians as victims and Israelis as perpetrators is one-sided and reflects hostility toward
Israel. See Armin Pfahl-Traughber, Antisemitismus und Israelfeindlichkeit: Postkolonialismus
als Rezeptionskontext, Bundeszgentrale fiir politische Bildung, May 20, 2025.
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have the right to determine the subject of their research independently’’. How-
ever, universities and state governments across Germany have responded dif-
ferently to such inquiries. In Saxony-Anhalt, the government’s response was
measured, explicitly referring to constitutionally protected academic freedom
and avoiding providing information that could put scholars at risk. However,
even minor interpellations impose additional administrative burdens on univer-
sities. They may also create incentives for university leadership to avoid situa-
tions that could place them at odds with political actors who influence budget
allocations. As a result, institutions may preemptively steer away from or curtail
disciplines deemed “controversial”, reflecting a form of anticipatory compli-
ance.

Moreover, gender studies have been a particular focus point for the AfD.
During a speech at the AfD party congress in January 2025 Alice Weidel, the
co-chair of the party, asked the 700 delegates: “Should I tell you what we will
do when we are in power?” “We will shut down all gender studies and throw
those professors out!””. In June 2025 the AfD parliamentary group submitted
a motion in the state parliament of Saxony-Anhalt. The motion calls on the
state government to tie university funding to the condition that universities
eliminate activities in teaching and research that promote or advocate changes
to traditional gender roles. It demanded that the state government to stop
funding and supporting gender studies and related academic fields at universi-
ties. The motion calls for the removal of academic positions dedicated to these
areas, the prevention of new hires in this field, and the reversal of positions
that were reassigned to support gender-related work™. Motions like this make
it evident how vulnerable universities are to political interference if the AfD
would govern in any federal state.

The third example demonstrates the politicization of funding as a result of
overall budget cuts. In recent years, several German states have introduced ex-
plicit cuts to university budgets, marking a shift toward austerity in higher edu-
cation funding. In Berlin, for example, planned reductions of around €250 mil-
lion in higher education and research funding for 2025 have forced universities
to anticipate significant deficits and consider cuts to staff and programs. Simi-
larly, in North Rhine-Westphalia, universities face reductions of roughly €120-
150 million, amounting to about two to three percent of their core funding.
Other states, including Hesse and Hamburg, have also implemented consolida-

b

31 See: Landtag Sachsen-Anhalt, Nachtrag zur Drucksache 8/5713, January 14, 20206, avail-
able at: <https://padokalandtag.sachsen-anhalt.de/files/drs/wp8/drs/d5713aak.pdf>, ac-
cessed April 19, 2026.

32 Gareth Joswig, AfD hetzt gegen Hochschulen: Angriff auf die Freiheit der Wissenschaft,
Die Tageszeitung (ITAZ), October 14, 2025, available at: <https://taz.de/AfD-hetzt-gegen-
Hochschulen/!16116589/>, accessed April 19, 2026.

3 Alternative fiir Deutschland (AfD) Fraktion, “Wissenschaft statt Manipulation — Gen-
derpolitik an Hochschulen einstellen!”, Landtag Sachsen-Anhalt, Drucksache 8/5572, June 4,
2025.
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tion measures requiring universities to generate internal savings, often through
hiring freezes or reductions in operational spending™.

Tightening budgets put smaller disciplines in particular at greater risk of
cuts. Financial pressures can be used to justify these cuts and to make pro-
grammatic decisions without openly debating the value of the subjects them-
selves. The closure of the Centre for Disability Studies and Participation Re-
search in Hamburg in 2025, along with the elimination of the only professor-
ship for Disability Studies in Germany in Cologne in 20206, has officially been
justified by the university administration with budget cuts. These developments
illustrate how funding decisions can profoundly shape what is being researched
and whose perspectives are represented.

This is particularly problematic, since Disability Studies is a crucial field for
understanding and building more just societies: it examines how norms of abil-
ity are embedded in social, institutional, and individual structures, and how
they shape perceptions of who is considered capable, integrable, or worthy of
protection. The field also highlights that without the equal participation of
people who deviate from dominant norms of ability and experience discrimina-
tion, knowledge production becomes systematically distorted. As a result of
defunding such research, marginalized perspectives are excluded and the plu-
rality of research is undermined. In effect, academic spaces are being disman-
tled where not only research about disabled people is conducted, but where
disabled scholars themselves teach and produce knowledge. Especially at a
time when hostility toward disabled people is increasing, discontinuing disabil-
ity studies sends an alarming signal™.

Plurality in disciplines and scientific approaches and research topics is cru-
cial for academic freedom because it ensures that knowledge is not confined to
a single methodology or perspective, but remains open to critical contestation
and innovation. It enables scholars to challenge dominant paradigms and en-
gage with complex issues from multiple angles, which is essential for the ad-
vancement of knowledge. Jointly, the increasing politicization of funding and
structural underfunding of basic research in Germany enable political interven-
tions into academic freedom via politicized or controlled funding withdrawal
or distribution practices™.

3 Jan-Martin Wiarda, Das grofle Haushalts-Kalkil der Landesregierungen, Wiarda-Blog,
August 13, 2025, available at: <https://www.jmwiarda.de/blog/2025/08/13/das-grosse-
haushalts-kalkuel-der-landesregierungen/>, accessed July 6, 2026.

% Allianz fur Kritische und Solidarische Wissenschaft (KriSol). “Offener Brief: Warum der
Abbau der Disability Studies alle kritischen Wissenschaften betrifft”, February 3, 2026, availa-
ble at:  <https://ktisol-wissenschaft.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/260203_offenet-
brief_disablity-studies.pdf>, accessed April 19, 2026.

3 Tobias Cepok and Simone Claar, Organisierte Knappheit und autoritire Steuerung, in:
Lukas Geisler, Lars Hebisch, Helena Schifer (Edts.), Um#kdmpfte Universititen, Transcript Verlag
2026, 243-264.

10
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4. Political interference in academic freedom and university autonomy

Political interference has occurred at both the federal and state levels through a
range of mechanisms. At the federal level, one instrument through which the
state has intervened in academic freedom and university autonomy is patlia-
mentary resolutions adopted by the Bundestag, the German parliament. These
resolutions constitute expressions of parliamentary opinion; while they are not
formally binding, they increasingly function in practice as a form of soft law,
shaping institutional behavior and policy-making beyond their formal legal sta-
tus.

In January 2025, the German parliament adopted a resolution titled “Coun-
tering antisemitism and hostility toward Israel in schools and universities while
safeguarding free discourse”. The resolution was supported by a broad coali-
tion across the aisle, ranging from the Social Democrats, to the Christian
Democrats, the Green Party, and the Free Democrats. The AfD also voted in
favor, while the Left party abstained. Only the Sahra Wagenknecht Alliance
voted against it’". The resolution emphasizes repressive and carceral measures
to combat antisemitism at universities and schools. For example it encourages
closer cooperation between universities and law enforcement, stating that uni-
versities should fully exhaust their legal options in response to antisemitic be-
havior, including working with security services, imposing campus bans, and
ex-matriculating students®. The resolution links the fight against antisemitism
to a pro-securitization stance, a linkage that made it possible to present repres-
sive measures as protective ones””.

The question of how antisemitism is defined is therefore central to the reso-
lution and to the implementation of the proposed measures. The resolution
recommends adopting the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance
(IHRA) working definition of antisemitism as a benchmark for identifying and
assessing antisemitism, including within schools and universities*’. This raises
concerns due to the broad and ambiguous nature of the IHRA definition,
which may allow criticism of Israeli government policies to be labeled as anti-

37 Bundestag beschlieBt MaB3nahmen gegen Antisemitismus an Hochschulen. Tagesschan,
January 29, 2025, <https://www.tagesschau.de/inland/innenpolitik/bundestag-
antisemitismus-hochschulen-100.html>, accessed April 17, 2026.

3 Deutscher Bundestag, “Antisemitismus und Israelfeindlichkeit an Schulen und
Hochschulen entschlossen entgegentreten sowie den freien Diskursraum sichern”. Antrag der
Fraktionen SPD, CDU/CSU, Biindnis 90/Die Griinen und FDP, Drucksache 20/14703, No-
vember 12, 2024,  <https://fragdenstaat.de/dokumente/250171-antisemitismus-und-
israelfeindlichkeit-an-schulen-und-hochschulen-entschlossen-entgegentreten-sowie-den-freien-
diskursraum-sichern>, accessed April 17, 2026.

39 Teresa Koloma Beck and Leslie Gauditz. Forthcoming. “Zwischen Schutzversprechen,
(Anti-)Diskriminierung und Konflikt: Hochschulen nach dem 7. Oktober 2023”. In Umkdmpfte
Gewalt, edited by Eddie Hartmann, Thomas Hoebel, and Susanne Krasmann. Hamburg:
Hamburger Edition, forthcoming, on file with authors.

40 The definition is available here: <https://holocaustremembrance.com/tesoutces/
working-definition-antisemitism>, accessed April 17, 2026.
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semitic’'. The German Rectors’ Conference (HRK) criticized the imposition of
a single definition of antisemitism, arguing that defining antisemitism is a mat-
ter for academic debate and that political intervention must not restrict or
shape this discourse®.

Alternative definitions of antisemitism, such as the Jerusalem Declaration or
the Nexus Project, are not mentioned. The resolution also employs the vague
notion of “hostility toward Israel”, which is to be countered without clearly
defining what constitutes such hostility. It is precisely this imprecise language
and the lack of clearly specified criteria that enable the adoption of arbitrary
policies based on the IHRA definition. The resolution further states that the
activities of groups disseminating “Israel-related antisemitism” and contrib-
uting to the demonization and delegitimization of Israel should be curtailed. It
explicitly identifies groups advocating for Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions
(BDS) as an example of such antisemitism and calls for restricting their activi-
ties”. The resolution also asserts that supporters of these positions should not
be given space within the German education and university system.

Parliamentary resolutions are concerning from a rule of law perspective.
Their formally non-binding legal nature curtails opportunities for judicial re-
view, undermining the rule of law. They cannot be challenged in court because
they are not law. Yet despite their declaratory status, these resolutions produce
quasi-legislative effects: they shape the practices of executive authorities,
law-enforcement bodies, funding agencies, and university administrations in
ways that can restrict academic freedom. Thereby the parliamentary resolution
enhances chilling effects on research, teaching, and institutional decision-
making in universities. The use of the vague language of the resolution and its
broad political support had a stifling effect on academics discouraging criticism
of the Israeli government and its policies*. It is evident that many civil serv-
ants, politicians, and university administrators have adopted the IHRA defini-
tion as a form of anticipatory obedience.

On the state level, legislation governing universities constitutes another
mechanism for undermining academic freedom. In the state of Lower Saxony,
a draft law to amend the Higher Education Act was introduced in January 2026
by the Social Democrats and the Green Party. It proposes changes to discipli-
nary law and introduces new grounds for sanctions. Universities alone would
be responsible for enforcing these rules and handling the procedures. The

41 Peter Ulrich, Wissenschaftsfreiheit und autoritirer Anti-Antisemitismus, in: Umkdnmpfte
Universitaten, cit., 65-90.

4 The HRK is the association of German universities represented by their presidents and
rectors and responsible for coordinating higher education policy. See German Rectors’ Con-
ference, “On the Current Debate on Anti-Semitism in the Bundestag”. Resolution of the 39th
General  Assembly, November 19, 2024. See: <https://www.htk.de/resolutions-
publications/resolutions/beschluss/detail/ on-the-curtent-debate-on-anti-semitism-in-the-
bundestag/>, accessed April 19, 2026.

43 Peter Ulrich, Wissenschaftsfreiheit und autoritirer Anti-Antisemitismus, cit.

4 Mandy Troger, Policies of Deterrence, Journalism Research (DE) 8 (3-4), 2025: 252-77.
<https://doi.otg/10.1453/2569-152X-3-42025-15591-en>.
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conditions for intervention include the “threat or use of violence” and “in-
citement to violence”, in connection with the General Equal Treatment Act,
which prohibits discrimination on the grounds of race or ethnic origin, gender,
religion or belief, disability, age, or sexual identity. In extreme cases, universi-
ties could ex-matriculate students even without a final conviction by a court.

In the state of North Rhine-Westphalia, the state government — a coalition
of the CDU and the Green Party — introduced a similar reform in December
2025. The draft law would, as in Lower Saxony, turn universities into bodies
responsible for investigation and adjudication in matters of anti-discrimination
law under the General Equal Treatment Act. The stated aim of “general pre-
vention of behavior harmful to security in order to protect the functioning of
higher education” allows for very broad and flexible interpretation™®.

The Allianz fir Kritische und Solidarische Wissenschaft (KriSol) [en: Alli-
ance for Critical Scholarship in Solidarity], an organization that works on issues
related to academic freedom, criticized the draft*. It argued that the reform
would create a system of adjudication within universities that is potentially un-
limited in scope and not independent. The rules rely on vague concepts such as
“violence”, “threat of violence”, “security”’, and “discrimination”, and may en-
courage denunciation within universities. Protests, short-term occupations of
lecture halls, or protest camps could be classified as violence or security threats
and thus be prohibited. This type of securitization would overburden universi-
ties, restrict their core tasks of teaching and research, and silence dissenting
positions through disciplinary law. It would also undermine efforts to strength-
en democratic governance within universities by reinforcing the power of uni-
versity leadership”’.

2 ¢
b

5. Securitization of the university leading to bans on and police violence against student pro-
tests and the cancellation of events

This section examines the securitization of German universities. Universities
have increasingly engaged in what we term “repressive securitization”, a con-
cept that draws on securitization theory. Political and institutional actors re-
frame ordinarily contested issues — such as student protests — as security
threats, thereby justifying extraordinary, restrictive measures that would nor-
mally be considered disproportionate or illegitimate®. Repressive securitization
demonstrates a broader shift towards governing universities through security

4 Forschung & Lehre, “Kritik am geplanten NRW-Hochschulgesetz nimmt zu”, January
21, 2025, available at: <https://www.forschung-und-lehtre.de/politik /kritik-am-geplanten-nrw-
hochschulgesetz-nimmt-zu-6881>, accessed April 17, 2026.

46 The authors are co-founders and elected members of the speakers council of KriSol.

47 Allianz fur Kritische und Solidarische Wissenschaft (KriSol), “Stellungnahme zur Versi-
cherheitlichung von Studium, Forschung und Lehre”, March 18, 2026, available at: <krisol-
wissenschaft.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Stellungnahme_KriSol_18.03.2026-1.pdf>,
accessed July 6, 2026.

8 Barry Buzan, Ole Waver, and Jaap de Wilde, Security: A New Framework for Analysis
(Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 1998).

13


https://www.forschung-und-lehre.de/politik/kritik-am-geplanten-nrw-hochschulgesetz-nimmt-zu-6881
https://www.forschung-und-lehre.de/politik/kritik-am-geplanten-nrw-hochschulgesetz-nimmt-zu-6881
http://krisol-wissenschaft.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Stellungnahme_KriSol_18.03.2026-1.pdf
http://krisol-wissenschaft.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Stellungnahme_KriSol_18.03.2026-1.pdf

Diirthe Engeleke - 1lyas Saliba

logics. Since October 2023 the securitization of universities has escalated
through the normalization of police presence on campus in the past two years
as a result of the largely repressive response to student protests by political de-
cision makers, law-enforcement authorities and university administrations®.

In major cities like Berlin, Hamburg, Bonn and Munich, Palestine-solidarity
encampments by students and occupations on or next to university grounds
were repeatedly dissolved by the police, sometimes with the use of force. The
heavy-handed police tactics deployed in combination with the police presence
on campus sometimes even against the explicit will of the university leadership
present a significant challenge for university autonomy undermining the ability
of students to engage in political activities on campus and the autonomy of the
university administration over how to engage with protesting students™. At the
same time several students have received criminal complaints, some by their
own university administrations, after they participated in protests on campus’".
Moreover, beyond the complaints by the university for trespassing and proper-
ty damage, the Berlin government issued deportation orders against four inter-
national students that participated in the protests in Berlin™,

In Berlin, the mayor Kai Wegner, publicly demanded rapid police interven-
tions during student protests at the Humboldt University, while the university
leadership was still engaged in dialogue with students aimed at de-escalation™.
The case of the Alice Salomon University of Applied Sciences (ASH), also in
Berlin, stands out as a positive counterexample™. The president Bettina Volter
decided on a de-escalatory approach to the protest and successfully negotiated
a peaceful end to a student occupation™. Afterwards Volter personally con-
fronted the police who had positioned themselves in front of the university’s
entrance and demanded that they withdraw from the university premises, argu-
ing that their presence was threatening students™. Yet she was subsequently
vilified by politicians and police representatives for her stands and some even

4 Lilian Mauthofer and Jannis Julien Grimm, Zwischen Wissenschaftsfreiheit und Palésti-
na-Solidaritit: Deutsche Hochschulen als umkidmpfte Raume, cit.; Peter Ulrich, Wissenschafts-
freiheit und autoritirer Anti-Antisemitismus, cit.

50 See: <https:/ /vetfassungsblog.de/academic-freedom-students>, accessed July 6, 2026.

51 See: <https://www.forschung-und-lehre.de/politik/besetzung-der-fu-betlin-gescheitert-
6709>, accessed July 6, 2026.

52 See: <https://www.forschung-und-lehre.de/politik/ wegen-fu-besetzung-droht-
abschiebung-7016>, accessed July 6, 2026.

5 See: <https://www.sueddeutsche.de/bildung/proteste-an-hochschulen-offener-brief-an-
wegner-einsatz-an-humboldt-uni-aufklaeren-dpa.urn-newsml-dpa-com-20090101-240627-99-
552403>, April 17, 2026.

54 Ilyas Saliba and Ralf Michaels, “Es geht auch friedlich”. Oped in the German daily TAZ
23.1.2025, available online: <https://taz.de/Protest-an-der-Alice-Salomon-Hochschule/
16060185> accessed July 6, 2026.

55 Peter Ulrich, Bitte keine Polizei — der ‘Fall ASH’ und der autoritire Anti-Antisemitismus,
Cit.

56 Ihid.
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called for her resignation®. These reactions illustrate the political costs if uni-
versity administrations resist securitized approaches to student protests™.

Research shows that securitization is not experienced uniformly. Different
groups of students and staff — Jewish, Palestinian and Arab, racialized and
white, international and local — perceive campus (un)safety in highly divergent
ways. The study highlights how heavy police presence, surveillance and newly
introduced disciplinary measures often exacerbate, rather than alleviate, feel-
ings of insecurity among those already at risk of discrimination™. The securiti-
zation of universities is legitimized through a purported commitment to com-
bating antisemitism, whereby a perceived existential threat to Israel becomes
intertwined with concerns about public security and order in Germany, result-
ing in the prioritization of the security needs of certain groups over those of
others®. A study based on interviews with 35 participants in Hamburg and
Berlin found that experiences of insecurity do not primarily stem from attacks
on physical integrity; subjective insecurity cannot simply be equated with phys-
ical threat. Instead, it often results from statements that call one’s own identity
into question, contradictions between personal experience and the attributions
of public discourse, or confrontation with symbols that challenge one’s own
belief system. Feelings of insecurity triggered by campus protests against geno-
cide and occupation were reported mainly by participants for whom a positive
relationship to the history of Zionism formed a central or self-evident part of
their self-understanding®'.

Media framing also plays a central role in legitimizing the enhanced security
practices at German universities. Research on campus protests demonstrates
that protests were depicted using words and frames of “violence”, “disrup-
tion”, “lawlessness” and “antisemitism/terror support”, while protesters’ sub-
stantive claims, such as their appeals to adhere to international law, human
rights, or criticize German complicity in Gaza through arms exports, were
marginalized in German media coverage of student protests®.

Moreover, the cancellation of academic or student organized events in uni-
versities have emerged as another manifestation of university securitization,
reflecting the interaction of political pressure and reactions driven by adminis-
trative risk management perspectives. How much such cancellations have af-

57 Vered Berman, Freedom of Speech on Palestine at a German University: A Case Study,
in Alison Frances Scott-Baumann and Hasan Pandor (edts.), How o Develop Free Speech on Cam-
pus, Edward Elgar Publishing, 2025, 91-98.

58 Peter Ulrich, Bitte keine Polizei — der ‘Fall ASH’ und der autoritire Anti-Antisemitismus,
Cit.

59 Teresa Koloma Beck, Leslie Carmel Gauditz, and Anna PaBlick. 2026. Vetletzlich. March
4, openHSU (university repositoty), see: <https://doi.org/10.24405/22236> accessed July 6,
2026.

% Nils Riecken and Schirin Amir-Moazami, Ausnahme, Affekt und ‘freie’ Wissenschaft,
Berlin Review, no. 14, October 2025.

61 Teresa Koloma Beck and Leslie Gauditz. Forthcoming. “Zwischen Schutzversprechen,
(Anti-)Diskriminierung und Konflikt: Hochschulen nach dem 7. Oktober 20237, cit.

02 Taura Vossen and Jannis Julien Grimm, Studentische Palidstina-Solidaritit, cit.

15


https://www.elgaronline.com/search?f_0=author&q_0=Alison+Frances+Scott-Baumann
https://www.elgaronline.com/search?f_0=author&q_0=Hasan+Pandor
https://www.elgaronline.com/edcollbook-oa/book/9781035342129/9781035342129.xml
https://www.elgaronline.com/edcollbook-oa/book/9781035342129/9781035342129.xml
https://doi.org/10.24405/22236

Diirthe Engeleke - 1lyas Saliba

fected academic institutions in Germany is exemplified in Della Porta’s and
Dogan’s comparative study of mechanisms of repression between France,
Germany and the UK between October 2023 and February 2025”. The study
documents 30 cases of cancellations or censorship at German universities
compared to only 12 in France and two in the UK during the same period. Po-
litical interventions in academic events illustrate how political decision-makers
and university administrations reinforce one another, producing moral-panic
dynamics®. The political attempts to cancel a student organized event with
Palestinian artist Basma al-Sharif at the Kunstakademie Disseldorf in January
20206, and after the event, attempts to remove the university’s president Dona-
tella Fioretti is a case in point. Political actors, including the mayor of Diissel-
dorf and the regional minister for research and education called for the event’s
cancellation, citing alleged “terror glorification” and “Israel-related antisemi-
tism” based on social-media posts by the invited artist. An open letter by more
than 1,300 academics and artists warned against political interference and de-
fended Rector Donatella Fioretti’s decision not to cancel the event®.

However, there have also been several instances of campaigns that have led
to cancellations of events at German universities”. Most prominently, two
planned public events at German universities with the UN Special Rapporteur
on the situation of human rights in the Palestinian territories Francesca Al-
banese and Eyal Weizmann, founder of Forensics Architecture and professor
at Goldsmith University London, planned for February 2025 in Berlin and
Munich, have been cancelled due to political pressure by local authorities”.
Even academic conferences that were not open to the public have been can-
celled due to political pressure. At LMU Munich a planned academic workshop
entitled: “The Targeting of the Palestinian Academia” has been cancelled due
to the political intervention by a local parliamentarian who is part of the con-
servative government party CSU®. Moreover, several universities have used
their “Hausrecht” — the institutional right to control access to and conduct on
one's premises — to cancel events organized by student groups or student un-
ions®. In recent years, university administrations in Germany have increasingly

63 Donatella Della Porta and Sevgi Dogan, Academic Freedom Challenged: Comparing
France, Germany and the UK, International Journal of Educational Research vol. 136, 2026.

%4 Donatella della Porta, Moral Panic and Repression: The Contentious Politics of Anti-
Semitism in Germany’, PArtecipazione ¢ COnflitto, vol. 17 (2), 2024, 276-349.

05 See: <https://ktisol-wissenschaft.org/offener-brief-kunstakademie-duesseldorf>  ac-
cessed July 6, 2026.

6 Peter Ulrich, 2026. Wissenschaftsfreiheit und autoritirer Anti-Antisemitismus, cit.

67 See:  <https://www.dw.com/en/germany-anger-over-cancelled-talks-by-un-special-
rapporteur-for-palestinian-tetritoties /a-71662122> accessed July 6, 2026.

08 See: <https://www.forschung-und-lehre.de/politik/lmu-sagt-seminat-mit-palaestina-
thematik-ab-7394>.

% In German public law, “Hausrecht” refers to the legally recognised authority of an insti-
tution to regulate access to and behaviour within its premises, including the power to issue
bans (Hausverbote) in order to safeguard order and the designated purpose of the space. In uni-
versities, this authority is exercised by university leadership and administrators under state
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relied on Hausrech? to remove or bar politically active students from campus,
raising concerns over the instrumentalization of their administrative power to
constrain student protests. In Berlin, the reintroduction of the previously re-
voked Ordnungsrecht of universities (university disciplinary law), significantly ex-
pands the disciplinary powers of university administrations — including the
suspension and ex-matriculation of students™. Similar legislative motions and
changes to higher education have been proposed in North Rhine-Westphalia
and Lower Saxony’".

The recently published report led by the European Center for Constitution-
al and Human Rights further documents how these trends of cancellations and
securitization are embedded in a broader repertoire of repressive political
measures and instruments that does not contribute to enhancing safety on
campus’”. Migration law has been weaponized against student activists in cases
such as the “Berlin Four”, where deportation orders were issued against inter-
national students, including EU citizens, engaged in Palestine-solidarity activ-
ism at universities”. These repressive practices foster insecurity amongst stu-
dents and scholars about the boundaries of acceptable speech and protest.
They highlight, in particular, the vulnerability of students and scholars living
and working in Germany without citizenship.

As a result of cancelled events at universities and attempts thereof and the
repressive responses to student protests, security approaches have become a
key lens through which the university is being governed™. In response to the
dynamics and events described above and political pressure, some university
administrations began requiring security and awareness concepts including the
presence of external private security or police personnel for events deemed
critical or sensitive by university administrators”. Mandatory security measures
at university events — such as required security personnel and formal security
concepts — can subtly erode academic freedom by increasing administrative
and political oversight and encouraging self-censorship.”. When organizers
must outline event content, justify safety measures, and anticipate potential

higher education laws, enabling them to exclude individuals or groups deemed to disrupt uni-
versity operations, including through politically motivated protests.

0 GEW, 2024: “Renaissance eciner schlechten Idee”. See: <https://www.gew-
berlin.de/aktuelles/detailseite / renaissance-einer-schlechten-idee>.

" Repotted by Table Media on 22.04.2026. See: <https://table.media/treseatch/analyse/
hochschulgesetze-in-niedersachsen-und-nrw-welche-kritik-es-an-geplanten-ausweitungen-des-
ordnungsrechts-gibt> accessed July 6, 2026.

72 See: <https://www.ecchr.eu/en/grey-zones> accessed July 6, 2026.

73 See: <https://www.lto.de/recht/hintergruende /h/vg-betlin-2419125-ausweisung-
palaestina-aktivist-freizuegigkeit-cu-rechtswidrig> accessed July 6, 2026.

74 Lilian Mauthofer, and Jannis Julien Grimm, Zwischen Wissenschaftsfreiheit und Paldsti-
na-Solidaritit: Deutsche Hochschulen als umkidmpfte Rdume, cit.

5 Interviews conducted with members of universities in Berlin who want to remain anon-
ymous, April 9, 2026.

76 See for German Middle Eastern Studies: Jannis Julien Grimm, Sven Chojnacki, Nina
Moya Schreieder, Iman El Ghoubashy, and Thaddda Sixta, German Academia after October 7:
Self-Censorship and Restrictions of Academic Freedom among MENA Scholars, cit.

17


https://www.gew-berlin.de/aktuelles/detailseite/renaissance-einer-schlechten-idee
https://www.gew-berlin.de/aktuelles/detailseite/renaissance-einer-schlechten-idee
https://table.media/research/analyse/%0bhochschulgesetze-in-niedersachsen-und-nrw-welche-kritik-es-an-geplanten-ausweitungen-des-ordnungsrechts-gibt
https://table.media/research/analyse/%0bhochschulgesetze-in-niedersachsen-und-nrw-welche-kritik-es-an-geplanten-ausweitungen-des-ordnungsrechts-gibt
https://table.media/research/analyse/%0bhochschulgesetze-in-niedersachsen-und-nrw-welche-kritik-es-an-geplanten-ausweitungen-des-ordnungsrechts-gibt
https://www.ecchr.eu/en/grey-zones
https://www.lto.de/recht/hintergruende/h/vg-berlin-24l9125-ausweisung-palaestina-aktivist-freizuegigkeit-eu-rechtswidrig
https://www.lto.de/recht/hintergruende/h/vg-berlin-24l9125-ausweisung-palaestina-aktivist-freizuegigkeit-eu-rechtswidrig

Diirthe Engeleke - 1lyas Saliba

conflicts, especially for topics deemed “critical”, this can lead to a chilling ef-
fect in which controversial subjects are avoided or reframed. Such a securitized
perspective by university administrations on events by students or academic
staff risks branding discussions of contentious issues as inherently risky and
potentially dangerous. In practice it usually places additional administrative
burdens on organizers and often requires extra financial resources to cover ex-
ternal awareness teams or security personnel.

From an academic freedom perspective, the negative effects of the de-
scribed securitization are twofold. First, it weakens university autonomy by
shifting control over conflict management between students and university
administrations from internal university channels and governance to police and
security agencies, often under direct political pressure from regional govern-
ments. Second, it narrows the space for academic expression and inquiry: cer-
tain topics, concepts and collaborations are perceived risky, leading scholars or
students to cancel events pre-emptively or avoid contentious themes in teach-
ing or research altogether.

0. Antisemitism commissioners as impediments to acadenic freedom

In 2018 the first federal antisemitism commissioner was appointed within the
Federal Ministry of the Interior. The position has been held by Felix Klein
since May 1, 2018"". Since then, all 16 federal states have established compara-
ble roles, and antisemitism commissioners have also been introduced within
public prosecutors’ offices and universities. The system is highly decentralized:
some commissioners are salaried and work full-time, while others serve in a
voluntary capacity. There is no standardized training, no uniform qualification
requirements, and no shared understanding of the scope of the role™. The po-
sition is not regulated by law. A manual outlining their mandate and responsi-
bilities across Germany is lacking.

German universities have increasingly introduced antisemitism commis-
sioners, although the structure is not uniform nationwide. Some universities
with documented positions include Friedrich-Alexander-Universitit Erlangen-
Nurnberg, RWTH Aachen University, the Technical University of Berlin, the
Freie University Berlin, the Berlin University of the Arts, and the University of
Dasseldorf. In certain regions, the development is more systematic — for ex-
ample, all public universities in Bavaria have appointed antisemitism commis-
sioners. Overall, there is a broader trend toward institutionalizing antisemitism

7 The German term for antisemitism commissioners in general is “Antisemitis-
musbeauftragter”. The Federal Antisemitism Commissioner is called Federal Government
Commissioner for Jewish Life in Germany and the Fight against Antisemitism, see the official
website  of the federal antisemitism commissioner, available at: <https://www.
antisemitismusbeauftragter.de/Webs/BAS/DE /beauftragter /beauftragter-node.html>, acces-
sed April 20, 2026.

78 Peter Kuras, The Strange Logic of Germany’s Antisemitism Bureaucrats, Jewish Currents,
July 18, 2023, available at: <https://jewishcutrents.org/the-strange-logic-of-germanys-
antisemitism-bureaucrats>, accessed April 20, 2026.
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commissioners or comparable positions; a trend that gained steam after Octo-
ber 7, 2023.

There is no uniform definition of the tasks or mandate of antisemitism
commissioners. According to the official description, at the federal level the
Commissioner coordinates government efforts to combat antisemitism, serves
as a liaison to Jewish communities and civil society, facilitates cross-level coop-
eration, and promotes public awareness through education and outreach”.
However, in practice antisemitism commissioners have often been impedi-
ments to academic freedom. Their impact on academic freedom can be identi-
fied along four key dimensions.

First, antisemitism commissioners have expressed support for the Israeli
government and have made statements that blur the distinction between the
State of Israel and Jewish people more broadly. Such conflations risk reinforc-
ing antisemitic narratives that attribute the actions of the Israeli state to Jewish
people as a whole. At the same time, they contribute to restrictions on academ-
ic freedom by delegitimizing critical inquiry into Israeli policies. They facilitate
framing critique of Israeli policy as antisemitic, thereby helping to narrow the
space for academic debate. Celikates argues that the institution of antisemitism
commissioners was an early and central building block in the repression of Pal-
estine solidarity®.

Second, antisemitism commissioners have pushed for the securitization of
universities. They have called for repressive measures being used against stu-
dents protests and have acted as censors by actively calling for the cancellation
of academic events and by seeking to restrict the use of terms such as “geno-
cide”, “apartheid”, and “settler colonialism”, framing them as expressions of
anti-Israeli antisemitism®'. In doing so, they influence what is considered legit-
imate research, debate, and acceptable terminology.

Third, they have exerted pressure on universities to ban or sanction student
groups whose positions are deemed incompatible with the German Staatsrison,
and have publicly denounced these students as antisemites. This has also af-
fected academic events organized by students and can therefore be seen as an
impediment to students’ academic freedom.

7 See the official website of the federal antisemitism commissioner, cit.

80 Robin Celikates, Staatsrison as State Racism: Notes on the Authoritarian Turn in
Contemporary Germany, New German Critique 53, no. 1 (157) (February 2026): 225-50,
https://doi.otg/10.1215/0094033X-12158880, 228-229.

81 International human rights organizations, including Amnesty International, have
concluded that Israel is committing apartheid both within Israel and in the Occupied
Palestinian Territories. Apartheid constitutes a violation of public international law as well as a
crime against humanity under international criminal law. It occurs when acts are committed as
part of a systematic, institutionalized system in which one racial group deliberately dominates
and oppresses another, with the explicit aim of preserving that system of control. See: Amnesty
International, Israel's Apartheid against Palestinians: Cruel System of Domination and Crime
against Humanity (London: Amnesty International, 2022), <https://www.amnesty.org/en/
wp-content/uploads/2022/02/MDE1551412022ENGLISH.pdf>.
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Fourth, they have refused to engage with faculty and students — including
Jewish students — who express critical perspectives on Israeli policies or hold
non-Zionist positions, thereby excluding certain viewpoints from institutional
dialogue. As a result, they have not functioned as a liaison between university
leadership and the diversity of Jewish groups, but have instead privileged the
concerns of some Jewish students over others, creating hierarchies within the
Jewish community. By excluding certain perspectives from institutional dia-
logue and privileging others, such practices marginalize some Jewish voices and
undermine the pluralism and equal participation that are essential conditions of
academic freedom.

The data analyzed for this section consist of a broad range of documents.
We issued a call through the Alliance of Critical Scholarship in Solidarity
(KriSol), inviting people to contact us if they wished to share their personal
experiences with antisemitism commissioners. Several people responded: some
sent us documents — including court decisions, personal correspondence, and
open letters — while others agreed to be interviewed. Due to space constraints,
we were unable to include all of the personal accounts shared with us. We pri-
oritize cases here that have not received much media attention, and we outline
these cases in detail to allow for an in-depth analysis of the underlying dynam-
ics®.

The actions and positioning of the Federal Commissioner for Antisemitism,
Felix Klein, illustrate how antisemitism commissioners have used their man-
date to support the Israeli government and, in doing so, have helped to con-
flated Israel as a state with the Jewish people as a whole. In March 2025, Felix
Klein, for example, expressed support for Donald Trump’s plans involving the
ethnic cleansing of Palestinians from Gaza®. Commenting on Trump’s idea of
“resettling” the population in order to transform Gaza into a “Riviera of the
Middle East”, Klein stated that he did not consider it wrong to think in radical-
ly new ways*. When the United Nations Human Rights Council called for a
stop of arms exports to Israel in April 2024, Felix Klein publicly declared his
support for arms exports to Israel and stated that he strongly supports continu-

82 To protect participants identities, given the sensitivity of these conversations, they are
cited anonymously and identified only by their affiliation with a particular group; in most cases,
we do not know their full names. Two people spoke on the record and are cited by name.
After writing up each case, we shared it with the respective interviewee to confirm its accuracy.

85 Ethnic cleansing refers to the systematic, forced removal of an ethnic, religious, or
national group from a specific territory, with the objective of making that area ethnically
homogeneous. Human Rights Watch stated that the implementation of the Trump plan would
escalate the forced displacement and ethnic cleansing of Palestinians from Gaza. Human
Rights Watch. “Trump Indicates Intent to Escalate Ethnic Cleansing in Gaza”. February 5,
2025, available at: <https://www.hrw.otg/news/2025/02/05/trump-indicates-intent-escalate-
ethnic-cleansing-gaza>, accessed July 16, 2026.

84 Pauline Jackels, Der Fall Felix Klein: Schrédingers Bundesbeauftragter, in the newspaper
ND  Neues Deutschland published on March 7, 2025, available at: <https://www.nd-
aktuell.de/artikel/1189615.antisemitismus-beauftragter-der-fall-felix-klein-schroedingers-
bundesbeauftragter.html>, accessed April 20, 2026.
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ing to supply weapons to Israel, “regardless of how the operation in the Gaza
Strip develops™™.

Felix Klein has also called for securitization measures at German universi-
ties. He stated that the level of “radicalization” seen at universities — referring
to student protests against the Israeli genocide — should not be tolerated by the
German state. He added that, alongside designated contact persons at universi-
ties, security agencies such as the domestic intelligence service should also be
involved in countering antisemitism at universities. Klein also urged the Bun-
destag to tighten criminal law to enhance possibilities for persecution of anti-
semitism. He proposed that calls for the destruction of other states — including
the slogan “from the river to the sea” — should be criminalized, as well as ex-
pressions that endorse acts of terrorism abroad, such as those carried out by
Hamas in Israel. Klein convinced the interior minister Nancy Faeser at the
time to criminalize slogans “from the river to the sea”®. Klein has also con-
tributed to defamations of entire research traditions. He stated that conspiracy-
based, “postcolonial”, and left-wing forms of antisemitism that portray Israel
in a demonizing way pose a setious threat to Jewish life®’.

A case at the Friedrich Schiller University Jena is instructive for how anti-
semitism officers have contributed to undermining the academic freedom of
faculty. A group of three professors had invited Qassem Massri, a senior phy-
sician in pediatric and adolescent medicine who volunteered in Gaza in April
2024, to give a talk at the university. The talk was titled “The systematic de-
struction of the health system in Gazar”. The university hospital, the universi-
ty’s teaching hospital, had initially confirmed the room booking in June 2025,
following a request by the organizers. However, this commitment was later
withdrawn with reference to “political neutrality”. The university subsequently
stated that it shared the assessment of the affiliated university hospital and that
the event was incompatible with the requirement of neutrality and the universi-
ty’s core values™.

Justifying cancellations by invoking a purported “requirement of neutrality”
is misleading. Neutrality is not a concept enshrined in Germany’s Basic Law
nor does it constitute a general legal obligation for universities. Accordingly, it

8 Deutsche Presse Agentur: Beauftragter der Bundesregierung warnt vor Waffenembargo
gegen Isracl, Jidische Allgemeine, Aptil 8, 2024, available at: <https://www.juedische-
allgemeine.de/politik/beauftragter-der-bundestegierung-warnt-vor-waffenembargo-gegen-
israel>, accessed April 20, 2026.

86 Matthien von Robr, Antisemitismus an Hochschulen: Felix Klein fordert Verfassungs-
schutz-Einsatz, Der Spiegel, March 4, 2025, available at: <https://www.spiegel.de/politk/
deutschland/antisemitismus-an-hochschulen-felix-klein-fordert-verfassungsschutz-einsatz-a-
a7e2dc15-023-4ddd-8085-62205b5c226b>, accessed April 19, 2026.

87 Interview with Felix Klein, Es lduft grundsitzlich etwas schief, wenn..., Welt am Sonntag,
October 19, 2025, available at: <https://www.antisemitismusbeauftragter.de/SharedDocs/
interviews/Webs/BAS/DE/2025/Interview_WamS.html>, accessed April 20, 2026.

8 Friedrich Schiller University Jena, Statement by the University on Allegations of Anti-
semitism, not dated, available at: <https://www.uni-jena.de/325457/stellungnahme-det-
universitaet-zu-antisemitismusvorwuerfen>, accessed March 30, 2026.
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does not limit academic freedom or the rights of scholars and students. While
the Basic Law requires the state to ensure the equal treatment of political par-
ties — deriving from the principle of party equality — this obligation cannot be
extended into a general neutrality requirement for universities”. If anything,
the opposite is true. Universities, as public-law institutions, form part of the
state. As such, they cannot remain neutral with regard to the fundamental val-
ues of the Basic Law, including human dignity, democracy, and the rule of law.

One of the organizers filed an objection against this decision, and another
co-organizer wrote to the university president requesting that the event be al-
lowed to take place at the medical faculty. When this was not granted, the or-
ganizers filed an urgent application with the Administrative Court of Gera
seeking an interim injunction that would have obliged the university to provide
a room for the event. The court rejected this application on June 12, 2025. The
court argued that the applicants failed to demonstrate both a legal entitlement
and urgency: they had missed the required application deadline, had no en-
forceable right to use university rooms, and could not establish unequal treat-
ment compared to similar cases; moreover, since an alternative venue was
available, there was no urgent need for interim relief. Interestingly, the court
argued that the applicants had not convincingly demonstrated the scientific
nature of the planned event. It reasoned that, according to the event descrip-
tion, the speaker was primarily expected to report on his personal experiences
and observations of the situation in Gaza, particularly the state of the
healthcare system. In the court’s view, this amounted mainly to a factual or ex-
periential account, rather than a structured academic analysis”. The judgment
suggests a relatively narrow and formal understanding of academic freedom on
the part of the court. Rather than treating academic freedom as broadly en-
compassing open debate, experiential knowledge, and politically sensitive top-
ics, the court ties protection closely to recognizable “scientific” formats — that
is, structured, methodologically grounded, and explicitly scholarly forms of en-
gagement.

The organizers then had to move the event to an off-campus venue; the
Protestant Student Community agreed to host the lecture. In its statement, the
university said that its antisemitism commissioner, Thomas Kessler, who at-
tended the lecture had criticized the event afterward. The President of Frie-
drich Schiller University Jena, Andreas Marx, stated that the criticism by the
university’s antisemitism commissioner reaffirmed the leadership’s decision to
deny the event a venue and to distance itself from it. He added that an attempt
to hold the event in an alternative setting and enable a non-discriminatory ex-

8 Art 21 Basic Law regulates political patties. The Federal Constitutional Court derives
from Article 21 of the Basic Law the principle of the formal equal treatment of all political
parties by the state.

% Verwaltungsgericht Gera, Beschluss vom 12. Juni 2025 — 2 E 1250/25 Ge (unpublished),
on file with author.

22



The Authoritarian Convergence

change had failed, confirming the university’s position not to approve similar
events on its premises in the future”.

The organizers subsequently submitted a written response contesting the al-
legations™. They also made a recording of the talk available to demonstrate that
the speaker had explicitly described himself as “politically far removed” from
Hamas and that no one had portrayed Hamas as a liberation movement”. Ac-
cording to one of the organizers, it remains unclear whether the antisemitism
commissioner was involved before the university decided to deny the request
for rooms as the event coincided with his formal appointment. They assume
that the antisemitism commissioner may have been consulted by the university
but cannot substantiate this”. In any case, the incident demonstrates that anti-
semitism commissioners can act as influential normative authorities: their as-
sessments may shape institutional decisions, reinforce reputational concerns,
and retrospectively validate restrictions on events. Their evaluations can legiti-
mize administrative actions such as denying space or distancing the university
from certain speakers. In the present case, the university president explicitly
relied on the assessment of the antisemitism commissioner to reaffirm that
denying the room request had been the correct decision.

Kessler, who serves in a voluntary capacity, was appointed by the university
in June 2025. In its statement the university justified the appointment of an
antisemitism commissioner as part of its effort to take a clear institutional
stance against antisemitism and strengthen prevention, awareness, and support
structures within the university”. However, the actions of the antisemitism
commissioner call into question whether this is reflected in practice. After the
lecture had taken place and allegations against the event by the antisemitism
commissioner were circulated in the media, Hendrik Sul3, one of the co-
organizers, requested a meeting with the antisemitism commissioner in order
to discuss the matter and establish guidelines for future events. The commis-
sioner refused to meet, even though he is officially the designated contact per-
son for members of the university on this issue and it falls within his remit.
Suf3 subsequently filed a formal complaint against him. However, upon review,
the university president found no violation of official duties on the part of
Thomas Kessler, thereby formally closing the matter. The president later per-
suaded the commissioner to meet with Sti3. During the meeting, the antisemi-
tism commissioner defended the false claim he had articulated in the media

91 Friedrich Schiller University Jena, Statement by the University on Allegations of Anti-
semitism, cit.

92 Correction regarding the allegations made against the academic lecture and subsequent
discussion “The Systematic Destruction of the Healthcare System in Gaza?”, 12 June, 2025,
Evangelische Studierendengemeinde, on file with author.

% The recording of the talk is available here: <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
DmMtLLHgHt0&feature=youtu.be>, accessed March 30, 2026.

% Interview with Hendrik StB3, professor for Algebra at the University of Jena and co-
organizer of the event, March 31, 2026.

% Friedrich Schiller University Jena, A Sign against Antisemitism, June 12, 2025,
<https://www.uni-jena.de/324489/zeichen-gegen-antisemitismus>, accessed March 31, 2026.
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that Hamas had been portrayed as a liberation movement during the lecture,
describing it as “a pointed yet accurate characterization of the talk”, on the
grounds that the speaker had stated Hamas emerged in response to the Israeli
occupation™.

In another case, Goethe University Frankfurt withdrew its rooms for the
conference “Talking about (the Silencing of) Palestine” after being urged to do
so by Hesse’s Commissioner for Combating Antisemitism, Uwe Becker”. In a
written statement, Becker criticized the event as a “traveling roadshow of well-
known Israel critics”. Uwe Becker stated that the conference was not about
critical discourse, but rather about the academic staging of Israel-related anti-
semitism™. The university issued a press statement saying that a meaningful
and insightful debate would hardly be possible if the organizers failed to clearly
distinguish between activism and academic work, and if their ranks included
groups such as “Students for Palestine”, whose protest actions have repeatedly
featured antisemitic symbols and slogans, and who refuse to describe the Ha-
mas attack on Israel as terrorism”. Again, in this case the defamation of the
antisemitism commissioner against the students seems to have been successful.

Another example of undue interference in scholars’ academic freedom is
the attempted intervention by the antisemitism commissioner of the University
of Erlangen in the academic program of the 2025 conference of the German
Middle East Studies Association (DAVO)'". The antisemitism commissioner
of Friedrich-Alexander University Erlangen-Nirnberg, Lutz Edzard, contacted
the organizer of one of the panels. He stated that he considered the tenor and
description of the panel problematic. According to the organizer, the commis-
sioner accused the panelists of misusing terms such as “genocide” and “coloni-
alism”. He also criticized that the panel suggested that Zionism was “some-
thing negative”"".

% Interview with Hendrik StB3, professor for Algebra at the University of Jena and co-
organizer of the event, March 31, 2026.

97'The program of the conference is available here: <https://www.talkingpalestine.de>, ac-
cessed April 20, 2026. The case has also been recorded in the Archive of Silence that docu-
ments acts of censorship and silencing of Palestine solidarity in Germany, see:
https:/ /archiveofsilence.org/ entries/25-01-07-hebh-jamal-talking-about-the-silencing-of-
palestine.

% Hessische Staatskanzlei. Hessischer Antisemitismusbeauftragter Uwe Becker gegen ge-
plante Anti-Israel-Konfetenz, January 7, 2025, available at: <https://staatskanzlei.hessen.de/
presse/hessischer-antisemitismusbeauftragter-uwe-becker-gegen-geplante-anti-israel-
konferenz>, accessed April 20, 2026.

9 Goethe-Universitit Frankfurt am Main. Raumantrag fir Paldstina-Konferenz zuriickge-
zogen, January 13, 2025, available at <https://www.puk.uni-frankfurt.de/165042859/
Raumantrag {%C3%BCr_Pal%C3%A4stina_Konferenz_zur%C3%BCckgezogen>, accessed
April 20, 2026.

100 Mote information on the DAVO is available on their website, <https://davol.de/en>,
accessed April 19, 2026.

101 Personal correspondence with Benjamin Schiitze, Head of an Emmy Noether Junior
Research Group at the Arnold Bergstraesser Institute in Freiburg and organizer of the panel,
April 14, 2026.
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According to the panel organizers, the antisemitism commissioner demand-
ed that they remove the term “genocide” from the panel title. Edzard informed
them that he had contacted the antisemitism commissioner of the state of Ba-
varia, the competent Bavarian public prosecutor’s office, the president of the
university where the panel organizer was based, and the dean of the Faculty of
Philosophy and Theology. In doing so, he implicitly threatened legal and pos-
sible professional consequences for the scholars organizing and presenting
their work on the panel. Although the panel ultimately took place, one speaker
withdrew and others took out legal expenses insurance due to fears about lia-
bility"”.

By demanding the removal of the term “genocide” and invoking potential
legal consequences, the commissioner effectively sought to restrict the use of
contested but academically relevant terminology. Even though the panel was
not formally cancelled, the intervention produced a chilling effect, leading to a
speaker’s withdrawal and others concluded legal expenses insurances. This
demonstrates how informal pressure and the threat of legal action can shape
scholarly debate, narrow acceptable language, and deter participation, thereby
indirectly constraining academic freedom without the need for explicit cancel-
lation of the panel. It also demonstrates how antisemitism commissioners con-
tribute to a culture of denunciation and surveillance within universities.

Another example of an antisemitism commissioner’s intervention in stu-
dents’ academic freedom occurred in January 2026. In an open letter addressed
to the student council and the university leadership of the University of Erfurt,
Michael Panse, the Thuringian state commissioner for Jewish life and the fight
against antisemitism, together with Samuel Finn Pulz, the chair of the Christian
Democratic Students’ Association (RCDS) student group at the University of
Erfurt criticized what they described as rising antisemitism in society and called
for the withdrawal of official university group status from the student universi-
ty group “Erfurt Unsilenced”. Specifically, the antisemitism commissioner ac-
cused the group of disseminating content from organizations such as “Paldsti-
na Spricht” (Palestine Speaks), which, he argued, promote political positions that
delegitimize the State of Israel and, in some cases, act in ways that are hostile
to the constitutional order. Furthermore, Erfurt Unsilenced was accused of
employing narratives that relativize Nazism, for example by using the Shoah-
related slogan “Never again is now” to call for an end to the Israeli genocide.
According to the letter, such forms of instrumentalization meet the criteria of
Israel-related antisemitism and undermine the memory of the victims of Na-
zism. The letter invokes the normative principles associated with the Higher
Education Law of the state of Thuringia to argue that the group has exceeded
the acceptable limits of political engagement within the university'”. Following

102 See: Benjamin Schiitze, die Truppen der Staatsrdson, Tageszeitung (Taz), available at:
<https://taz.de/Deutsche-Israelpolitik /16146623>, January 20, 2026.

103 Michael Panse, Panse und Pulz kritisieren zunehmenden Antisemitismus an Etfurter
Universitit, January 22, 2026, available at: <https://michael-panse.de/2026/01/22/panse-
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the letter, the student council, the representation of all students at the universi-
ty and the body where all university student groups are administratively locat-
ed, gave “Erfurt Unsilenced” four days to answer the letter'™.

The group Erfurt Unsilenced is an officially recognized student group at the
University of Erfurt. Revoking its status would mean, among other things, that
it would no longer have easy access to university facilities, including rooms,
which would severely undermine its ability to hold events. In its reply Erfurt
Unsilenced argued that the antisemitism allegations were being used to delegit-
imize and restrict its activities as a student organization. Its response empha-
sized that criticism of Israeli government policies based on international law
should not be equated with antisemitism, and warned that such conflations
undermine both legitimate debate and efforts to combat antisemitism. Refer-
ring to paragraph two of the university’s student group guidelines and the Thu-
ringian Higher Education Act, which define universities as spaces of scholar-
ship, education, and free discourse, the group argues that its work contributes
to this mandate. It contends that attempts to revoke its official status represent
a misuse of these legal frameworks to suppress dissenting perspectives, thereby
restricting academic freedom and pluralism within the university. The students
articulate regret that the antisemitism commissioner had not made an effort to
engage with them'”.

Following the letter, representatives of the RCDS, the student council’s an-
ti-discrimination office, the antisemitism commissioner of the Thuringian state
government, among others, were invited to a meeting with the university lead-
ership. Notably, the group Erfurt Unsilenced itself was not invited to partici-
pate in this meeting even though it was the reason for that meeting, and no
attempt was made to engage directly with its members'”. The group Erfurt
Unsilenced ultimately retained its official status as a student group. Neverthe-
less, such interventions illustrate how antisemitism commissioners collaborate
with socially conservative student groups like the RCDS in order to try to in-
fluence students’ academic freedom and their right to organize by exerting
pressure on universities.

Empirical evidence suggests that antisemitism commissioners have not
treated all Jewish students equally. The experience of the Jewish Solidarity Col-
lective (JSC) which was founded between February and March 2024 at the Ber-
lin University of the Arts (UdK) is a case in point. The group was founded in
response to a letter by some teachers and staff at UdK that characterized anti-
semitism as a central problem at UdK. The letter describes the student protests
that had taken place at the UdK in November 2023 — during which some stu-

und-pulz-kritisieren-zunehmenden-antisemitismus-an-erfurter-universitaet>, accessed April 13,
2026.

104 Correspondence with a member of “Erfurt Unsilenced” who wants to remain anony-
mous, April 9, and April 13, 2026.

105 Erfurt unsilenced response, 26 January, 20206, on file with authors.

106 Interview with a member of “Erfurt Unsilenced” who wants to remain anonymous,

April 6, 2026.
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dents held up hands covered in red paint — as “violent antisemitic protests”
that deeply disturbed the signatories. It stated that they reject narratives circu-
lating at the university that characterize Israel’s “defensive war” as a colonial
project through a reductive reading of postcolonial theory, and classify Israel as
an apartheid regime'”.

In its response, the JSC criticized that the statement by faculty and staff did
not reflect its views and had been published without consulting Jewish mem-
bers of the university. It further rejected the characterization of the November
protest as “violent” and “antisemitic”. The group expressed disappointment
that, as Jewish members of the university advocating for Palestinian human
rights, they felt compelled to defend themselves against accusations of antisem-
itism in Germany, given the historical weight of the term. They also stated that
they felt powerless and deeply distressed by what they described as the instru-
mentalization of their history against them and others expressing solidarity
with those suffering'®.

After the JSC had published their statement and sent it to signatories of the
letter, Michaela Conen, the Head of the Strategic Marketing Unit of the univer-
sity replied to them, accusing the group of cowardice for remaining anony-
mous and of being motivated by antisemitism. Shortly after Michaela Conen
was appointed as Process Officer for Antisemitism Prevention at the Berlin
University of the Arts in June 2024 by the president of the UdK. Prior to June
2024 the UdK did not have an antisemitism commissioner. The JSC informed
the president that Conen had been attacking them. However, their concerns
ultimately did not lead to an apology by Conen or any disciplinary measure be-
ing imposed on her. Conen has never offered to meet with the JSC. This is es-
pecially striking considering that the Jewish Solidarity Collective is the only or-
ganized Jewish student group at UdK.

For a protest titled “Palestine contingent at the Faster march”, a peace
march that dates back to the 1960s, that took place on April 19, 2025, the logo
of the Jewish Solidarity Collective appeared on the poster alongside several
other organizations, including the Vereinigte Nationalkomittee. Following this,
Conen contacted the JSC, stating that the Vereinigte Nationalkomittee was un-
der observation by the German domestic intelligence service. According to a

107 Universitit der Kiinste Berlin. Statement von Lehrenden und Mitarbeitenden gegen An-
tisemitismus an der UdK Berlin vom 8. Februar 2024, February 8, 2024, available at:
<https:/ /www.udk-betlin.de/universitaet/ fakultact-darstellende-kunst/statement-von-
lehrenden-und-mitarbeitenden-gegen-antisemitismus-an-der-udk-betlin-vom-8-februar-2024>,
accessed April 20, 2026.

108 Jewish Solidarity Collective (UdK Berlin), A Message from the UdK Jewish Solidarity
Collective, Ezgenart Magazin, Aptil 15, 2024, available here: <https://eigenart-magazin.de/a-
message-from-the-udk-jewish-solidarity-collective>, accessed April 14, 2025. German antisem-
itism commissioners have also accused Jewish people of antisemitism because of their stance
on Israel. For example, Stefan Hense, the former antisemitism commissioner of the state of
Hamburg, accused the Jewish photographer Adam Broomberg of legitimising terrorism against
Jews and hatred of Israel. See: <https://adambroombetrg.com/projects/the-commissionet-of-
antisemitism/>.
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member of the JSC, the antisemitism commissioner adopted a hostile tone,
demanded a statement from the JSC for their involvement in the peace march,
and threatened to treport them to the intelligence authorities'”. In their re-
sponse, the JSC states that the threats articulated by the antisemitism commis-
sioner underscore the importance of anonymity for the group. They note that
the antisemitism commissioner repeatedly asks them to reveal their names
while simultaneously threatening to forward their names to the authorities.
They state that they fail to see how the intimidation of Jewish students and
faculty would enhance the sense of safety for Jewish people at the UdK'".

Similarly, the JSC has faced difficulties in gaining access to the university
leadership. As one of its first steps, it sought a meeting with the then president
of UdK, Norbert Palz. According to one member, the aim was to convey that
not all Jewish students felt unsafe on campus. However, the president did not
grant a meeting. A new president, Markus Hilgert, took office in April 2025.
The JSC requested a meeting with him, but the president refused to officially
meet with them'". Since the president was aware of their identities, the issue
was not anonymity but confidentiality. The case of the JSC illustrates how Jew-
ish perspectives are marginalized when they challenge the Staafsrison and ex-
press solidarity with Palestinians, and how they themselves face forms of re-
pression when they do not conform to dominant German expectations of what
it means to be Jewish.

The feeling that their voices are not being heard was also shared by the
members of the JSC at Humboldt University in Berlin. In May 2024 the De-
partment of the Social Sciences at Humboldt University of Berlin was occupied
by approximately one hundred students. The occupation was dissolved by the
police. Twenty-three individuals were temporarily detained, and 25 criminal
investigations were initiated'"”. The occupation was framed as an antisemitic
act. Members of the JSC at the Humboldt University wrote to their antisemi-
tism commissioner criticizing what they saw as an interpretive framing that
portrayed peace protests and criticism of Israel on campus exclusively as
threats to Jewish life. The group met with the antisemitism commissioner also
criticized the police operations, stating that these did not make them feel safer,
particularly in light of reports about right-wing networks within the police.
They called for greater visibility of the diversity of Jewish perspectives and
asked the antisemitism commissioner to facilitate dialogue among different
groups within the university and to create spaces for such exchanges. In addi-
tion, they requested the establishment of a counselor for Muslim and Palestini-
an students, as well as spaces where grief and distress of Palestinians could be

109 Interview with a member of the Jewish Solidarity Collective who wants to remain anon-
ymous, April 12, 2026.

110 Interview with a member of the Jewish Solidarity Collective who wants to remain anon-
ymous, April 16, 2026.

11 Thid.

112 Frederik Eikmann, Gaza-Protest erreicht Humboldt-Uni, Tag, May 23, 2024, available
at: <https://taz.de/Pro-Palaestina-Besetzung-in-Berlin/16012397>, accessed April 24, 2026.
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expressed. Their demands were not met. According to one participant of the
meeting, the antisemitism commissioner stated that they did not understand
the trauma experienced by Jews in Germany because they had not grown up as
minorities — despite the fact that, with the exception of one Israeli student, all
had migration backgrounds thus had moved to Germany from countries where
Jews were a minority'"’.

Another example of a Jewish voice not being heard is the case outlined
above concerning the aforementioned attempted dismissal of the President of
the Academy of Arts in Diisseldotf, Donatella Fioretti''*. A Jewish student at
the academy sent an email to the Minister of Culture and Science of North
Rhine-Westphalia, Ina Brandes, and the antisemitism commissioner of the
state of North Rhine-Westphalia, Sylvia Lohrmann, the day before Donatella
Fioretti had to appear in front of the Cultural Affairs Committee of the Land-
tag of North Rhine-Westphalia that convened for a special session. The stu-
dent requested anonymity but explicitly agreed to be cited during the hearing.
In the letter, the student expressed concern that no Jewish members of the
academy — neither students nor faculty — had been consulted on their views
regarding the debate surrounding the event. They welcomed the idea of a sur-
vey on the experiences of Jewish students, stating their conviction that such an
inquiry would not reveal institutional antisemitism. The student further argued
that the campaign against inviting the artist Basma al-Sharif constituted an in-
fringement on students’ academic freedom, particularly their right to invite
speakers of their choosing. Identifying themselves as one of the event’s organ-
izers, the student also pointed to political efforts to suppress the diversity of
opinion within the Jewish community'”. However, the university did not fol-
low up with the student. The antisemitism commissioner did not respond or
seek to arrange a meeting to discuss the concerns raised, and the message was
not cited during the hearing. This, once against, suggests that the perspectives
of Jewish students who are critical of Israeli policies are given little weight. Ra-
ther than engaging with internal diversity of views, such positions appear to be
overlooked or sidelined.

The positioning of many antisemitism commissioners may partly be ex-
plained by their institutional and ideological backgrounds. Many commission-
ers’ perspectives on Jewish identity are shaped primarily through pro-Israel ad-
vocacy. As sociologist Peter Ullrich notes, a significant number come either
from the Antidentsche left — known for its strong pro-Israel stance — or from

113 Interview with a member of the JSC who was a student at the Humboldt University at
the time, April 23, 2026.

114 Lothar Zechlin, Die Folgen der Empérung, guest essay published in Wiarda Blog, 16
April, 2026. See: <https://www.jmwiarda.de/blog/2026/04/14/die-folgen-der-empoerung>.

115 Daniel Kothenschulte, Basma Al-Sharif und Donatella Fioretti an der Kunstakademie
Dusseldotf, Monopol Magazin, March 19, 2026, available at: <https://www.monopol-
magazin.de/basma-al-sharif-donatella-fioretti-kunstakademie-duesseldorf>, accessed April 22,
2026.
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conservative networks such as the German-Israeli Society (DIG)'"’. Interven-
tions by the DIG and the Israeli Embassy in Germany suggest that the Israeli
government views antisemitism commissioners as a means of advancing a pro-
Israel narrative'"”. This is further illustrated by a letter from the Israeli ambas-
sador which was sent to the president of the Technical University of Berlin,
calling for the dismissal of the university’s antisemitism commissioner. The
Israeli ambassador claimed that it was well documented that Professor Uffa
Jensen’s criticism of the State of Israel had contributed to a rise in antisemi-
tism. He further claimed that Jensen’s actions had a negative impact on Jewish
students, who, he argued, deserve a representative who stands with them rather
than against them'".

The establishment of antisemitism commissioners risks contributing to a hier-
archization of different types of discrimination within universities. While diver-
sity and anti-discrimination officers are responsible for addressing a broad
range of issues related to gender, religion, and race, antisemitism commission-
ers focus specifically on discrimination against Jewish people. This alleges a
hierarchy of discrimination, antisemitism being the worst form of discrimina-
tion based on the singularity of the Holocaust'"”. A similar pattern is evident at
the national level: the German Rectors’ Conference (HRK) has established a
working group for antisemitism, while other forms of discrimination lack
comparable representation'”. A collective of researchers and institutional of-
fice-holders who work on antidiscrimination, insecurity and violence empha-
sized that efforts to prevent antisemitism at universities should be embedded
within broader diversity and anti-discrimination initiatives. This approach

116 Peter Kuras. The Strange Logic of Germany’s Antisemitism Bureaucrats, Jewish Currents,
July 18, 2023, available at <https://jewishcutrents.org/the-strange-logic-of-germanys-
antisemitism-bureaucrats>, accessed April 20, 2026.

"7 The German-Israel Society (DIG) regularly intervenes in university programming,
writing to state authorities or universities to demand the cancellation or restructuring of
academic events. In February 2025, for example, it wrote to the mayor of Berlin and the
leadership of Freie Universitit, denouncing the scheduled speakers Francesca Albanese and
Eyal Weizman as antisemitic and hostile toward Israel, and dismissing Forensic Architecture as
”propaganda”. The letter demanded that the event not be held in its current form and that the
university provide a counterweight. See: E-Mail exchange, February 10, 2025, obtained through
a freedom information request, on file with author. In the end, Freie University cancelled the
event.

118 Letter date October 28, 2025, on file with author.

119 Moses identifies the singularity of the Holocaust as one of Germany’s “obsessions”,
which leads to the exclusion of other forms of remembrance. See A. Dirk Moses, Die deutsche
Debatte ist von Obsessionen geprigt: Erinnerungsraumliche Betrachtungen zum Katechismus
der Deutschen, in Jirgen Zimmerer (Hg.), Erinnerungskampfe: Neues dentsches Geschichtsbewusstsein.
Stuttgart: Reclam, 2023, 264-287.

120 For more information about the HRK’s Competence Network for Antisemitism Pre-
vention at Universites (KoONHAP) see: <https://www.htk.de/themen/hochschulsystem/
antisemitismuspraevention/>.
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promotes professional expertise, facilitates an intersectional perspective, and
avoids creating hierarchies among different forms of discrimination™".

The position of antisemitism officers is not homogeneous. The attacks on
the antisemitism officer at the Technical University of Berlin by the Israeli am-
bassador, in particular, demonstrate that antisemitism officers do not hold uni-
form positions. Further research is needed, ideally involving interviews with
antisemitism commissioners, university administrators, and students at all uni-
versities where such commissioners have been installed. We hope, nonetheless,
that the discussion of the cases mentioned here will provide helpful conceptual
tools for analyzing the work of antisemitism commissioners and its impact on
academic freedom.

7. Conclusion

Academic freedom in Germany is in decline as a result of two intersecting dy-
namics: the instrumentalization of allegations of antisemitism, driven by a
commitment to Staatsrdson — often framed as Germany’s unconditional support
for Israel’s security — and the broader expansion of authoritarian practices. We
term this development an “authoritarian convergence” against academic free-
dom. The latter dynamic is partly linked to the electoral rise of the AfD, but
also involves actors from the so-called mainstream political parties. Notably,
many of the restrictions on academic freedom, protest, and expression intro-
duced since October 7 have been implemented under a federal government led
by the Green Party and the Social Democrats.

Restrictions on academic freedom have occurred across all three of its di-
mensions. First, the individual professional rights of scholars engaged in re-
search and teaching have been constrained through political pressure to cancel
events and through attempts to withdraw public funding from individuals who
are seen as in opposition to the Staatsrison and by imposing the working defini-
tion of antisemitism of the IHRA. Second, students’ academic freedom and
freedom of expression have been undermined by denying them the right to
protest'”, subjecting them to police violence, cancelling student-organized aca-
demic events, and seeking to revoke the official status of student groups.
Third, university autonomy has been eroded through the politicization of fund-

121’ See Participatory Prevention Collective (4. Mirz 2026). Participatory Prevention Over
Secutitization. Partizipative Privention, available at <https://pp.hypotheses.org/439>, April 21,
2026.

122 In its decision of 13 April 2026 concerning a student protest at the University of Wiirz-
burg, the Bavarian Administrative Court of Appeal held that the outdoor areas of a university
campus constitute a place protected by freedom of assembly where, as in public streets, general
public access and circulation are open and assemblies are therefore in principle permissible.
The court explicitly affirmed that campus exterior spaces are not excluded from Article 8 of
the Basic Law merely by virtue of being university property, endorsing the lower court’s rea-
soning that such areas are functionally equivalent to public fora for the purposes of assembly
law. See: <https://www.gesetze-bayern.de/Content/Document/Y-300-Z-BECKRS-B-2026-
N-6516°hl=true>.
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ing, the use of minor interpellations, funding cuts, and reforms of higher edu-
cation laws. While cancellations and repressive measures have targeted a broad
range of actors, they have often disproportionately affected Jewish, Arab and
Muslim individuals'®.

Attacks on all three dimensions of academic freedom are often effective be-
cause extramural and intramural pressures reinforce one another. While pres-
sure is exerted from outside the university by political actors and interest
groups, it gains traction because university leadership is often responsive to it,
and because academics within institutions may support such measures — par-
ticularly in cases involving event cancellations — or remain silent. Antisemitism
commissioners, who are frequently embedded within universities, have also
contributed, through their established practices, to a climate of surveillance,
mistrust, and denunciation within the university undermining trust from with-
in. Political actors advocate for the adoption of security measures and the
mandatory use of the IHRA working definition of antisemitism; however, it is
ultimately university leadership, professors, and administrative staff who im-
plement these policies. In this sense, extramural pressures are effective largely
due to intramural collaboration. A lack of solidarity among professors, precari-
ously employed academics, and students further facilitates these dynamics and
strengthens efforts to curtail academic freedom.

The push for securitization is the most dominant framework through which
political actors have tried to reshape the university. Part of the securitization of
universities is reflected in the requirement, adopted by some institutions, to
implement security and “awareness” concepts for certain events — measures
that implicitly suggest that both the content and the participants may pose a
risk. In the current context, this development takes on a particular significance.
During the civil rights movements of the 1960s and 1970s, “raising conscious-
ness” referred to the process of enabling marginalized and racialized groups to
recognize that their personal experiences were shaped by broader structures of
inequality, including racism, sexism, and class oppression'*’. Today, however,
such concepts risk being hollowed out and repurposed to shield dominant
groups from discomfort and critique. Consciousness-raising here does not
serve to address the underlying structures of inequality, but rather to make
people aware that certain words and messages are uncomfortable because they
sit uneasily with Germans’ internalized views. Tools originally developed to

123 Moses emphasizes that Muslims and people from the Global South are often reflexively
labeled as antisemitic, and as a result frequently face professional consequences. See Anthony
Ditk Moses, Die deutsche Debatte ist von Obsessionen geprigt: Erinnerungsrdumliche
Betrachtungen zum Katechismus der Deutschen, in Jirgen Zimmerer (Hg.), Erinnerungskdmpfe:
Neues dentsches Geschichtshewusstsein. Stuttgart, Reclam, 2023, 264-287, 268.

124 A seminal and early contribution to the concept of consciousness is found in the work
of William Edward Burghardt Du Bois. Du Bois developed the concept of “double conscious-
ness” to describe the experience of Black Americans, who are compelled to perceive them-
selves both through their own perspective and through the lens of a white, discriminatory soci-
ety. See Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk (1903).
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empower marginalized communities are increasingly being deployed against
them — particularly in the case of Arab and Muslim students and academics.

Rather than eliminating fields through formal bans or defunding, political
and societal actors reshape the reputational landscape in ways that deter uni-
versities from supporting controversial scholarship and pressure academic
communities to define disciplinary boundaries defensively. The German case
thus exemplifies the broader pattern: academic freedom can recede not only
through direct state action, but also through sustained rhetorical, political and
media campaigns that narrow the horizon of what counts as legitimate
knowledge. Incident-driven suppressions of individual events and scholars ac-
cumulate over time and contribute to an atmosphere of self-censorship
amongst scholars and students and preemptive compliance from university
leadership who want to avoid controversy and public backlash'®. This creates
gradual erosion of the conditions under which academic freedom can be mean-
ingfully exercised'”. In this context, universities are no longer seen solely as
spaces for education and research but are increasingly expected to function as
instruments and symbolic sites for the enactment of Staatsrison.

Closely connected to this development is the question of the role of aca-
demics within society and whether the university constitutes a political space.
The labeling of contemporary political debates as “unscientific” or “activist”,
along with appeals to “neutrality,” can be understood as attempts to depoliti-
cize the university. The extent to which this project succeeds will depend on
whether academics and institutions resist or internalize these notions of depo-
liticization and neutrality.

The discourses of anti-antisemitism and authoritarianism converge on the
issue of migration in particular. Antisemitism commissioners, politicians and
interest groups have promoted the narrative of “imported antisemitism”,
which attributes the rise of antisemitism and antisemitic acts not primarily to
the far right, but to migration from Muslim-majority countries. In this dis-
course, Muslims are painted not only as patriarchal, backward, and homopho-
bic, but also as inherently antisemitic — a characterization used to justify harsh
measures against them. The logic of Staatsrison implies the existence of an
“uncivilized” population that cannot be integrated into the official state dis-
course of Staatsrison itself'”’.

A movement seeking to oppose the erosion of academic freedom and of
democracy as a whole will thus have to counter two trends at once: the dis-

125 See for German Middle Eastern Studies: Jannis Julien Grimm, Sven Chojnacki, Nina
Moya Schreieder, Iman El Ghoubashy and Thaddia Sixta. 2025. “German Academia after Oc-
tober 7: Self-Censorship and Restrictions of Academic Freedom among MENA Scholars”.

126 Lilian Mauthofer ans Jannis Julien Grimm, Zwischen Wissenschaftsfreiheit und Paldsti-
na-Solidaritit: Deutsche Hochschulen als umkidmpfte Raume, Forschungsjournal Soziale Bewegung-
en, vol. 38, no. 1, 2025, 150-168.

127 Robin Celikates aptly describes this phenomenon as “Staatsrison as state racism”. See
Robin Celikates, Staatsrison as State Racism: Notes on the Authoritarian Turn in Contempo-
rary Germany, cit.
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course of Staatsrison, which dehumanizes Palestinians, normalizes genocide
against racialized populations, and infringes on core rights — academic freedom
being one of them; and the authoritarian turn, which includes policies pushed
by far-right actors such as the AfD. With the emergences of actors like KriSol,
WissDem, the Association of Palestinian and Jewish Academics (PJA) and the
broader movement of Science against Fascism (Wissenschaft Gegen Faschis-

mus) such an alliance is emerging'®.

128 Among other initiatives, Wissenschaft gegen Faschismus organized a week-long series
of events across Germany on the dangers of fascism, featuring talks on both Palestine and the
far right. For more information, see: <https://wissenschaft-gegen-faschismus.de/>.
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Academic freedom in Germany is in decline, as evidenced by international index rank-
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SOMMARIO

La liberta accademica in Germania ¢ in declino, come dimostrano le classifiche degli
indici internazionali e 1 rapporti di monitoraggio. Questo articolo sostiene che le re-
strizioni attuali vanno comprese all'interno di un quadro pit ampio di sviluppi tra loro
intrecciati. In particolare, la strumentalizzazione delle accuse di antisemitismo ha limitato
la liberta accademica, il dibattito pubblico e 1 diritti civili. Tali dinamiche si intersecano
con una piu generale tendenza verso pratiche autoritarie in Germania, riflessa — sebbene
non esclusivamente — nell’ascesa di attori politici di destra, dando luogo a cio che defi-
niamo una “convergenza autoritaria” contro la liberta accademica. Per illustrare questo
fenomeno, esaminiamo quattro sviluppi chiave verificatisi dopo il 7 ottobre: la politi-
cizzazione dei finanziamenti, linterferenza politica nella liberta accademica e
nell’autonomia universitaria, la secutitizzazione delle universita e il ruolo dei commissati
per lantisemitismo. Sosteniamo che ne risultano compromesse tutte e tre le dimensioni
della liberta accademica: la liberta accademica dei docenti e dei ricercatori, quella degli
studenti e I'autonomia delle universita. Inoltre, tali restrizioni si aggravano quando le
pressioni esterne all’'universita e quelle interne si rafforzano reciprocamente.
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Liberta accademica; Convergenza autoritaria; Accuse di antisemitismo; Autonomia uni-
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