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Last Wednesday, the presi-
dent of Columbia University
in New York was preparing
to testify in front of Congress
about allegations of an-
tisemitism on campus.
Minouche Shafik had been
set to appear in December
but — fortunately for her —
had a scheduling conflict. On
that occasion, the presidents
of the Universities of Penn-
sylvania and Harvard were
asked whether “calling for
the genocide of Jews” was
“against their code of con-
duct”andsaiditdependedon
context. One swiftlyresigned,
the other weathered the
storm before leaving follow-
ing plagiarismallegations.
Last week, Ms Shafik and
three others from Columbia
were asked the same ques-
tion.Allreplied: “Yes.”

Ms Shafik’s students were
also prepared. At 4 am on
the morning of her testimo-
ny, pro-Palestinian groups
set up a “Gaza Solidarity En-
campment”on the south lawn
of Columbia’s Morningside
Heights campus in Manhat-
tan. They were knowingly
violating rules recently es-
tablished by the university:
protests could only take place
between 12 pm and 6 pm on
weekdays, with permission at
leasttwodaysinadvance.

Columbia University President Minouche Shafik (front)

testifies before US Congress on April 17, 2024.
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The encampment was not just
about the Gaza war. Students
called for Columbia to divest from
Israel and end its dual degree
programme with Tel Aviv. They
were also standing up against an
institution they felt had been per-
secuting them for months. Last
November, two groups, Students
for Justice in Palestine and Jewish
Voice for Peace, were suspended.
Last Thursday, protesters were
threatened with suspension and
told to leave the encampment.
When they did not move, Ms
Shafik authorised police to move
in, citing campus safety concerns.
More than 100 students were ar-
restedand theirtentstorndown.
But the encampment has re-
turned. Calling in police fuelled
protests that spread to other uni-
versities. On Monday, Columbia
faculty walked out onto the steps
of Low Library holding signs that
read “hands off our students” and
“end studentsuspensionsnow”.
Police made more than 100 fur-
therarrestsatasolidarity demoat
New York University on Monday.
The focushasagainbecome onan-
tisemitismat USuniversities.

In the past week, videos have
emerged of protesters, many
seemingly non-students protest-
ing off-campus (only those with
university ID are allowed inside
Columbia grounds), where peo-
ple have shouted “we are Hamas”,
“burn Tel Aviv to the ground”, and

“gobacktoPoland”.Onemaskedin-
dividual even chanted “the seventh
of Octoberisabouttobeeveryday”.
Allegations of antisemitic in-
cidents on campus have also
emerged, reported university
newspaper The Columbia Spec-
tator. One video shows a protest-
er holding a sign near pro-Israeli
demonstrators that reads “al-Qa-
ssam’s next targets”, referring to
the armed wing of Hamas which
took partin the 7 October attacks
onIsrael. The New York Police De-
partment said they had received
reports of students having Israeli
flags snatched from them, and
hateful comments.
Thishasdrawn concernfromboth
sides of the political divide. The
Republican House Speaker Mike
Johnson is visiting Columbia’s
campus to meet Jewish students
and has called for Ms Shafik to re-
sign. The White House’s deputy
press secretary, Andrew Bates,
wrote that students had a right to
protest but condemned “calls for
violence and physical intimida-
tiontargetingJewish students”.
On Monday, Ms Shafik suspended
in-person classes in an attempt to
“de-escalate the rancour and give
us all a chance to consider next
steps”. A rabbi affiliated with the
university called on Jewish stu-
dentstostayathome.

Jonathan Ben-Menachem is a
Jewish student and member of
Student Workers of Columbia, one

of the organisations that is part of
the Columbia University Apart-
heid Divest (CUAD) coalition be-
hind the encampment, which he
said was peaceful.

“There was a Passover Seder at
the camp,” he said. “Itis abunch of
nerds reading, praying, and cry-
ing when they get arrested.” He
did not deny there had been trou-
bling incidents but emphasised
the difference between what was
happening “inside the gates and
outsidethe gates” of Columbia.
Another group in the CUAD coali-
tion condemned hate and bigotry
and criticised non-students dis-
rupting events, saying they were
“frustrated” that the media fo-
cused on “inflammatory individu-
als who do not represent us”. And
the Columbia and Barnard [Col-
lege, partof Columbia] chapters of
the American Association of Uni-
versity Professors condemned Ms
Shafik for accepting the “partisan
charges that anti-war demonstra-
torsareviolentand antisemitic”.
Mr Ben-Menachem’s view of the
encampment contrasts with that
of Columbia pupil Jacob Schmeltz,
part of a group called “Jewish on
Campus”, which helps students
combatantisemitism. “Ithas been
incredibly difficult to be a Jewish
student,” he told me. “We have got
to the point where we do not feel
safe and we have to leave campus
to guarantee our physical and
emotional safety” Mr Schmeltz
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left campus for Passover and is at
home in New Jersey. He says it is
unclearwhenhewillreturn.
Asked whether he agreed that
the intimidation had come
mainly from outside campus,
Mr Schmeltz said it was “really
unclear who is a non-Columbia
affiliate and who is a Columbia af-
filiate”. And while he agrees that
there are pro-Palestine Jewish
students who are participating
in the encampment, he says most
Jewish students donotfeel safe.

I spent 10 days on campus earlier
this year for Channel 4’s foreign
affairs documentary series, Unre-
ported World, speakingtostudents
and professors. While I did not ex-
pect the recent turn of events, the
pointsof debate arethe same.
First,thisisanissue offree speech;
what Columbia should allow to be
said. This was seen in an exchange
last Wednesday in Congress over
pro-Palestinian chants and the
Arabic term “intifada”, used to de-
scribe two Palestinian uprisings
againstlsraelirule.

Republican Lisa McClain asked Ms
Shafik whether the chants “from
the river to the sea” and “intifada”
were antisemitic. “When [ hear
those terms, I find them very up-
setting,” she said. Ms McClain in-
terrupted and asked forayes orno.
“I hear them as such, some people
don’t,” the university president re-
plied.

Mr Schmeltz mentioned “glo-




