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Executive Summary
After a long period of quiescence,
antisemitism in the United States has recently
garnered renewed national attention. Even
before the white supremacist rally in
Charlottesville in August 2017, alarms
sounded about outbreaks of antisemitic and
anti-Israel incidents. A particular focus of
concern was US college campuses, and Jewish
students were warned about enrolling at
institutions described as “hotbeds of
antisemitism.” Yet, despite this heated
rhetoric, a complicated and less dramatic
reality is evident in systematic research on
Jewish students at US universities. Studies
conducted since 2014 indicate that
antisemitism and anti-Israel hostility are
perceived by Jewish students to be a problem
on a select group of US campuses but not a
significant issue at other schools.

Jewish students do not think their campus
is hostile to Jews. The majority of Jewish
students at all four schools disagreed that their
campus constituted a “hostile environment
toward Jews.” Non-Jewish students at all four
schools echoed this view. Compared to the
other three campuses, both Jewish and nonJewish students at Michigan were the most
likely to agree that there was a hostile
environment toward Jews on their campus,
although this view was still a minority opinion
among students.

This report is part of a program of research
focusing on undergraduate students and their
perceptions and experiences of antisemitism
and anti-Israel hostility on US campuses. It
examines four institutions, Brandeis
University, Harvard University, the University
of Pennsylvania (Penn), and the University of
Michigan, Ann Arbor (Michigan). The report
draws on survey data collected in the 2015-16
and 2016-17 academic years from
representative samples of undergraduates
(both Jewish and non-Jewish) at these schools.

The majority of students disagree that
there is a hostile environment toward
Israel on campus. Students were more likely
to agree that there was a hostile environment
toward Israel on their campus than that there
was a hostile environment toward Jews, but
most students still disagreed with the
former. The exception was at Michigan, where
just over half of Jewish students agreed to any
extent that the school had a hostile
environment toward Israel.

Key findings:
Jewish students are rarely exposed to
antisemitism on campus. The majority of
Jewish students at the four schools studied
reported that they had not experienced any
form of discrimination at their schools due to
their religion. In addition, the vast majority
reported that they had not personally heard any
of a number of antisemitic remarks with any
frequency.

Jewish students are exposed to hostile
remarks toward Israel on campus. Hearing
hostile remarks toward Israel (primarily from
students) was far more prevalent than
exposure to antisemitic statements.

Support for BDS is rare. At each of these
schools support for an academic boycott of
Israel was virtually nonexistent among Jewish
students and was rare among non-Jewish
students.
Israel and Jews are not a top concern for
students. At the four schools examined,
issues related to Israel and Jews were far down
the list of “pressing issues” on campus—even
among Jewish students.
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Jewish students feel safe and that they
belong on campus. Overwhelmingly, Jewish
students at each of the campuses reported
feeling safe on their campus. They were also
more likely to feel that they “belonged” at their
institution than non-Jewish students. The

difference was largest at Michigan, suggesting
that, while some Jewish students were exposed
to antisemitic rhetoric and to anti-Israel
hostility, these encounters did not seem to
fundamentally alter the students’ experiences
on campus.

Students Report on Antisemitism and Anti-Israel Sentiment at Four US Universities

Introduction
In August 2017, when white supremacists
marched through the University of Virginia
campus and downtown Charlottesville, VA
brandishing Nazi paraphernalia and shouting
antisemitic slogans, the issue of antisemitism
in the United States garnered national
attention. For many Jews, these events were
an unwelcome reminder of a period of time
when American Jews faced overt hostility and
discrimination. Even before the events in
Charlottesville, however, organizations that
track antisemitic and anti-Israel incidents on
US college campuses had raised alarms
(AMCHA, 2017; ICC, 2016, 2017; Kantor
Center, 2016). Commentators warned of a
“wave of attacks against Jews on college
campuses” and asserted that life on campus
has become increasingly difficult for Jewish
students, who were being “silenced” by “lies,
bullying and vicious acts” (Klein, 2016; Weiss,
2017). US campuses were described as a
“hotbed of antisemitism,” and Jewish students
were warned about enrolling at institutions
that were experiencing an upsurge of
antisemitism and anti-Israel hostility (GraveLazi, 2017; Kantor Center, 2016; Kozlowska,
2017; Miller, 2017; Phillips, 2017).
Despite this heated rhetoric, systematic
research on Jewish students at US universities
reveals a more complicated and less dramatic
reality. Antisemitism and anti-Israel activity
vary substantially across campuses. According
to systematic surveys of Jewish students,
incidents are present on a select group of US
campuses but rare or nonexistent at many
others (Saxe et al., 2015, 2016). This variation
notwithstanding, even on campuses with
relatively high levels of antisemitism and antiIsrael hostility, Jewish students do not

necessarily feel threatened or unwelcome
(Kelman et al., 2017; Saxe et al., 2016). As for
non-Jewish students, little is known about
their perceptions of the campus climate
toward Jews or Israel, their levels of support
for BDS,1 or how their feelings of safety and
belonging on campus differ from those of
Jewish students. As described in more detail
below, in order to better understand
antisemitism and anti-Israel activity on US
college campuses, the present study focuses
on specific campuses, on Jewish students’ overall
wellbeing, and on comparisons between Jewish and
non-Jewish students.
This approach, employed in a series of studies
at Brandeis University, Harvard University,
the University of Pennsylvania (Penn), and the
University of Michigan, Ann Arbor
(Michigan), uses survey data from
representative samples of both Jewish and
non-Jewish undergraduates at these schools
(see p. 27 for details about data collection).
These four campuses have relatively large
Jewish populations: Jewish students represent
more than 10% of undergraduates at each
school. Each is also characteristic of the
prestigious universities many Jewish students
choose to attend. The schools represent a
wide range in terms of reported antisemitism
and anti-Israel activity on their campuses.
Algemeiner considers Brandeis University one
of the 15 best schools for Jewish students,
while Michigan and Harvard are both ranked
among the 40 worst schools for Jewish
students (Algemeiner, 2016, December 22a,
2016, December 22b). Penn was not included
in either list.
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The series of studies reported on here aim to
answer the following questions:













What are the Jewish students’ experiences
of antisemitism and anti-Israel hostility on
these four campuses?
Do Jewish and non-Jewish students differ
in their perceptions of hostility toward
Jews and Israel on these four campuses?
How much support is there for anti-Israel
activity—specifically, for BDS—among
non-Jewish students on each campus?
How do issues related to Jews and Israel
compare to other concerns on campus
Do Jewish and non-Jewish students differ
in their perceptions of what constitutes a
pressing issue on campus?
How do Jewish students fare in terms of
their overall wellbeing compared to other
students on each campus?
What factors distinguish campuses with
higher rates of hostility toward Israel and/
or Jews?

The report begins with a review of the
existing research about antisemitism and antiIsrael activity on US campuses, including what
is currently known about their prevalence on
the four campuses we studied. We then
examine Jewish students’ experiences of
antisemitism and anti-Israel hostility on these
campuses, including experiences of
discrimination and exposure to hostile
remarks toward Israel and Jews. Next, we
explore both Jewish and non-Jewish students’
perceptions of their campus climate regarding
Jews and Israel, including perceptions of
hostility, support for BDS, and the
prominence that issues related to Israel and
Jews have on campus. Finally, we look at
Jewish and non-Jewish students’ feelings of
belonging and safety on their campuses.

Students Report on Antisemitism and Anti-Israel Sentiment at Four US Universities

Antisemitism and anti-Israel activity on US campuses:
National figures versus campus specific data
Existing studies of antisemitism and antiIsrael activity on campuses have relied on two
methods: (1) surveying or interviewing Jewish
students and (2) counting documented reports
of specific antisemitic and anti-Israel incidents
on campuses. Each of these methods
contributes to the understanding of the
phenomenon, while leaving other questions
unanswered. This section examines what has
been learned from these two types of studies.
Studies of Jewish students
In 2014 and 2015, a number of national
studies appeared to show troublingly high
levels of antisemitism on US college
campuses. In one national study of US college
students conducted in 2014, over half of
Jewish students in the sample had experienced
or witnessed antisemitism on campus
(Kosmin & Keysar, 2015). Our own attempt
to capture campus antisemitism levels on the
national level found that about one third of
Jewish students had been verbally or
physically harassed because they were Jewish
(Saxe, Sasson, Wright, & Hecht, 2015).
However, our results also indicated that there
was substantial variability among campuses in
Jewish students’ perceptions of antisemitism,
suggesting that national-level studies might
not be telling the whole story.
With this in mind, our follow-up study
conducted in 2016 surveyed Jewish students
on 50 different campuses across the United
States and confirmed that there were some
schools (e.g., CUNY Brooklyn, and many
schools in the UC system) that were relative
“hotspots” of antisemitism and anti-Israel
hostility, where at least one-in-five Jewish
students reported experiences of antisemitic
harassment and discrimination. At the same
time, there were many other schools (e.g.,

University of Miami, Washington University
of St. Louis, and Syracuse University) where
hostility toward Jews and Israel was negligible.
The study also found that the nature of
antisemitism differed from school to school—
at some institutions antisemitism was closely
connected to criticism of Israel, while at
others it was connected to more “traditional”
Jewish stereotypes and had little relationship
to Israel (Saxe et al., 2016). Kelman et al.
(2017) interviewed Jewish undergraduates at
five California schools. Those students
reported feeling safe on their campus and
rejected the characterization of their campuses
as antisemitic. At the same time, many felt
uncomfortable with the hostile tone of
campus debates around the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict, both within and outside the campus
Jewish community.

Studies of incidents on campuses
Reports from organizations that track
incidents of antisemitic and anti-Israel activity
on US campuses reflect differences between
campuses and developing trends over the past
three years:


The AMCHA Initiative found that the
number of antisemitic incidents at 113
schools they investigated increased from
309 in 2015 to 433 in 2016, but that the
number of campuses affected by
antisemitism did not increase during this
period (AMCHA Initiative, 2016, 2017).
The AMCHA Initiative also found that
there was no change in the number of
incidents motivated by anti-Zionism, but
that there was a sharp increase in incidents
motivated by classic antisemitism
(AMCHA Initiative, 2016, 2017).
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The Israel on Campus Coalition (ICC)
found that the number of BDS campaigns
on US campuses declined from 33 in the
2015-16 academic year to 20 in the 201617 academic year, and that the number of
campuses experiencing anti-Israel activity
decreased from 185 to 149 between those
years (Israel on Campus Coalition, 2017).
This figure represented an additional
reduction after a 25% decline in BDS
campaigns between 2014-15 and 2015-16
(Israel on Campus Coalition, 2016).
The Anti-Defamation League (ADL)
reported a near doubling of antisemitic
incidents between 2014 and 2015: ninety
antisemitic incidents on 60 college
campuses in 2015, compared to 47
incidents on 43 campuses in 2014 (AntiDefamation League, 2015). The ADL’s
current focus on college campuses is
monitoring the outreach and recruitment
efforts of white supremacists. According
to the ADL, in the academic year 20162017 there were 159 instances of white
supremacists distributing fliers at 110

universities, with a disproportionate
concentration in Texas and California
(Anti-Defamation League, 2017).
Clearly, the number of antisemitic and antiIsrael incidents on US campuses as recorded
by AMCHA varies between campuses and
from year to year. Table 1 shows the
prevalence of antisemitic and anti-Israel
activity reports on the four campuses
examined in this report in 2015 and 2016.
Such activity is more prevalent at Michigan
than at the other schools. Reported incidents
may vary, however, in terms of their reach
among the student body—for example, one
2016 incident involved a Harvard student
group joining with eight other Boston-area
student groups to make a YouTube video
accusing Israel of “crimes against humanity”
and being an “apartheid state.” In the
discussion section of the report, we consider
the extent to which these incident reports
reflect the experiences of Jewish students on
these campuses as documented by our study.

Table 1. Antisemitic and anti-Israel activity2 on four campuses 2015-16, according to AMCHA
Michigan

Harvard

Penn

Brandeis

2015

2

1

--

--

2016

--

3

--

3

2015

8

4

1

4

2016

11

4

4

2

No

No

No

No

Total antisemitic activity*

Total anti-Israel activity including BDS**

BDS resolution proposed as of survey period

*Includes language, expressions, and behaviors that target Jews.
**Includes delegitimizing Israel and advocating BDS (involves the promotion or endorsement of efforts to boycott, divest from, or
sanction Israel but contains no other evidence of direct harm to Jewish members of the campus community or the inclusion of classic or
contemporary antisemitic tropes).

Students Report on Antisemitism and Anti-Israel Sentiment at Four US Universities

Jews on campus (Saxe et al., 2016). As shown
in Table 2, there were active Israel and
Palestinian education and advocacy student
groups at all four schools examined in this
report. What is not known is the degree to
which the positions of either of these groups
on campus reflect the positions of the larger
student body and/or whether the presence of
any of these groups translates into a hostile
campus climate for Jews. By including a
representative sample of Jewish and nonJewish students on campus, we are better able
to answer those outstanding questions.

Israel and Palestinian education and
advocacy groups on campus
AMCHA (2017) has noted that the presence
of anti-Zionist student organizations on
campus was a strong predictor of incidents
targeting Jewish students for harm. Previous
research has also highlighted the relationship
between active Students for Justice in
Palestine (SJP) chapters on campus and
increased perceptions among Jewish students
of a hostile environment toward Israel and

Table 2: Israel and Palestinian education and advocacy groups on campus
Michigan

Harvard

Penn

Brandeis












Think-M: The Israel
Network at Michigan
J Street U
Students Allied for
Freedom and Equality
(SAFE)



Harvard Israel Public
Affairs Committee
Harvard College
Palestine Solidarity
Committee




Penn Israel Public
Affairs Committee
J Street U
Students for Justice
in Palestine (SJP)

Source: CMJS research documenting active online presence at time of data collection.




Brandeis Israel Public
Affairs Committee
J Street U
Students for Justice in
Palestine (SJP)
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Jewish students’ experiences of antisemitism and anti-Israel hostility
Jewish students have a significant presence at
each of the schools studied. Brandeis has the
largest proportion of Jewish students at 35%,
while Michigan has the largest number of
Jewish students at 3,478 (see Tables 7 & 8 in
the Appendix at the back of this report). We
begin our analysis by exploring the extent to
which Jewish students3 at the four schools
have experienced any form of antisemitic
and/or anti-Israel harassment or
discrimination.

Antisemitic harassment, discrimination,
and microaggressions

Fewer than one-in-five Jewish students at
any of the four schools reported
experiencing any form of discrimination
because they were Jewish. Students were
asked whether they had had experiences
ranging from physical assault to verbal
harassment to “microaggressions” (Davis,
1989)—such as being asked to offer the
perspective of their identity group—because of
their religion (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Antisemitic harassment, discrimination, and microaggressions (Jewish students only)
6%
6%
7%
7%

Feeling unwelcome in a campus organization

5%
6%
4%
1%

Having your concer ns dismissed or
ignored by campus administration

15%
16%
21%

Being the object of jokes or teasing
7%
0%
0%
1%
1%

Being excluded from participating
in a group project

5%
6%
4%
2%

Hostile reactions from students to your
contribution to classroom discussion

16%
19%
20%
15%

Being asked in class to offer the
perspective of your identity group
3%
3%

Having your views or concerns dismissed
or ignored by an instructor

7%
4%

0%
0%
1%
0%

Physical attack

6%

Insult or harassment in person

4%
2%

Insult or harassment on social media

11%
10%

9%

6%
6%

0%

Michigan

20%

Harvard

40%

Penn

60%

80%

Brandeis

Note: One-way tables of frequencies. See Table B1 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals.
Question text: Since coming to <school> have you personally experienced any of the following on campus because of your religion?

100%
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At all four schools, the highest rates of
discrimination reported were for being the
object of jokes and for being asked in
class to offer the perspective of their
religious group. Only a small percentage of
Jewish students reported experiencing any
form of harassment in person or on social
media, and virtually none reported
experiencing a physical attack.4

heard any of a number of antisemitic
statements on their campus. A relatively small
percentage of Jewish students at all four
schools reported hearing antisemitic
statements (Figure 2). At Brandeis, Harvard,
and Michigan fewer than 10% of Jewish
students reported hearing any of these
statements “frequently” or “all the time.” At
Penn 18% of Jewish students reported hearing
frequently that Jews exploit the Holocaust,
and 12% heard frequently that Jews have too
much power in America.

Exposure to antisemitic statements
Regardless of whether they reported facing
discrimination because of their religion,
Jewish students were asked whether they had

Figure 2 : Exposure to antisemitic statements at least frequently (Jewish students only)
4%
5%
4%
7%
2%
1%
3%
4%

Jews are more loyal to Israel
than they are to America
The interest of Jews in America are very different
from the interests of other Americans
Jews are not capable of integrating
into American society

0%
1%
1%
1%

Israelis behave "like Nazis"
towards Palestinians

1%

The Holocaust is a myth or exagerated

1%
1%
1%

9%

4%
3%
5%

Jews exploit Holocaust victimhood

18%

6%
4%

Jews have too much power in America

5%
0%

Michigan

7%
8%
7%

Harvard

12%
20%

40%

Penn

Brandeis

60%

80%

Note: One-way tables of frequencies. See Table B3 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals.
Question text: Since coming to <school>, how often, if at all, have you PERSONALLY heard anyone on campus suggest that…

100%
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such remarks. Despite the substantial number
of Jewish students who reported hearing
hostile remarks toward Israel, 80% of Jewish
students at these schools said they had never
been blamed for Israel’s actions because they
were Jewish, and virtually none reported that
they were blamed “all the time” (Figure 4).

Hearing hostile remarks toward Israel
A majority of Jewish students at all four
schools reported that they had heard “hostile
remarks toward Israel” from other students,
faculty, staff, or administrators (Figure 3).
Other students were the primary source of

Figure 3: Hearing hostile remarks toward Israel (Jewish students only)
Michigan

13%

Harvard

14%

Penn

14%

Brandeis

14%

62%
49%
53%
51%

0%

20%

40%

60%

From faculty or administrators

80%

100%

From students only

Note: One-way tables of frequencies. See Table B4 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals.
Question text: Since coming to <school>, have you heard hostile remarks toward Israel on campus by students, professors, or <school>
administrators?

Figure 4: Being blamed for Israel’s actions (Jewish students only)
Michigan

89%

11%

Harvard

82%

15% 3%

Penn

84%

14% 3%

Brandeis

85%

14%

100%

80%

60%
Never

40%

20%

Occasionally

0%

1%
1%
20%

Fr equently

40%

60%

80%

100%

All the time

Note: One-way tables of frequencies. See Table B5 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals.
Question text: How often, if at all, do you feel that people at <school> accuse or blame you for anything done by the Israeli government
BECAUSE you are Jewish?
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Campus climate regarding Jews and Israel
We now examine perspectives of both Jewish
and non-Jewish students on three topics
regarding Israel and Jews: hostility toward
Jews, hostility toward Israel, and support for
BDS. In order to place these concerns in
context, we also explore the issues that
students consider the most pressing on their
respective campuses.

there was a hostile environment toward Jews
on their campus, and among those who
agreed, the majority only “somewhat” agreed
(Figure 5). At Michigan and Penn, Jewish
students were significantly more likely to agree
with this statement than non-Jews, whereas at
Brandeis and Harvard there was no significant
difference in the responses of Jewish and nonJewish students to this question. Students at
Michigan were most likely to agree that there
was a hostile environment toward Jews on
their campus, but even there only 21% of
Jewish students and 12% of non-Jewish
students agreed with this statement even
“somewhat.”

Hostility toward Jews
The majority of Jewish and non-Jewish
students at all four schools disagreed with the
statement that there was a “hostile
environment toward Jews” on their campus.
Virtually no students “strongly” agreed that

Figure 5: Agreement that school has a hostile environment toward Jews
Michigan Jews*
Michigan non-Jews

15%

34%

23%

31%

42%

16% 4% 1%

22%

9%2%1%

Harvard Jews

37%

43%

17% 1%1%

Harvard non-Jews

37%

42%

18% 2% 1%

43%

18%

Penn Jews*

28%

Penn non-Jews

45%

40%

11%3%1%

Brandeis Jews

45%

36%

13% 4% 1%

Brandeis non-Jews
100 %
Strongly disagree

54%
80%

60%

Disagree

32%
40%

20%

Somewhat disagree

9% 1%

9%3%
0%

1%
1%
20%

40%

Somewhat agree

60%

Agree

80%

100%

Strongly agree

Note: Two-way tables of frequencies. See Table B6 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals and significance tests. Stars (*)
indicate that the responses of Jewish and non-Jewish students are significantly different (Chi square with five degrees of freedom significant at
p<.05)
Question text: To what extent do you agree or disagree that there is a hostile environment toward Jews at <school>?
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significantly more likely than non-Jewish
students to agree that there was a hostile
environment toward Israel on their campus,
but only at Michigan did a majority of Jews
(51%) agree at all with this statement, and
fewer than 5% of Jewish students at any of
these four schools “strongly” agreed.

Hostility toward Israel
Students were more likely to agree that there
was a hostile environment toward Israel on
their campus than that there was a hostile
environment toward Jews, but most students
still disagreed with the former (Figure 6). At
all four schools, Jewish students were

Figure 6: Agreement that school has a hostile environment toward Israel

Michigan Jews*

8% 19%

Michigan non-Jews

10%

Harvard Jews*
Harvard non-Jews

12%

100%

Strongly disagree

37%

11%

31%

24%

Brandeis Jews*
Brandeis non-Jews

24%

19%

Penn Jews*
Penn non-Jews

32%

39%

18%

36%

29%
80%

24%
31%

23%

29%

11%2% 1%

25%

26%

23%

10%2% 1%

23%

Disagree

40%

19 %
20%

Somewhat disagree

14%

1%

18% 5% 3%

32%

40%
60%

36%

5% 4%

5% 3%

15% 5% 2%
9%2% 1%
0%

20%

40%

Somewhat agree

60%

Agree

80%

100%

Strongly agree

Note: Two-way tables of frequencies. See Table B7 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals and significance tests. Stars (*)
indicate that the responses of Jewish and non-Jewish students are significantly different (Chi square with five degrees of freedom significant at
p<.05)
Question text: To what extent do you agree or disagree that there is a hostile environment toward Israel at <school>?
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“universities should boycott Israeli academic
institutions and scholars.” Only at Brandeis
did more than 10% of non-Jewish students
agree at all with this statement. At all four
schools Jewish students were significantly
more likely than non-Jewish students to
disagree with this statement. Notably, at all four
schools about a quarter of non-Jewish
students said “don’t know” regarding their
position on the topic. Non-Jewish students
were significantly more likely not to know
than their Jewish peers.

Support for BDS
At the time of data collection there were active
Israel and Palestinian education and advocacy
students groups on each of the campuses
included in this report (see Table 2, p. 7). Yet,
at the time the surveys were conducted5 no
BDS resolution had been proposed at any of
the schools (see Table 1, p. 6). Student
support for BDS action at these schools
appeared limited. Specifically, relatively few
students at any of these schools agreed even
“somewhat” with the statement that

Figure 7: Support for boycott of Israeli academic institutions and scholars

Michigan Jews*

71%

Michigan non-Jews

32%

Harvard Jews*

23%

72%

Penn non-Jews

27%

60%

Brandeis non-Jews
60%

Disagree

40%

24%

Don't Know, 23%

Don't Know, 5%

11%4%

23%
22%

80%

Don't Know, 25%

12%4%

15% 7%

34%

Brandeis Jews*

10%4%

14% 7%3% Don't Know, 2%

35%

Penn Jews*

Strongly disagree

26%

73%

Harvard non-Jews

100 %

14% 6% Don't Know, 7 %

Don't Know, 20%

6% Don't Know, 9%
13% 7%

20%

Somewhat disagree

0%

Don't Know, 29%
20%

Somewhat agree

40%

60%

Agree

80%

100%

Strongly agree

Note: Two-way tables of frequencies. See Table B8 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals and significance tests. Stars (*)
indicate that the responses of Jewish and non-Jewish students are significantly different (Chi square with five degrees of freedom significant at
p<.05).
Question text: To what extent do you agree or disagree that universities should boycott Israeli academic institutions and scholars?
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Relatively few students, Jewish or
otherwise, mentioned issues related to
Judaism or Israel as being “pressing” on
their campus. No students at Harvard
mentioned such issues. At Brandeis, 20% of
Jews and 10% of non-Jews mentioned issues
related to Judaism or Israel (Table 4). In some
cases these concerns were related to intraJewish relations on campus or to matters such
as Brandeis’ policy against serving pork in
some dining halls.

Pressing issues on campus
To assess the overall environment on each
campus, respondents had the opportunity to
list what they felt were the three most
“pressing” issues on their campus. These
responses were then coded into non-mutually
exclusive categories. Table 3 shows the two
issues mentioned by the largest number of
students and the proportion of students who
mentioned each one.

Table 3: Pressing issues on campus
1st most pressing issue

2nd most pressing issue

Michigan

Race

39%

US politics

38%

Harvard

Social exclusion

57%

Sexual assault

41%

Penn

Mental health

87%

Academic, professional, and social pressure

29%

Brandeis

Race/minority issues

40%

Tuition/cost

23%

Question text: In your opinion, what are the most pressing issues at <school> right now?

Table 4: Percent of Jewish and non-Jewish
undergraduates who listed issues related to
Jews, Judaism, or Israel as among the "most
pressing" on their campus
Jewish students

Non-Jewish students

Michigan

11%

1%

Harvard

0%

0%

Penn

4%

2%

Brandeis

20%

10%

Students Report on Antisemitism and Anti-Israel Sentiment at Four US Universities

17

Jewish students’ connections to Israel
At all four campuses, most Jewish students have at least some personal connection to Israel. As
shown in Figure 8, around half of Jewish undergraduates at Michigan and Harvard visited Israel
at least once prior to the survey, as did more than 60% of Jewish undergraduates at Penn and
Brandeis. Jewish students’ feeling of connection to Israel is reported in Figure 9. At the top of
the scale, over 30% of Jewish students at Penn felt “very much” connected; and at the other
end, Jewish students at Harvard felt the least connected (28% “not at all”).
Figure 8: Visits to Israel (Jewish students only)

Michigan

53%

Harvard

48%

Penn

60%
Never

40%

20%

Once

Twice

12% 10%6%

28%

36%
80%

13% 10%5%

24%

39%

Brandeis
100%

20%

20%
0%

11% 15% 6%
11%

20%
Three+

22%

12%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Lived there

Note: One-way tables of frequencies. See Table B9 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals.
Question text: Over the course of your life, how many times have you been to Israel? (Jewish students only)

Figure 9: Connection to Israel (Jewish students only)

Michigan

18%

Harvard

28%

Penn

15%

Brandeis
100%

22%
80%

60%

40%

Not at all

32%

24%

30%

20%

29%

20%
A little

22%

24%

31%

28%
0%

26%

20%

Somewhat

32%
19%
40%
Very Much

Note: One-way tables of frequencies. See Table B10 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals.
Question text: To what extent do you feel a connection to Israel?

60%

80%

100%
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Feelings of safety and belonging on campus
We now turn to examine the wellbeing of
students on campus—the extent to which
both Jewish and non-Jewish students feel a
sense of belonging and safety on their campus.
The vast majority of students at all four
schools felt very safe on their campus (Figure
10). At Penn and Brandeis, Jewish students
were more likely than non-Jewish students to
feel safe, and at Michigan and Harvard, Jewish
students were not significantly different than
other students in their feelings of safety.

At Michigan, Penn, and Brandeis, Jewish
students were more likely than non-Jewish
students to report that they felt they
“belonged” at their school (Figure 11). At
Harvard, Jewish students were not
significantly different than other students on
feelings of belonging.

Figure 10: Feeling safe on campus
Michigan Jews

5%

32%

63%

Michigan non-Jews

5%

32%

62%

Harvard Jews

22%

Harvard non-Jews

4% 22%

Penn Jews*

3%
6%

Brandeis Jews*

3% 20%

100%

5%
80%

60%
Not at all

40%
A little

20%

0%

Somewhat

73%

25%

Penn non-Jews

Brandeis non-Jews

77%

71%

34%

60%

76%

28%
20%

66%
40%

60%

80%

100%

Very Much

Note: Two-way tables of frequencies. See Table B11 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals and significance tests. Stars (*)
indicate that the responses of Jewish and non-Jewish students are significantly different (Chi square with five degrees of freedom significant at
p<.05).
Question text: At <school> overall, to what extent do you feel safe?
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Figure 11: Feeling of belonging

Michigan Jews*

1% 5%

Michigan non-Jews

6% 13 %

Harvard Jews

2%13%

Harvard non-Jews

6% 18%

Penn Jews*
Penn non-Jews

100%

9%
80%

60%
Not at all

40%
A little

41%

37%

21%

39%

22%

20%

47%

44%

42%

3%11%

Brandeis non-Jews

61%

34%

4%10%
7%

Brandeis Jews*

33%

34%

48%
33%

29%

57%

37%
0%

Somewhat

20%

32%
40%

60%

80%

Very Much

Note: Two-way tables of frequencies. See Table B12 in Technical Appendix B for 95% confidence intervals and significance
tests. Stars (*) indicate that the responses of Jewish and non-Jewish students are significantly different (Chi square with five
degrees of freedom significant at p<.05).
Question text: At <school> overall, to what extent do you feel that you belong?
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Methodological Note:
Random samples of Jewish students versus Birthright Israel applicants
Our 2016 report “Hotspots of antisemitism and anti-Israel sentiment on US campuses” (Saxe et
al., 2016) explored student perceptions and experiences of antisemitism and anti-Israel activity
on 50 US campuses. One limitation of the report was that it only considered data from Jewish
students who had applied to Birthright Israel (possibly resulting in different perceptions from
those of other Jewish students). Because one of the 50 schools examined in the “Hotspots”
report was the University of Michigan, and because the same questions were asked in that
survey and the present survey, we can use our new data on Jewish undergraduates at Michigan
to assess the extent to which the findings of our “Hotspots” report were influenced by
surveying only Birthright Israel applicants.
Figure 12 shows that in terms of the hostility of the campus climate toward Jews, there is
virtually no difference between the responses of a representative sample of Jewish
undergraduates at Michigan presented in this report (see Figure 5) and the responses of
Birthright Israel applicants from Michigan (see Figure 6 of “Hotspots”).
Figure 13 compares the responses of the representative sample of Michigan Jews from this
report (see Figure 6) to the responses of Michigan Birthright Israel applicants (see Figure 1 of
“Hotspots”) on the question of there being a hostile environment toward Israel on campus. In
both surveys about half of the Jewish students agreed at least to some extent that there was a
hostile environment toward Israel at Michigan. However, Birthright Israel applicants who
disagreed with this statement were more likely to strongly disagree that there was a hostile
environment to Israel at Michigan, compared to Jewish undergraduates overall. If this dynamic
exists at other schools, then “Hotspots” may have slightly underestimated perceptions of
hostility toward Israel at the schools discussed. Reported perceptions of hostility toward Jews,
however, seem likely to be highly representative.

Figure 12: Hostile environment toward Jews (Michigan Jews and Michigan BRI applicants)
Birthright Israel applicants
at Michigan (2016)
Representative sample
of Jews at Michigan (2017)

16%

36%

29%

16% 2%1%

15%

34%

31%

16% 4% 1%

100%
80%
Strongly disagree
Disagree

60%
40%
20%
0%
20%
Somewhat disagree
Somewhat agree

40%
Agree

60%
80%
100%
Strongly agree

Question text: To what extent do you agree or disagree that there is a hostile environment Jews at Michigan?

Figure 13: Hostile environment toward Israel (Michigan Jews and Michigan BRI applicants)
Birthright Israel applicants
at Michigan (2016)
Representative sample
of Jews at Michigan (2017)
100%
80%
Strongly disagree
Disagree

26%
8%

19%

20%
24%

6%

31%
36%

60%
40%
20%
0%
20%
Somewhat disagree
Somewhat agree

14%

3%

14% 1%

40%
60%
80%
100%
Agree
Strongly agree

Question text: To what extent do you agree or disagree that there is a hostile environment toward Israel at Michigan?
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Discussion
This report provides a detailed account of
students’ perceptions of antisemitism and
anti-Israel hostility at four academically elite
schools that also have large Jewish
populations. Building on previous research,
the study employs a random sample of
undergraduates, including a full range of
Jewish students and adds the critical
perspective of non-Jewish students. The
report also contextualizes research that
attempts to categorize antisemitism and antiIsrael activity on campus at the national level
and raises some new questions about the
factors influencing the well-being and comfort
of Jewish students at various schools.
Jewish students’ experiences of
antisemitism and anti-Israel hostility
The majority of Jewish students at the four
schools studied reported they had not
experienced any form of discrimination at
their schools due to their religion. When
Jewish students reported discrimination, the
most prevalent forms mentioned were being
the object of jokes or teasing (7%-21%) and
being asked in class to offer a Jewish
perspective (15%-20%). Virtually no students
reported a physical attack. Fewer than 10% at
each school reported hearing any of a number
of antisemitic remarks with any frequency,
with the exception of Penn where 18%
reported they frequently heard that Jews
exploit Holocaust victimhood and 12%
reported they frequently heard that Jews have
too much power in America. In comparison,
hearing hostile remarks toward Israel was far
more prevalent. At all four schools, 63%-75%
reported they heard hostile remarks toward
Israel from faculty, administrators, or students
and 11%-18% reported that they had been
blamed for the actions of the Israeli
government because they were Jewish.

Although Jewish students’ exposure to hostile
remarks toward Israel is ubiquitous on many
campuses, this fact doesn’t necessarily
translate to perceiving the campus as hostile
toward Israel or experiences of antisemitic
harassment.
Perceptions of hostility toward Jews and
Israel
The majority of Jewish and non-Jewish
students at all four schools disagreed that their
campus constituted a “hostile environment
toward Jews.” Students at Michigan were the
most likely to agree that there was a hostile
environment toward Jews on their campus
(21% of Jewish students and 12% of nonJewish students). Compared to non-Jewish
students, at Michigan and Penn, Jewish
students were significantly more likely to
agree that there was a hostile environment
toward Jews on their campus, whereas at
Brandeis and Harvard there was no significant
difference in the perceptions of Jewish and
non-Jewish students.
Students were more likely to agree that there
was a hostile environment toward Israel on
their campus than that there was a hostile
environment toward Jews, but most students
still disagreed with the former. The exception
was at Michigan, where a majority of Jews
(51%) agreed to any extent that the school
had a hostile environment toward Israel.
Notably, a substantial minority of non-Jewish
students at all four campuses indicated that
they saw their campus as hostile to Israel,
although they were less likely to do so than
Jewish students. This suggest that many nonJewish students share the concerns of Jewish
students concerning hostility toward Israel on
campus.
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Support for BDS
BDS supporters on the four campuses
examined do not seem to have made many
inroads in establishing significant support for
an academic boycott of Israel. At each of
these schools support for an academic boycott
was virtually nonexistent among Jews. Support
for BDS was also rare among non-Jews: The
majority of non-Jews at these schools either
“strongly disagreed” or didn’t have an opinion
about the movement to boycott Israeli
academics, suggesting that many non-Jews
may simply not have heard much about the
BDS movement and/or do not wish to be
involved. These results suggest that campus
BDS resolutions may not represent the view
of a majority of students on campus, but
rather the agenda of a vocal minority

were exposed to antisemitic rhetoric, and
more frequently to anti-Israel hostility, these
encounters did not seem to fundamentally
alter students’ experiences on campus.
Factors that contribute to hostility toward
Jews and Israel
Among the schools examined in this report,
the University of Michigan stands out as the
school with the highest perceived levels of
hostility toward Israel and Jews. A number of
factors may explain this result:


The number of BDS-related activities at
Michigan. Previous research indicated that
having an active SJP group on campus was
the strongest predictor of high levels of
perceptions of hostility on campuses (Saxe
et al., 2016). While there were active SJP
groups on all campuses, at Michigan there
were 11 anti-Israel related incidents in
2016 in contrast to four or fewer such
incidents at the other schools (AMCHA,
2016). This discrepancy might underlie the
higher rates of perceiving hostility toward
Israel at Michigan.



As a public institution, Michigan’s
administration may have fewer options,
compared to private institutions, for
responding to activism and conflict on
campus.



Michigan is the only school in the
Midwest, and the political and cultural
context may differ from that of the East
Coast with respect to attitudes toward
Jews and Israel.



Michigan has an undergraduate student
body of nearly 30,000, compared to less
than 10,000 for the other three schools.
With such a large undergraduate
population, it is more likely that at least

Pressing issues on campus
At the four schools examined, issues related to
Israel and Jews were far down the list of
“pressing issues” on campus—even among
Jewish students. Issues including racism,
mental health, politics, and sexual assault were
at the center of campus discourse, and few or
none characterized antisemitism or the
situation of Israel in the same way.
Safety and belonging on campus
Overwhelmingly, Jewish students at each of
the campuses reported feeling safe on their
campus. Even more telling, the vast majority
of Jewish students across the campuses
expressed high levels of “belonging” at their
university. Jewish students, in fact, were more
likely to feel that they “belonged” at their
institution than other students. Perhaps
counterintuitively, the difference was largest at
Michigan, where Jewish students also
perceived the most antisemitism and antiIsrael hostility. While some Jewish students
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some students will hold more extreme
positions regarding Jews and Israel, and
even a small number of such students may
be able to make their presence felt in the
campus community.


The Michigan survey was conducted
during a period of particularly high
political tensions at the national
level—closely following the inauguration
of President Donald Trump and in the
midst of the president’s efforts to establish
a “travel ban” on citizens from a number
of mostly Muslim majority countries.
Debates over these issues may have
contributed to increased feelings of
vulnerability by members of minority
religious groups (including Jews).

Unfortunately, because Michigan differs from
the other three schools in so many ways, it is
not possible to use this data to determine
which of these differences may be driving the
relatively higher rates of reported hostility.
Further studies comparing Michigan to other
large public institutions may be able to shed
light on this issue.

Finally, this report highlights the importance
of using systematic sampling methods to
identify and survey representative groups of
students in order to understand their
experiences and perceptions of antisemitism
and anti-Israel hostility. The question of
Jewish students’ “quality of life” on campus
can only be answered by gathering data
directly from students, on a campus-bycampus basis. By investing in comprehensive
surveys of both Jewish and non-Jewish
students at different campuses around the
United States, it will be possible to identify
campuses where antisemitism and anti-Israel
activity truly are ubiquitous, as well as the
characteristics of those campuses and the
factors that might contribute to this climate.
This type of evidence base would allow
policymakers to design targeted interventions
on behalf of Jewish students in any places
where they do feel bullied and silenced.

25

26

The Limits of Hostility

Students Report on Antisemitism and Anti-Israel Sentiment at Four US Universities

About this Report
Methodology

Campus snapshots

The findings presented in this report are based
on online surveys of undergraduates
conducted at Brandeis University, Harvard
University, the University of Pennsylvania, and
the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor
(characteristics of these schools and their
student bodies are described below). The
Brandeis, Penn, and Michigan surveys
employed simple random samples of
undergraduates ages 18 or older, drawn from
the school’s own lists of undergraduates.
Students at these three schools were sent
email invitations to complete the survey
online, using a unique URL. At Harvard, a list
of undergraduate emails addresses could not
be obtained for use as a sampling frame.
Instead an open access link to the survey was
distributed to Harvard sophomores, juniors,
and seniors via email by Harvard “house
fellows” to students in their dorms. Email
invitations were followed by three to four
email reminders. At all four schools, survey
respondents received a $10 Amazon.com gift
card upon completion of the survey. The field
periods, sample sizes, and response rates for
each of the four surveys are shown in Table 5.
Additional methodological details can be
found in Technical Appendix A.

To contextualize the analyses in this report,
this Appendix presents information about
some of the characteristics of the schools, and
their student bodies. Most of the data is drawn
from publicly available data sources, and some
of it is drawn from survey data collected for
the study reported on here.

Table 5. Field period, sample size, and
response rate by school
Field Period

Sample
Size

Response Rate
(AAPOR RR2)

Brandeis
Penn

Winter 2016
Spring 2016

1,744
2,500

57%
45%

Harvard

Fall 2016

4,495

22%

Michigan

Spring 2017

3,000

39%

Table 6 draws from publically available data
and presents some characteristics of the
schools studied and their student bodies.
Tables 7 & 8 describe the religious make-up of
the student bodies at the schools studied.
More than a third of all students at each
school reported that they did not affiliate with
any religion. Students who identified as
Christian were the largest religious group
followed by students who identified as Jewish
(either by religion or aside from religion). At
Brandeis, Jewish students were the largest
religious group. Fewer than 8% of
undergraduates at any of these four schools
identified with a religion other than
Christianity or Judaism (Table 7).
The largest proportion of Jewish students
(Jews by religion and Jews of no religion) was
at Brandies, but Michigan had the largest
number of Jewish students (Tables 7 & 8).
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Table 6: Campuses at a glance
Michigan

Harvard

Penn

Brandeis

Status

Public

Private

Private

Private

Undergraduate student population

28,983

10,338

10,468

3,610

US News and World report ranking

27

2

8

34

% Students of color

35%

52%

56%

53%

% International students

7%

17%

12%

20%

% Women

50%

49%

51%

57%

Note: Universities’ website data for the academic year in which the survey was conducted.

Table 7. Religious affiliation by school
Michigan

Harvard

Penn

Brandeis

Unaffiliated (non-Jewish)

40%

44%

37%

37%

Jew of no religion

3%

4%

3%

5%

Jewish (by religion)

9%

10%

13%

30%

Christian

41%

35%

38%

19%

Other religion

8%

6%

9%

8%

100%

100%

100%

100%

Total

Table 8. Estimated number of Jewish students by school
Estimated number of Jewish students

Michigan

Harvard

Penn

Brandeis

3,478

1,447

1,675

1,264
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Notes
1 The

Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) campaign attempts to increase economic and political pressure on
Israel to comply with the stated goals of the movement, in particular, a withdrawal from the territories captured by
Israel in 1967. The movement’s tactics include student government resolutions proposing divestment from Israel,
boycotts of Israeli academics and academic institutions, and the discontinuation of the sale or use of Israeli products
on campuses. There are now estimated to be Israel divestment groups at hundreds of colleges and universities (Medina
& Lewin, 2015).
2 Total

anti-Semitic and anti-Israel activity:

AMCHA. (2017). Campus Monitor - University of Michigan. Retrieved from https://amchainitiative.org/
campusmonitor/campusmonitor-uofmichigan/

AMCHA. (2017). Campus Monitor – Harvard University. Retrieved from https://amchainitiative.org/
campusmonitor/campusmonitor-harvard/
AMCHA. (2017). Campus Monitor – University of Pennsylvania. Retrieved from https://amchainitiative.org/
campusmonitor/campusmonitor-uofpennsylvania/
AMCHA. (2017). Campus Monitor – Brandeis University. Retrieved from https://amchainitiative.org/
campusmonitor/campusmonitor-brandeis/
3 In

this report we consider students to be Jewish if they considered their religion to be Jewish, or if they considered
themselves to be agnostic, atheist or have no religion, and consider themselves Jewish “aside from religion.”
4 It

is possible that Jewish students might perceive certain forms of antisemitic harassment as being not due to their
“religion” per se, but rather their “ethnic” or “cultural” identity. We therefore also looked at the percentage of Jewish
students who reported experiencing any of these forms of discrimination due to either their religion or their race/
ethnicity. Although this likely overestimates the rates of “ethnic” antisemitic harassment (since Jews who identified as
Black or Hispanic may have experienced racial or ethnic discrimination due to those identities, rather than their Jewish
ancestry) the rates were, at the most, only a few percentage points higher than those presented in Figure 1. These
results are presented in Table B2 in Technical Appendix B.
5 The

University of Michigan’s Central Student Government voted on November 15, 2017 in favor of calling on
university leaders to investigate divestment from companies that do business with Israel. We return to this paradox in
the discussion.
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