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Dear Chancellor Matos-Rodriguez, 
  
We are writing to underscore the importance of ensuring that CUNY policies be broad enough to 
ensure that the term “Zionist” could not be used as a codeword for excluding Jewish and/or 
Israeli students from open campus events.  
  
You are likely aware of the incident that transpired at the City College interfaith event last week. 
Nevertheless, to briefly recap, during the event an invited speaker gave a fifteen-minute 
uninterrupted speech invoking anti-Jewish tropes and using the word Zionist. He extolled Sharia 
law as a punishment for the “rich,” stating “I’m talking about the elite, the filthy rich, the ones 
that continue to steal from people as we speak today. Those are the ones that deserve their tips to 
be cut off,” he said. He then attacked Professor Ilya Bratman, the Hillel director who was on the 
interfaith panel, saying, to cheers and applause from the students, “I came here to this event not 
knowing that I would be sitting next to a Zionist and this is something I’m not going to accept. 
My people are being killed right now in Gaza. If you’re a Muslim, out of strength and dignity, I 
ask you to exit this room immediately.” All of the roughly 100 Muslim students at the meeting 
walked out. 
 
The sad irony of such statements being made at an interfaith event is obvious. Yet, far from 
objecting to such statements, at the imam's urging scores of students exited the event. The 
remaining Jewish and Christian students needed to be escorted out of the event by campus 
security officials to prevent any potential attacks by the large group of students that had gathered 
outside the event. 
  
This is exactly the type of behavior that should not be permitted on CUNY's campuses. It 
violates the fundamental mission of free inquiry and open debate championed by the City 
University of New York. This incident underscores the importance of a clear policy explaining 
how the use of “Zionist” as a code word is unacceptable, as it harms not only Jewish students but 
any student dedicated to free inquiry without harassment or discrimination. As you are likely 
aware, it may also have violated applicable federal, state, or local antidiscrimination law.  
  
To help prevent future incidents such as this at CUNY, NYU’s updated guidance on its code of 
conduct provides a helpful framework that CUNY could use to make its stance clear: 
  

Discrimination and harassment can come in many forms. It is one thing to 
denigrate someone using an ethnic, racial, or other slur—that is often a clear 
example of prohibited discrimination and harassment. But it is also important to 
recognize that statements and actions can violate the NDAH Policy without 
directly invoking a protected characteristic. In particular, statements that use 
attributes or markers, such as coded or veiled language, to stand in for a direct 
reference to a protected characteristic may constitute impermissible 
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discrimination or harassment.  As an example:  For many Jewish people, Zionism 
is a part of their Jewish identity.  Speech and conduct that would violate the 
NDAH Policy if targeting Jewish or Israeli people can also violate the NDAH 
Policy if directed toward Zionists.  For example, excluding Zionists from an open 
event, calling for the death of Zionists, applying a “no Zionist” litmus test for 
participation in any NYU activity, using or disseminating tropes, stereotypes, and 
conspiracies about Zionists (e.g., “Zionists control the media”), demanding a 
person who is or is perceived to be Jewish or Israeli to state a position on Israel or 
Zionism, minimizing or denying the Holocaust, or invoking Holocaust imagery or 
symbols to harass or discriminate. 

  
We hope that you will clarify the university’s stance on this matter in light of recent events. We 
stand ready to provide any assistance we can in this regard. We appreciate your help in 
strengthening CUNY as an intellectually vibrant and inclusive community. 
  
Sincerely, 
The CUNY Alliance for Inclusion 
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