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What is IHRA? 

IHRA is an intergovernmental body, currently representing 34 member countries, including Australia, the 

UK, the US and Canada. Nine other countries are on a pathway to membership, one having “Liaison” 

status and eight having “Observer” status – including two Muslim-majority countries, Albania and 

Turkey. Australia became a full member in 2019. 

 

IHRA aims “to strengthen, advance and promote Holocaust education, research and remembrance and 

to uphold the commitments to the 2000 Stockholm Declaration”. It recognises that “international political 

coordination is imperative to strengthen the moral commitment of societies and to combat growing 

Holocaust denial and antisemitism” and help build a world free of the scourges of genocide, ethnic 

cleansing, racism, antisemitism and xenophobia. 

 

What does the IHRA Working Definition of Antisemitism say? 

The IHRA Working Definition of Antisemitism begins: “Antisemitism is a certain perception of Jews, 

which may be expressed as hatred toward Jews. Rhetorical and physical manifestations of antisemitism 

are directed toward Jewish or non-Jewish individuals and/or their property, toward Jewish community 

institutions and religious facilities.”  There follow 11 examples that can “serve as illustrations” of the 

kinds of conduct and discourse which, in context, can be considered to be antisemitic:    “Manifestations 

might include the targeting of the state of Israel, conceived as a Jewish collectivity. However, criticism of 

Israel similar to that levelled against any other country cannot be regarded as antisemitic”.  The examples 

are not intended to be exhaustive.   

 

What are the origins of the IHRA Working Definition of Antisemitism? 
The IHRA Working Definition was adopted at the IHRA plenary session in May 2016. It is based on an 

earlier version developed in 2004-2005 and issued by the former European Monitoring Centre on Racism 

and Xenophobia (EUMC) in March 2005. (The EUMC was replaced by the EU Agency for Fundamental 

Rights in 2009.) The drafting and development of the EUMC Working Definition of Antisemitism was a 

months-long collaborative process, involving a score of individuals, including officials of the EUMC and 

the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), academic experts and Jewish 

community representatives: Michael Whine (2010). "Short History of the Definition". The Working 

Definition of Antisemitism – Six Years After. The Stephen Roth Institute for the Study of Contemporary 

Antisemitism and Racism. 

 

Why was a Working Definition of Antisemitism felt to be necessary? 

In 2001-2002, there was a resurgence in antisemitic incidents around the world including violent attacks 

on Jewish individuals and institutions. Many were identified as coming from parts of local Arab and 

Muslim communities. These incidents occurred in the wake of the second Intifada and the breakdown of 

the Israel-Palestinian peace process, and the widely-reported displays of overt antisemitism at the NGO 

https://www.holocaustremembrance.com/resources/working-definitions-charters/working-definition-antisemitism/adoption-endorsement
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Forum at the UN World Conference on Racism in Durban in 2001. Western governments were at first 

slow to recognise these attacks or to identify them as antisemitic in nature. As the attacks continued and 

worsened, there were calls for regional security and human rights organisations to take action.  In 2003, 

the OSCE held its first conference on antisemitism and the EUMC commissioned its first study of 

antisemitism. In 2004, the Berlin Declaration on Antisemitism, supported by all 55 (at the time) OSCE 

participating States, declared that antisemitism had taken on “new forms and manifestations”, and stated 

that events in Israel and the Middle East, “can never justify antisemitism.”  The EUMC Working 

Definition of Antisemitism was adopted the following year.  Without detracting from the need to address 

other forms of racism and bigotry, it is the singularity of antisemitism, due to its longevity and 

demonstrated capacity to mutate from religious to racial to political forms, culminating in genocide, which 

warrants particular attention and remedies. Defining it is the necessary starting point. 

 

Is there still a need for a Working Definition of Antisemitism? 

Sadly, the need is greater than ever.  Over the last five years harassment of Jews has been on the rise 

worldwide, vandalism continues to spread, and from Pittsburgh to Poway to Jersey City to Monsey, 

to Halle, violent antisemitic incidents have become all too common. They emanate from both the extreme 

right and extreme left of the political spectrum and from Islamist sources. 

 

The steps taken by Israel in May 2021 to suppress indiscriminate rocket attacks against Israeli cities 

initiated by Hamas in Gaza gave rise to a surge of antisemitic incidents which have negatively impacted 

on the security and wellbeing of Jewish communities around the world, including Australia. 

 

This is not a new phenomenon. Indeed in similar rounds of hostilities over the last two decades, Jewish 

communal institutions and individuals have been subjected to heightened security concerns against a 

backdrop of an alarming escalation in antisemitic incitement and incidents.  

 

Some of the more serious incidents directed against Jews during the recent hostilities occurred overseas, 

but have reverberated in Australia due to the impact of the media, and social media in particular. The 

following are a few examples of incidents that occurred during May in the USA, UK and Europe: 

 A Jewish male was assaulted in Times Square, New York during anti-Israel rally activities 

 At a sushi restaurant in West Hollywood, a group of men draped in keffiyehs asked the diners who 

among them was Jewish, and then assaulted them 

 A caravan careened through Jewish neighbourhoods in North London carrying people screaming: 

“Fuck the Jews! Rape their daughters!” 

 A male was arrested for planning to perpetrate an attack against a Synagogue in Germany 

In the UK, the Community Security Trust recorded 106 antisemitic incidents (including the hospitalisation 

of a Rabbi) between 8 May and 19 May, compared to 19 antisemitic incidents in the previous 11 days. 

 

According to the US Anti-Defamation League’s Center on Extremism’s preliminary data, more than 

17,000 tweets using variations of the phrase, “Hitler was right” went up between May 7 and May 14. The 

ADL’s analysis of Facebook, Twitter, TikTok and Instagram found “explicit praise for Hitler, promoting 

tropes about Jewish control and demonizing all Jews” including posts that used a racial epithet for Jewish 

people and called for “race war now”. Even though this kind of racist rhetoric characterises neo-Nazi 

discourse, it is clear that much of it was coming from so-called ‘progressive’ sources. There was a 

maniacal quality to the hatred being unleashed and, being online, it was not confined to any geographical 

area. 

 

https://forward.com/opinion/473798/to-fight-antisemitism-you-need-to-clearly-define-it/
https://www.adl.org/blog/deadly-shooting-at-pittsburgh-synagogue
https://www.adl.org/blog/deadly-shooting-at-california-chabad-highlights-threat-to-jewish-houses-of-worship
https://www.adl.org/blog/center-on-extremism-uncovers-more-disturbing-details-of-jersey-city-shooters-extremist
https://www.adl.org/blog/stabbing-attack-at-monsey-hanukkah-party-leaves-five-injured
https://www.adl.org/blog/shooting-in-halle-germany-what-we-know
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Although Australia was spared from the most extreme kinds of antisemitic incidents, the outpouring of 

antisemitic discourse was just as vitriolic as it was overseas, and there was a noticeable spike in recorded 

antisemitic incidents. The following list is far from exhaustive: 

 

•  On 11 May there was a large spontaneous protest near a mosque in Lakemba where flags of the 

terrorist Hizballah organisation (a section of which is proscribed by the Australian government) 

were flown, and an Israeli flag was burned. 

•  On 12 May a Synagogue in inner Sydney was draped with Palestinian flags and two torn-up Israeli 

flags. 

•  On 15, 22 and 29 May, anti-Israel rallies of up to 5,000 people in the Sydney and Melbourne 

CBDs featured the display of overtly antisemitic placards. 

•  A peaceful outdoor Jewish community solidarity rally in Melbourne on 23 May was marred by 

harassment by counter-protesters. 

•  Individual Jewish community workers and employees were subjected to threats visa social media. 

•  The outside wall of the Beit Shalom synagogue in Adelaide was spray-painted with anti-Israel and 

antisemitic graffiti. 

•  There was an increase in the number of security incidents, antisemitic graffiti at communal 

institutions, and incidents of verbal abuse against Jewish adults and school children, leading 

Jewish parents to fear for the safety of their children in public places and at communal institutions 

and sporting venues. 

•  Negative social media was rife, and antisemitic literature and abusive emails circulated on widely 

accessed sites. 

 

Reported antisemitic incidents in Australia in May 2021 were two to three times higher than in May 2020.  

Since 1 January 2021 there has been a surge of reported antisemitic incidents on Australian campuses.  

Reported incidents are just the tip of the iceberg.  From the results of Monash University’s Gen 17 survey 

of the Australian Jewish community, it is apparent that the vast majority of antisemitic incidents that occur 

are not reported to anyone, and the real numbers appear to be 30 to 40 times higher than those reported. 

 

What would be the effect of adopting the definition? 

Although the definition itself specifies that it is “non-legally binding”, it nevertheless offers a guideline 

for assessing whether an act or statement can reasonably be regarded as antisemitic.  

 

It thus offers a benchmark for nations that adopt it, which can be applied in both the government and non-

government sectors.  We believe that the principal applications for the Working Definition in Australia 

would be by Federal, States and Territory governments, local Councils, government departments, 

combined Federal, State and Territory government leadership bodies,  government agencies, publicly-

owned corporations, political parties, civil society organisations, academic institutions and sports and 

cultural bodies when making public statements and formulating policies to address and condemn reported 

incidents of antisemitism, and by media and social media organisations in applying their own standards 

when making decisions on what is acceptable public discourse, reporting and commentary.   

 

Additionally, there is nothing at present to preclude Australian courts, at their discretion, from taking the 

Working Definition into consideration when adjudicating complaints of discrimination or vilification in 

respect of Jews made under Federal, State and Territory laws, or when considering whether a criminal 

offence was aggravated by an anti-Jewish motive. Formal adoption of the Working Definition by 

Australia, of itself, would not alter the position, but might make it more likely that courts would choose 

to take the Working Definition into consideration in such cases, and give it greater weight, than is 

presently the case.   

 

 

 

https://www.monash.edu/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/1531791/gen17-initial-findings-report-online-version-final-22_3.pdf
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Overseas, the Working Definition has been used in training materials for police cadets in the UK and in a 

guide on antisemitism and Jewish communities’ security issued by the OSCE, recommending that its 57 

member governments create mechanisms for data collection on antisemitism. The European Commission 

adopted it formally and the EU as an institution uses it in a variety of ways. The definition is used in 

training criminal justice agency employees in an increasing number of European states.  Many countries 

as well as the EU itself have also created envoys, coordinators, and working groups on combating and 

monitoring antisemitism.  

 

In September 2019 the United Nations Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief published a 

report entitled ‘The UN Report on Combatting Antisemitism to Eliminate Discrimination and Intolerance 

Based on Religion or Belief’ (A/74/358).  The report “recognises that the IHRA Working Definition of 

Antisemitism can offer valuable guidance for identifying antisemitism in its various forms, and therefore 

encourages States to adopt it for use in education, awareness-raising and for monitoring and responding 

to manifestations of antisemitism”. 

 

On 2 December 2020, the European Commission against Racism and Intolerance published an Opinion 

welcoming: 

 

“the non-legally binding IHRA Working Definition of Antisemitism in the sense that it aids and 

promotes a better understanding of antisemitism. Notably, the Working Definition is based on a 

concept that also includes various contemporary forms of antisemitism without trying to delegitimise 

criticism of Israel to the extent that the latter is held to the same standards as any other state. While 

not being a definition contained in an international treaty, or meant to be used in court proceedings, 

nor representing a universally approved academic definition, ECRI considers that it can be a positive 

tool and encourages Council of Europe member states to take it into account, in particular in the areas 

of data collection, education and awareness-raising.” 

 

In 2021 the European Commission issued a comprehensive Handbook for the practical use of the IHRA 

working definition of antisemitism which offers a useful guide for the practical application of the 

definition in a variety of contexts.  

 

Mode of adoption 

The most practical ways in which Australia could adopt the Working Definition would be by way of (i) a 

parliamentary resolution in the House of Representatives and (ii) a decision of the Federal Cabinet.  From 

the perspective of the Jewish community, the mode of adoption is less important than the need for any 

formal statement of adoption to have, and be seen to have, the support of a broad-based consensus of 

opinion across the political spectrum.  It is heartening to note that the Leader of the Federal Opposition 

recently reaffirmed that his party supports Australia’s adoption of the Working Definition.   Our 

community would therefore welcome co-operation between the Federal government and Opposition to 

achieve this outcome, and to announce their support for it simultaneously or nearly simultaneously.  

 

In order to be meaningful, Australia’s adoption of the Working Definition would need to cascade through 

the public sector via a formal communication and request for its operationalisation sent by the National 

Cabinet to Federal government departments, State and Territory governments, combined government 

forums such as the National Federation Reform Council and the Education Council, government bodies 

such as the Australian Human Rights Commission, the eSafety Commissioner and the Australian 

Communications and Media Authority, government corporations such as the Australian Broadcasting 

Corporation, and major recipients of government funding such as the University sector.  The foregoing 

list is by way of illustration and is not intended to be exhaustive. 

 

 

Who has adopted the IHRA Working Definition? 

https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Religion/A_74_47921ADV.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Religion/A_74_47921ADV.pdf
https://rm.coe.int/opinion-ecri-on-ihra-wd-on-antisemitism-2755-7610-7522-1/1680a091dd
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/d3006107-519b-11eb-b59f-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/d3006107-519b-11eb-b59f-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://www.ecaj.org.au/ecaj-hosts-meeting-between-federal-opposition-leader-anthony-albanese-and-national-jewish-community-leadership/
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Following its adoption by IHRA, the working definition has been adopted for domestic use by numerous 

nations, States, local Councils, government Ministries and other institutions around the world. The 

countries adopting the IHRA definition also appoint a national coordinator for the fight against 

antisemitism. 

 

The United Kingdom (12 December 2016), was the first country to adopt the definition, followed by 29 

other countries including Israel (22 January 2017), Austria (25 April 2017),  Romania (25 May 

2017),  Germany (20 September 2017), Netherlands  (27 November 2018), Canada (27 June 2019), 

Greece (8 November 2019), France (3 December 2019), United States (11 December 2019), Italy (17 

January 2020), and, most recently,  South Korea (4 August 2021). 

 

The European Parliament voted in favour of a resolution calling for member states to adopt the definition 

on 1 June 2017.  

 

In addition, the definition has increasingly been adopted by universities, sporting clubs, and political 

parties, among other non-governmental bodies, as a guide in applying their codes of conduct to complaints 

of antisemitism. The British Premier Football League adopted the definition on 3 December 2020.  More 

than half of British universities have adopted the definition, including almost all of the Russell 

Universities such as Oxford and Cambridge. 

 

What objections have been made to the IHRA Working Definition, and how valid are they? 

At times, such as when the UK Labour Party debated the issue in 2018, it has been contended that the 

following listed examples do not necessarily amount to antisemitism:  

 

 “accusing Jewish people of being more loyal to Israel than their home country”; 

 “requiring higher standards of behaviour from Israel than other nations”, and  

 “comparing contemporary Israeli policies to those of the Nazis”.  

 

However, the definition expressly provides that specific instances which meet the description of these 

(and each of the other) examples can only be said to be antisemitic after “taking into account the overall 

context”.  As there are many instances of each of these examples which, in context, are clearly antisemitic, UK 

Labour accepted all three examples.  
 

A fourth example, which has been more widely contested is: 

 

 “Denying the Jewish people their right to self-determination, e.g., by claiming that the existence of 

a State of Israel is a racist endeavour”  

 

It has been argued that the last part of the statement could be used to restrict legitimate criticism of the 

policies and actions of the Israeli government and alleged discriminatory treatment of Palestinians and 

non-Jewish citizens of Israel.  However, as already noted, the definition expressly provides that “criticism 

of Israel similar to that levelled against any other country cannot be regarded as antisemitic”.   

 

Thus, robust criticism of the policies and actions of Israeli governments is not inherently racist, any more 

than robust criticism of the policies and actions of the governments of, say, the US, Russia, China or Saudi 

Arabia would be considered inherently racist.   

 

But that is different to being opposed to the existence of those other polities as nation States.  It is only 

Israel whose very existence as a nation State has been opposed by its enemies.  

 

That opposition has expressed itself by the waging of conventional warfare against Israel, acts of terrorism 

over many decades, ongoing diplomatic and economic boycotts and formal discriminatory treatment at 

https://www.holocaustremembrance.com/resources/working-definitions-charters/working-definition-antisemitism/adoption-endorsement
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2016/dec/12/antisemitism-definition-government-combat-hate-crime-jews-israel
https://www.holocaustremembrance.com/resources/working-definitions-charters/working-definition-antisemitism/adoption-endorsement
https://www.holocaustremembrance.com/resources/working-definitions-charters/working-definition-antisemitism/adoption-endorsement
https://www.jns.org/south-korea-endorses-ihra-definition-of-anti-semitism/
https://www.theguardian.com/football/2020/dec/03/premier-league-adopts-ihra-definition-of-antisemitism
https://www.researchprofessionalnews.com/rr-news-uk-universities-2020-12-more-universities-adopt-ihra-antisemitism-definition/
https://edu.admin.ox.ac.uk/antisemitism
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2018/sep/04/antisemitism-labours-tussle-with-definition
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2018/sep/04/antisemitism-labours-tussle-with-definition
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the United Nations.  Iran and its terrorist proxies, Hezbollah and Hamas, continue to proclaim their 

aspiration to wipe Israel off the map, and manifest this aspiration in tens of thousands of rockets and 

missiles emplaced along Israel’s northern and southern borders.   

 

Characterising Israel as inherently racist is both a rationalisation and a pretext for opposing its existence, 

and seeking its elimination, as a State. 

 

Given the bitter history of the Israel-Palestinian conflict and the declared policies of those who seek 

Israel’s disappearance as a State, the end of Israel would almost certainly entail the mass murder or mass 

displacement of most of its Jewish population.  At the very least it would reduce the Jewish people 

collectively to their former status as a perennially rootless, vulnerable and persecuted community. An 

eliminationist attitude towards Israel as a State is therefore objectively antisemitic, whether or not there is 

evidence of an accompanying subjective intent to promote hatred or hostility against Jews in general. 

 

This was acknowledged in April 2017 by United Nations Secretary-General Antonio Guterres who stated: 

“A modern form of antisemitism is the denial of the right of the State of Israel to exist. As secretary-

general of the United Nations, I can say that the State of Israel needs to be treated as any other state, with 

exactly the same rules.” He repeated the statement in September 2018. 

 

The UK Labour party also accepted that, in context, “denying the Jewish people their right to self-

determination, e.g., by claiming that the existence of a State of Israel is a racist endeavour” is a form of 

antisemitism.  Acceptance of the definition is now backed by a bipartisan consensus in the UK. 

 

Conclusion 

Australia should follow the example of the UK government and other like-minded democracies and 

formally endorse the IHRA Working Definition of Antisemitism. 

 

Peter Wertheim. 11 August 2021 

 

http://www.jta.org/2017/04/23/news-opinion/world/un-secretary-general-denial-of-israels-right-to-exist-is-modern-form-of-antisemitism
https://www.jpost.com/International/UN-Secretary-General-denying-Israels-right-to-exist-is-antisemitism-568158
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2018/sep/04/antisemitism-labours-tussle-with-definition

