CIVIL RIGHTS AND MUSLIM ADVOCACY GROUPS CALL ON COLLEGE
DEMOCRATS TO STAND WITH NOURHAN MESBAH AGAINST ISLAMOPHOBIC
ATTACKS

November 10, 2021

To the CDA National President, CDA National IDEA Director, and members and leaders of the
CDA National Council:

The undersigned civil rights and Muslim advocacy groups write to express our serious concerns
over the College Democrats of America’s (CDA) treatment of Vice President Nourhan Mesbah;
the resolution by CDA’s National Council requiring her to apologize and undergo training from
organizations with a history of antagonizing Muslims and people of color; and, for encouraging
and tolerating an environment hostile toward Muslims within the organization.

On September 22, 2021, Nourhan Mesbah was elected Vice President of the CDA by a popular
vote of CDA members. Nourhan is the first Muslim-American woman to hold a national
executive position at CDA. Since declaring her candidacy on September 4, 2021, Nourhan, a
first-year law student, has been the target of a campaign aimed at smearing her reputation and
attempting to push her out of her leadership position within the CDA. An offensive tweet she



posted in 2016' when she was 13 as an immigrant from North Africa, and for which she has
candidly apologized, has become the particular focus of this campaign. The threats, harassment,
and smears directed at Nourhan unfortunately echo the experiences of other Muslim women in
leadership positions across college campuses and at the national level.

Soon after Nourhan declared her candidacy, on September 13, 2021, Jewish on Campus, a group
that has targeted activists for Palestinian rights with false antisemitism accusations and
misinformation,? posted on Instagram, listing Nourhan’s CDA position at the time and calling
her out for “a history of tweeting antisemitic canards about Jewish power and control.”* On Sept.
17,2021, StopAntisemitism.org, an organization that has doxxed and harassed advocates for
Palestinian rights,* tweeted a screenshot of Nourhan’s childhood tweet alongside her image and
called her an “antisemitic bigot.”> That same day, the CDA Jewish Caucus issued a statement
accusing Nourhan of antisemitism and calling for her to drop out of the race and resign as CDA
Director of Inclusivity, Diversity, Equity, and Accessibility (IDEA).® Over half a dozen media
articles repeated the antisemitism accusations based on Nourhan’s childhood tweet and amplified
the calls for her resignation.’

In response to the outcry over her childhood tweet, Nourhan issued a public apology.® Nourhan
stated that she “acknowledges the impact of [her] words and sincerely apologizes for the hurt
caused.” She committed herself to listening to the needs and concerns of all communities and
promised to “foster a community in CDA committed to inclusion.” Despite Nourhan’s apology
for the harm caused by the statement she made as a 13-year-old, the attacks against her continued
and intensified.

Both before and since her apology, Nourhan has been the target of cyberbullying and online
harassment, with strangers sending vulgar messages and threatening her physical safety. Some of
these hateful messages threaten Nourhan with statements such as “ur done” and “you better
grow eyes behind your hijab.”!? Public posts also included racist and Islamophobic slurs, with
one social media comment calling Nourhan a “jihadist.”!! She has been accused of maintaining
antisemitic views on the basis of one childhood tweet and for interacting on social media at that
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time with another person who made antisemitic comments,'? without any further evidence that
she has made or holds antisemitic views in the five intervening years.

Rather than responding to this Islamophobic campaign and standing firmly with Nourhan, the
CDA has legitimized the attacks against her. CDA chapters and federations including at
American University,'* George Washington University,'* Florida College Democrats,'> Texas
College Democrats,'® and Ohio College Democrats'’ released public statements calling on
Nourhan to resign and demanding an investigation. Their statements claim Nourhan’s apology
was “sub-par,” “substandard,” and an “attempt to cover up the situation.” Ohio’s CDA chapter
threatened to “file impeachment articles with the National Council” if Nourhan did not resign.

In response, the CDA’s new Director of IDEA announced an investigation into the impact of
recent events, citing extraordinary circumstances for making public what would normally be a
confidential report, including potential recommendations for impeachment.!'® The conduct of the
investigation itself raises serious procedural concerns, not only that Nourhan has not been given
an opportunity to participate or tell her side of the story, but also that it appears to be conducted
without oversight or transparency. The National Council of the CDA voted to censure Nourhan,
called on her to apologize again, and required that she go through an individualized training on
antisemitism, specifically referencing the American Jewish Committee (AJC) and the Anti-
Defamation League (ADL), organizations with a history of anti-Muslim and anti-Palestinian
actions. "

The ADL has a legacy of supporting racist policing and colonialism and of surveilling and
silencing social justice activism.?’ The ADL has consistently worked to shut down Arab-
American and Muslim community organizing and distance those communities from their elected
representatives.?! The ADL has promoted blatantly false information about Islam, Muslims in
the Middle East, and the aims of the Palestinian rights movement.?? Because of this problematic
history and the harm the ADL causes to communities of color, social justice groups representing
a diverse range of communities have called on progressive groups to stop collaborating with the
ADL.?
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The AJC also has a history of attacking social justice advocates,?* including by supporting
legislation that targets the constitutionally protected right to engage in political boycotts for
Palestinian rights and pushing for a harmful definition of antisemitism that demonizes criticism

of Israel.?

Requiring Nourhan, a visibly Muslim woman, to attend a training by organizations with a history
of undermining social justice movements and communities of color, including Muslim
communities, raises doubts about the CDA’s commitment to anti-racist principles.

The resolution and the investigation reflect the CDA’s disregard for Nourhan’s safety and well-
being in the face of threats and smears against her identity and reputation over a statement made
when she was a child. The CDA has taken no action to support Nourhan in response to the
hateful messages she is receiving now on both her personal and CDA-affiliated social media
accounts. The message that the CDA is sending to Muslims like Nourhan is clear: Muslim safety
is secondary, and Muslims will be disproportionately punished for their mistakes, even those
made during childhood.

The undersigned organizations are concerned about the campaign against Nourhan because our
communities and the clients we serve have often been the targets of the same groups that are
attacking Nourhan. The harassment campaign against Nourhan is not just about her childhood
tweet, but is part of broader efforts aimed at blacklisting progressive Muslim and Arab leaders
and targeting advocates for Palestinian rights across the country; it is rooted in Islamophobia and
anti-Arab and anti-Palestinian racism. The tactics of this campaign often involve harassing
people because of their political speech on Israel, trawling the internet for derogatory content
about them, and attempting to ruin people’s reputations and careers for inappropriate statements
that they made as kids or that are taken out of context and misrepresented.?® They also use “guilt
by association” tactics to blacklist individuals. For example, a profile about one individual may
contain information about the alleged actions or statements of another individual, even when
there is little to no connection between them.

Targeted harassment websites, including StopAntisemitism.org, fuel these cyberbullying and
doxxing campaigns against student leaders, organizers, and individuals who express support for

Palestinian rights by using false or twisted accusations of antisemitism or support for terrorism.?’
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Many of the individuals targeted by these websites are Palestinian, Arab, or Muslim.?®
Advocates for Palestinian rights are the most common targets, illustrating that the primary
motivations of these sites are political: to shield Israel from criticism and to blacklist young,
progressive, Arab, Muslim, and other leaders in order to stunt their careers. These websites
specifically target individuals at their schools and workplaces, publicizing their accusations to
university administrations, employers, and licensing bodies, and even law enforcement
agencies.? The goal is to silence and intimidate individuals and make them vulnerable to
additional attacks.?? Activists have reported they have been expelled, fired, and punished as a
result of harassment efforts.>!

For example, Nerdeen Kiswani, a CUNY Law student and chair of Within Our Lifetime—United
for Palestine, a Palestinian-led community organization that builds support for Palestinian
freedom in New York City, is regularly targeted by cyberbullying groups who have used smear
campaigns and false accusations of antisemitism to vilify her activism.*? In 2020,
StopAntisemitism labeled Nerdeen their “Anti-Semite of the Year,” following a character
assassination campaign falsely accusing her of threatening violence.*® StopAntisemitism has
offered incentives, including awarding Amazon gift cards, to participants who cast votes in its
“Anti-Semite of the Year” contest. Dr. Fidaa Wishah was fired from her position at a children’s
hospital amid a global pandemic after StopAntisemitism targeted her online for her political
views and falsely accused her of antisemitism.3* The site also smeared the reputations of
[fNotNow co-founder Simone Zimmerman for her criticism of Israel and Rep. Betty McCollum
(D-MN) for introducing a bill that would prohibit U.S. taxpayer funding to be used for the
military detention of children by any country, including Israel.

Congresswomen Ilhan Omar (D-MN) and Rashida Tlaib (D-MI) are prime examples of this
larger effort to ostracize and harass Muslim women in politics. Both have been unfairly labeled
antisemitic for their criticism of Israel.*®> This summer, three Republicans in the House of
Representatives introduced a resolution baselessly accusing Rep. Tlaib, Rep. Omar, and others of
“inciting anti-Semitic attacks across the United States.”*® One representative characterized their
references to Israel’s apartheid policies and Rep. Tlaib’s opposition to Israel’s violation of
Palestinian rights as “[a]ttacks . . . against Jews” that “have led to antisemitism.”” These
campaigns intended to drive Muslim women out of their leadership positions are fueled by
misogyny, racism, and Islamophobia, and exploit genuine concern about antisemitism to target
these individuals because of their political views.
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As an organization that claims to “respect differences of perspective and belief” and be “the
party of inclusion” and that declares that diversity “is not our problem— it is our promise,” the
CDA must extend those values to its Muslim members, including Nourhan.

We call on the CDA to recognize that the campaign to disproportionately punish Nourhan is
fueled by anti-Muslim and anti-Arab prejudice and to stand firmly behind Nourhan in the face of
this Islamophobic harassment. In particular, we demand that the CDA National President,
National IDEA Director, and leaders and members of National Council take the following
actions:

1. Investigate and take corrective action to address anti-Muslim discrimination,
including but not limited to the treatment of Nourhan Mesbah, engaged in or tolerated by
CDA, its chapters, and members;

2. Reverse the requirement for Nourhan alone to undergo antisemitism training led
by organizations with a problematic history and instead require all members and state
leaders of the CDA National Council to undergo training on antisemitism, Islamophobia,
and other forms of bigotry by organizations that believe in equality and human dignity
for all, such as Jewish Voice for Peace, Jews for Racial and Economic Justice, or
International Jewish Anti-Zionist Network;

3. Issue a public apology to Nourhan for failing to support her and stand firmly with
her in the face of these attacks; and

4. Ensure that this statement is shared with all CDA chapters and members.

Signed,

Adalah Justice Project

American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee (ADC)
American Muslims for Palestine (AMP)
Council on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR)
Florida Palestine Network

ICNA Council for Social Justice

Jewish Voice for Peace

National Students for Justice in Palestine
Palestine Legal

US Campaign for Palestinian Rights

Virginia Coalition for Human Rights

Young Muslims



