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DOJ Throws a Blanket Over News 
about Government 

By John Bender 

 

​ The FBI search of the home of a 
Washington Post reporter Jan. 14 received plenty 
of news coverage when it happened, but later 
events—the murder of Renée Good, Trump’s 
threats to invade Greenland, and the incursion 
into Venezuela—pushed it out of the public 
mind. 
​ Nevertheless, the search of Hannah 
Natanson’s home and seizure of her electronic 
devices poses a real threat to the First 
Amendment and to the ability of the public to 
learn about government actions. 
​ The crucial issues here are the 
government’s use of a search warrant and the 
extent to which the action compromises the 
ability of Natanson—and possibly many other 
journalists—to protect confidential sources. 

​ As I was writing this column, a federal 
magistrate judge in Washington, D.C., 
prohibited the government from examining the 
computers and cell phone the agents took from 
Natanson. If higher courts overrule that order, 
then the reporter’s confidential sources may be 
revealed to the FBI> 
​ Neither Natanson nor the Post were the 
targets of the FBI’s investigation. The bureau 
was investigating Aurelio Perez-Lugones, 
described as a Maryland systems administrator 
with a top-secret clearance. He is suspected of 
having accessed and taken home highly 
classified information. The FBI said agents were 
searching Natanson’s home and electronic 
devices because they suspected Perez-Lugones 
had passed her some classified information. 
​ When law enforcement agencies want 
information from news organizations, they 
usually use subpoenas. These specify what 
information is requested and allow the 
journalists to separate it from unrelated 
information, including information about 
confidential sources. They also afford the news 
organization an opportunity to challenge the 
subpoena. With a search warrant, law 
enforcement agents simply show up and seize 
computers, cell phones, files and other materials 
and go through them to find what they want. 
​ Why didn’t the FBI use a subpoena in 
Natanson’s case? And why did they think 
Natanson’s computers and cell phones might 
have classified information? We don’t know, but 
there is reason to be suspicious. 
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​ Natanson’s beat for the last year has 
been the federal bureaucracy. During that time, 
she built up a list of 1,169 contacts on 
Signal—current and former federal 
employees—willing to share with her 
information about what was going on in the 
government. And the stories they told her were 
things the Trump administration did not want 
publicized. 
​ Among the stories Natanson reported 
based on these confidential sources were 

●​ The use of U.S. Postal Service law 
enforcement agents to assist the “mass 
deportation” campaign; 

●​ How DOGE (Elon Musk’s Department 
of Government Efficiency) wanted to 
pool millions of Americans’ personal 
information; and 

●​ Social Security’s proposed cuts to phone 
services. 
Some of Natanson’s sources also 

shared highly personal information. One person 
left her a message saying, “I think about 
jumping off a bridge a couple of times a day.” 

Natanson understood the risk the 
sources were taking in sharing information with 
her, and she took precautions to protect them. 
“After consulting Post lawyers,” she said in Dec. 
24 story, “I developed what we felt was the 
safest possible sourcing system. If I planned to 
use someone in a story, I asked them to send me 
a picture of their government ID, then tried to 
forget it. I kept notes from reporting 
conversations in an encrypted drive, never 
writing down anyone’s name. To Google-check 
facts and identities, I used a private browser with 
no search history.” 

A 1980 law, the Privacy Protection Act, 
is supposed to prevent federal agents from using 
search warrants against journalists and others, 
including academics, who are gathering 
information for publication. But Steven Vladek, 
a constitutional law professor at Georgetown 
University, says the law has a big loophole: 
Search warrants may be used when someone is 

suspected of being involved in criminal activity. 
Where classified information is involved, mere 
possession of it without authorization is a crime. 
And the FBI said it suspected Natanson had 
classified information from Perez-Lugones.  

Presumably all the information she has 
is now in the hands of the FBI. It could be used 
to identify her sources and punish them. We 
don’t know and may never know. But if 
Natanson’s sources start losing their jobs or 
facing other retaliation, it will look as if the 
government simply used the allegation about 
classified information as a pretext to uncover the 
sources. 

The magistrate judge’s order 
preventing the FBI from examining Natanson’s 
computers and cell phone offers some hope. But 
even if none of Natanson’s sources experiences 
retaliation, however, the whole episode is 
chilling. It will be increasingly difficult for 
reporters to persuade confidential sources, 
people with information embarrassing to 
government, to talk so that public officials can 
be held to account. 

______________________________________ 

John Bender joined the faculty of the College of 
Journalism and Mass Communications at the 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln in 1990. During 
his time at the university, Bender taught mass 
media law, beginning and advanced reporting 
classes, mass media history, graduate seminars 
in media law and media history, and honors 
seminars in freedom of expression, media ethics, 
and media misrepresentations of events, along 
with a variety of other courses. In his final two 
years at UNL, Bender served as associate dean 
for research and faculty affairs. 

 Bender is retired from UNL and is  currently 
president of AFCON. 

    
_______________________________________ 
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My forthcoming book, “Gaza, genocide, and academic freedom,” is now in production at Routledge and 
will likely be available this summer.  Email me at dmoshman1@unl.edu if you would like to see the final 
manuscript.  Here is the first part of the concluding chapter: 
 

Gaza, Genocide, and Academic Freedom 
David Moshman 

Chapter 8 

Conclusion 
There is a scholarly consensus that Israel has engaged in genocide in Gaza (Achcar, 2025; LeVine, 2026; 
McDoom, 2026; Moses, 2026; Segal, 2026; Shaw, 2025, 2026; Shlaim, 2024; see Chapter 3).  It does not 
follow, however, that Israel is uniquely evil or illegitimate.  Most of the world’s nations, including 
virtually all of those in the Americas, were founded through processes of ethnic cleansing and genocide 
(Churchill, 1997; Stannard, 1992). 

It is not clear what will or should happen next in Gaza.  I have argued that we need to permit fully 
open discussion about Gaza, Israel, and Palestine, in which all points of view are permitted.  But we also 
need good judgments about what to believe and what to do.  We especially need academic institutions, 
with academic freedom in teaching, learning, and inquiry, to seek the truth and open new possibilities. 

I begin this concluding chapter by noting that censorial efforts related to the genocide in Gaza not 
only deny the genocide but often deny, at least implicitly, the moral status and even the existence of 
Palestinians.  This contributes to the genocidal destruction of Palestinian identity. 

Academic work counters genocide by resisting censorship.  In addition to seeking and 
communicating the truth about genocide, academic work recognizes the reality of Palestinian identities 
and potentially provides a crucial long-term perspective on possibilities for justice and peace.  I note what 
appears to be an academic consensus that the commonly discussed two-state solution to issues of Israel 
and Palestine is unrealistic.   I conclude the book by considering the possibility of a democratic single 
state, which is widely seen by experts as the only justifiable alternative. 
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Censorship as Genocide 
I use the term “censorship” broadly to refer to acts, pressures, or processes that restrict intellectual 
freedom, including restrictions on belief, expression, discussion, teaching, learning, and inquiry.  As 
discussed in Chapter 4, such restrictions about matters related to genocide are important forms of 
genocide denial.  Censorship, then, is a form of genocide denial. 

But genocide denial, as discussed in Chapter 4, is not simply an effort to deny what has already 
happened.  Genocide denial typically accompanies genocide, often beginning prior to the genocide and 
making it psychologically possible to initiate and maintain it.  We can see this in censorial efforts related 
to the Gaza genocide.  Genocide denial, including associated censorial efforts, is thus intrinsic to 
genocide. 

There is also a sense in which censorship, at least in the present case, extends beyond denial.  
Although the mass killing of Palestinians has occurred in Gaza, the Gaza genocide is not simply the mass 
killing and is not only taking place in Gaza.  The Gaza genocide encompasses, more broadly, the 
destruction of Palestinian identity, which is occurring around the world.  The restrictions on expression, 
discussion, teaching, learning and inquiry about Palestine are part of the process of erasing Palestinians 
from existence, and thus part of the genocide in progress. 

The Gaza genocide is notable, moreover, for a particularly extreme connection of censorship to 
genocide.  Israel’s mass destruction of Palestinian educational institutions, discussed in Chapter 3, has 
been so systematic that it has been described as “scholasticide”—the intellectual heart of genocide.  In 
addition to the killing of thousands of teachers and students, the scholasticide has included the physical 
destruction of all of Gaza’s universities and most of its schools, the suspension of formal education for 
surviving students, and the destruction of libraries, museums, and archives.  This is an extraordinary 
violation of academic freedom. 

 
Writer and Professor Refaat Alareer Killed by Israel 

Perhaps the most prominent victim of scholasticide in Gaza was Refaat Alareer, who was born in Gaza 
City in 1979.  He received a B.A. in English in 2001 from the Islamic University of Gaza, followed by an 
M.A. from University College London in 2007 and a Ph.D. in English Literature at the Universiti Putra 
Malaysia in 2017.  Until his death in December 2023, he was a professor at the Islamic University of 
Gaza, where he taught world literature and creative writing.  He was the editor of Gaza writes back 
(Alareer, 2014/2024a), a collection of short stories by young writers in Gaza, and co-editor of Gaza 
unsilenced (Alareer & El-Haddad, 2015), a collection of essays following Israel’s Operation Protective 
Edge, its most deadly attack on Gaza prior to the current genocide. 

It appears that Alareer was deliberately targeted after weeks of death threats from Israeli sources 
(Brittain, 2025; Mahdi, 2024).  This is consistent with a larger pattern of targeted assassinations of 
academics and intellectuals, which in turn is part of the larger scholasticide. 

A posthumous collection of Refaat Alareer’s poems and essays was published in 2024 under the 
title If I must die (Alareer, 2024b).  In the 2011 title poem, “If I must die, let it be a tale,” he asks that, if 
he must die, his belongings be sold to buy the materials for a kite whose flight may bring hope to a child 
somewhere in Gaza who lost his father in the blaze of an airstrike.  The book includes an excerpt from a 
2021 lecture to a class in Advanced English Poetry at the Islamic University of Gaza.  Referring to the 
Palestinian poet Fadwa Tuqan, who was arrested for her poetry, Alareer cautioned against the natural 
tendency to say Israel arrested her “just” for writing poetry.  Israel targets poets, he argued, because it 
recognizes the power of literature.  He quoted Israeli general Moshe Dayan, who said, “the poems of 
Fadwa Tuqan were like facing twenty enemy fighters (p. 108).” 
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FIRE Academic Censorship Case Repository 
1998-2025 

David Moshman 
 
AFCON’s Academic Freedom Nebraska Case Repository can be accessed on the AFCON website or 
found at the website of the MetaCat Foundation.  MetaCat Foundation also hosts an Academic Freedom 
Gaza Case Repository and a new FIRE Academic Censorship Case Repository, which replaces a more 
limited FIRE-based repository that was previously there (see the June 2025 Sentinel). 
 
The FIRE Academic Censorship Case Repository includes nearly 5000 cases from 1998 through 2025 
drawn from three FIRE databases: Students under Fire, Scholars under Fire, and Campus Deplatforming.  
Cases are indexed and searchable by target, topic, context, outcome, political direction, school type, and 
year range.  Graphs can be readily created and show many interesting patterns. 
 
I’ve provided an example below: a line graph showing the number of cases each year since 2020 (the first 
year that data are available from all three databases) for (a) censorial efforts from the left of the target, (b) 
censorial efforts from the right of the target, and (c) censorial efforts that fit neither classification.  As you 
can see, censorship from the left gradually declines from about 300 cases in 2020 to a little over a 
hundred in 2025.  Meanwhile, censorship from the right rises gradually from just over a hundred cases in 
2020 to about 250 in 2024, and then spikes up to almost 800 in 2025.  You may already have some 
theories about what accounts for this pattern.  To test those theories, and find more to think about, explore 
the FIRE Academic Censorship Case Repository at MetaCat Foundation. 
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 Welcome to the 109th Legislature, 2nd session! Following are legislative bills that 
may affect academic freedom in Nebraska. The AFCON board has not yet taken 
action on any of these bills. 
LB841​ Rountree    ​
Education     ​Requires parental consent to change a student’s individualized education program, or a 
hearing must be held to change without parental consent 

​ Hearing 1/20​  

LB960   McKinney   ​ Education     ​
Requires school boards to allow students as non-voting members of the boards. 

 LB1022   Murman    ​ Education     ​
Removes human relations training as a requirement of teacher certification. 

                                ​ Hearing 1/27  

LB1024   Murman    ​ Education     ​
Requires schools to teach history of communism and its atrocities. 

                                ​ Hearing 1/27  

LB1050   Murman    ​ Education     ​
Requires students to be held back to repeat 3rd grade if they aren’t proficient in reading. 

​ Hearing 1/27​  

 LB1053   Ed Comm at request of Governor ​Allows for suspension of students pre-k thru 2nd grade.​
​ Hearing 1/27 

  

LB1125    Sorrentino ​ Exec Board  ​
Requires prior approval by the legislature before UNL can contract with a hospital or health care facility. 
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LB1164   Lonowski  ​ Education     ​  
“Prior Learning Act,” similar to the College Board’s College Level Examination Program (CLEP). 

  

LB1196   Storer        ​ Education     ​
Prevents state or local funding for low-earning outcome programs, those federal programs are aimed at 
children who are rural, low-income, English-learners or disabled. The federal programs are intended to 
improve academic outcomes for these children. 

  

LB1201   Guerera     ​ Education     ​  
Offers state grants to provide high-quality, age-appropriate classroom libraries,  prioritizing high-need 
school districts.  

The Nebraska Legislature’s website is nebraskalegislature.gov. The website is easy to navigate, is 
interactive, and has a wealth of information. Read the entirety of any bill, check the fiscal note, find your 
senator using your address, email any senator, make comments before the public hearing on any bill, read 
the rules of the legislature, and perform a host of other civic activities, all in the comfort of your home or 
office. 

This is a short (60-day) session so things will move fast. The deadline for senators to choose their one 
priority bill is February 19. It is customary for priority bills to receive preferential treatment by the 
Speaker, but it is not a rule so anything can happen. 

Sign of the times: Five different state senators have filed eight legislative bills concerning opaque and 
antagonistic tactics of federal immigration agencies. This is, like so much of our nation’s recent history, 
unprecedented. The bill numbers are LB854, LB881, LB906, LB907, LB963, LB1034, LB1149, and 
LB1150. 

AFCON carryover bills from the 2025 legislative session 

Following are legislative bills AFCON was monitoring in 2025. These bills remain on file in 2026 
exactly where they were at the end of the 2025 session. None of these bills has been designated a priority 
yet for 2026. AFCON will continue to watch these bills and will report any further activity. 

LB31, LB122, LB213, LB426, LB509, LB538, LB549, LB550, LB551, LB552, LB557, LB567, LB624, 
LB691. 

 
Thanks to Peggy Adair for her research on this topic. 
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AFCON  
www.academicfreedomnebraska.org  

The Academic Freedom Coalition of Nebraska was founded in 1988 to promote intellectual 
freedom in  Nebraska education and research, including freedoms of belief and expression and 
access to information  and ideas.   
AFCON Board of Directors   

John Bender, President   
Peggy Adair, Secretary and Legislative Liaison   
Rod Wagner, Treasurer   
David Moshman, Policy Coordinator   
Todd Schlechte, Webmaster   
Vicki Wood, Newsletter Editor    
Kari Bulgrin   
Nancy Comer   
Robert Haller   
Laurie Thomas Lee   
Regina Werum   
Wyatt Packard 

From the AFCON Constitution, Article I:   
The purpose of AFCON shall be to promote academic freedom in Nebraska, defined as 
intellectual freedom  in educational and research contexts. This includes freedoms of belief and 
expression and access to  information and ideas. In pursuit of this general goal, AFCON shall:   

1. Support application of the First Amendment in academic contexts, including schools, 
colleges,  universities, and libraries.   

2. Educate Nebraskans in and out of Academic settings, citizens and professionals, parents 
and students  about the meaning and value of intellectual freedom, intellectual diversity, 
mutual respect, open  communication, and uninhibited pursuit of knowledge, including the 
role of these ideals in academic  contexts and in democratic self government.   

3. Assist students, teachers, librarians, researchers, and others confronted with censorship, 
indoctrination,  or suppression of information or ideas in academic settings.   

4. Act as liaison among groups in the State of Nebraska that support academic freedom.  
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JOIN OR RENEW   
Rod Wagner, Treasurer   

If you are interested in defending and expanding academic freedom in Nebraska, we welcome 
you or your  organization as a member of AFCON. Annual dues are $120 for institutions, $15 
for individuals, and $5  for students. Individual life memberships are available for $150. You 
can pay by visiting our website at  https://www.academicfreedomnebraska.org/  

Memberships and donations can also be made by check (payable to AFCON). Send check to 
AFCON Treasurer, 3901 S. 27th St.,#47, Lincoln NE 68502.   

Organizational members are entitled to a representative on the AFCON board. We also have 
at-large  board members. You may express your interest to the president to be considered for 
appointment to the  board.   

 

Local Links:  
Rough waters in a fact- and science-free sea 

https://nebraskaexaminer.com/2025/09/29/rough-waters-in-a-fact-and-science-free-sea/ 

Nebraskans want and support strong public schools 

https://nebraskaexaminer.com/2025/01/31/nebraskans-want-and-support-strong-public-schools/ 

 

National Links:   
UPDATE: Lectures on race and history canceled in latest assault on academic freedom in Arkansas 
 

https://arktimes.com/arkansas-blog/2026/01/24/lectures-on-race-and-history-canceled-in-latest-assa
ult-on-academic-freedom-in-arkansas 
 

First Amendment Concerns Over Book Removals in Florida School Libraries 

https://ncac.org/news/first-amendment-concerns-over-book-removals-in-florida-school-libraries 

Author Kurt Vonnegut's estate files lawsuit to challenge Utah book ban law 

https://www.npr.org/2026/01/28/nx-s1-5672578/author-kurt-vonneguts-estate-files-lawsuit-to-challeng

e-utah-book-ban-law 
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Academic Freedom Coalition of Nebraska 
Board of Directors Meeting 

Via Videoconference 
 

January 17, 2026 
 
Present: 
Peggy Adair, secretary, legislative liaison 
John Bender, president, representing UNL Faculty Senate 
Kari Bulgrin, representing Nebraska School Librarians Association 
Nancy Comer, representing Nebraska State Literacy Association 
Bob Haller, director at large 
Laurie Thomas Lee, president-elect, representing American Civil Liberties Union, Nebraska 
Dave Moshman, policy coordinator 
Wyatt Packard, immediate past president, representing Nebraska Library Association 
Todd Schlechte, webmaster, director at large 
Vicki Wood, editor-in-chief, director at large 
 

MINUTES 
 
President John Bender called the meeting to order at 10:02 a.m. 
 
MINUTES: A motion was made by Moshman, second by Schlechte, to approve minutes of the AFCON 
board meeting held on October 11, 2025. Motion carried by a voice vote and show of hands. 
 
TREASURER’S REPORT: Wagner presented the 2025 end-of-year treasurer’s report via email. Balance 
on hand as of December 31, 2025, is $3,960.18. Wagner reported balance on hand as of January 12, 2026, 
remains at $3,960.18. 
 
LEGISLATIVE REPORT: Adair reported the following legislative bills with possible academic freedom 
consequences have been introduced in the first eight days of the legislature: LB841, LB960, LB1022, 
LB1024, LB1050, and LB1053. Adair noted two days remain to introduce bills. Adair will send an email 
update to the board after all bills have been introduced, and will include an update on carryover AFCON 
bills from the 2025 legislative session. 
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BOARD OF REGENTS REPORT: Bender reported the regents’ recent action to eliminate entire 
academic programs from UNL has triggered blowback from AAUP.  
 
AFCON CASE REPOSITORY: Moshman reported the Metacat Foundation is now a registered 501c3 
nongovernmental organization. In addition to the AFCON case repository, plans include a Gaza repository 
and a student censorship repository. The foundation plans to post on Blue Sky and Substack online 
platforms. 
 
SENTINEL: Wood reported the deadline for articles for the next issue of the Sentinel is January 24, 2026, 
with wiggle room for procrastinators and last-minute breaking news. 
 
REPORTS FROM MEMBER ORGANIZATIONS: 
Nebraska School Librarians Association – Bulgrin reported the organization is gathering information on 
the ramifications of LB390, which was passed in the last legislative session. March 16, 2026, will be the 
NSLA advocacy day in Lincoln. The NSLA board will meet on January 21, 2026. 
 
Nebraska Library Association – Congratulations to Wyatt Packard, new leader of the association’s 
advocacy committee. The advocacy committee has been meeting weekly to plug holes in the dike of 
democracy. The NLA advocacy day will be March 16, 2026, in Lincoln. 
 
Nebraska Center for the Book – Packard reported on behalf of Wagner that Governor Pillen proposes a 
$36,000 reduction in state support for the Center for the Book. 
 
NEXT MEETING: The next AFCON board meeting will be Saturday, February 14, 2026, at 10:00 a.m. 
via Zoom. 
 
There being no further business, the meeting adjourned at 10:56 a.m. 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
Peggy Adair 
 

 

The AFCON Sentinel is the newsletter of the Academic Freedom Coalition of Nebraska, published  
bimonthly in February, April, June, August, October, and December. Unless otherwise indicated, 
articles  represent the views of the authors. All issues of the AFCON Sentinel are available here:  
https://www.academicfreedomnebraska.org/the sentinel.html  
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