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1. Text of the oral presentation

What I’d like to do in this talk is indicated in the summary that begins the rather extensive handout I’ve provided.  The first sentence of that summary notes my addition of the words “focus on the current boycott of Israeli academics” to an already long title, because what I’d like to do is to consider this boycott as a case study in antisemitism.  


As the second, also long, sentence in the summary indicates, the best perspective, in my view, is the position that stresses individual freedom where arguments are settled by reason and not force.  In other words, I favour the disinterested approach that was first adopted systematically by the pre-Socratics philosophers who established the use of the rational method of arguing, that settled arguments not by appeal to authority, but by appeal to evidence and logic.  It is this freedom for inquiry that is the hallmark of genuine universities, and that was upheld by thinkers like Voltaire and John Stuart Mill.  It is also what John Anderson, whose picture I’ve projected, stood for during his years as professor and head of philosophy at this university from 1926 to 58.


I’ve given some web references to Anderson on the first page of my handout, and have taken a specific short quote at the bottom of the page from an article of his which he wrote near the end of his life when he was increasingly concerned about what we might call the politicization of universities.


I think the Andersonian position is relevant to how we understand and combat the current anti-Israeli academic boycott, because, besides the abhorrent antisemitic impetus of the boycott, another very troubling aspect is its politicization of universities through the abuse of academic freedom, and the consequent weakening of the freedom-of-speech principle among those non-academics who wish to live in a free and democratic society.


So let me elaborate on what I said I’d do in the 2nd paragraph of the summary given in your handout.  Before I start, let me run you through that document and make two corrections.  The second and third pages list the 5 claims I made in the summary and provide some web references that you may like to look at later.  The first correction is that in the third line of the 2nd page, the number 2 should be 1, as this refers to the first claim: that any discrimination in judging competitions that is not based on actual or potential merit is unfair and evil.   The second correction is that the web reference under the 4th claim on p. 3 of the handout is irrelevant to the present version of this talk which has gone through a number revisions due to merciless, though I’m afraid to say sound, editing by wife Christine.  So unless you want to learn more about the evils of the polygraph, that that evil North American flight of superstitious fancy (my use of strong terminology is not reserved only for anti-academic boycotts), you should ignore that web reference.  PPP


The last page in your handout provides a list of some highlights of the acts of the boycotters, except that the last one, number 12, is an instance of what I think is the model of anti-boycott activity by the forces of academic light.

So, to my story:

Antisemitism (AS), like any other prejudice, is the unfair treatment of individuals based on group characteristics.  In academia, antisemitic prejudice operated in various vicious forms before the defeat of Hitler, the most notable example being the prejudicial treatment of German Jewish academics.  In the years after the war, and until recently, this sort of prejudice was essentially eliminated at least at an organizational or institutional level not only in European and Australian universities, but also in North American universities.  So while some individual academics have no doubt retained their AS prejudice, universities in what we might call the free world did not engage in institutional AS prejudice.  That is, they no longer had specified or unspecified AS quota systems that favored non-Jews or rejected Jews.  This is the message of my first claim which states that any discrimination in judging competitions that is not based on actual or potential merit is unfair and evil.  This first claim spelled out by the 1st web-reference paper whose central advice is: If you don’t want to discriminate, then don’t discriminate. 

During the last decade, however, some subtle forms of AS have arisen in the democracies of the free world.  I regard the move by various academic organizations and institutions to boycott all Israeli academics in such matters as academic contacts, appointments to editorial boards, and collaboration in internationally funded research, as underpinned by antisemitism, even though some Jews have supported the boycott.  


Let me give you the background, which you might like to supplement with the list of boycott highlights I have provided at the end of your handout. The academic anti-Israeli boycott began in April, 2002 on British soil, when The Guardian published an open letter from Professors Steven and Hilary Rose (both are Jews).  The letter, signed by over 120 people, advocated a moratorium on all cultural and research links with Israel until Israel changed its internal policies which were labeled an apartheid regime, and its external policies such as the way it dealt with the problem of the so-called militant Palestinian freedom fighters.  A few weeks later, a similar initiative was begun in Australia, headed by a Jewish and a Christian Lebanese academic, and this letter initially secured some 90 signatures.  The proposers set up a petition online, which is still registering signatures (about 3000 so far).

The first thing that struck me about this proposed boycott is that this action against individuals because of the policies of their government is not proposed for academics living under governments whose policies are far more objectionable than Israel’s.  It is this feature that makes me suspect that this boycott is antisemitic rather than merely anti-Israel or anti-Zionist.  For example, no boycotts have been proposed of Chinese academics on account of the Chinese government’s policies toward Tibetans and the Falun Gong.   This boycott applies a double standard, in a prejudicial way, and singles out members of the Jewish state for special treatment.

 We are all familiar with double standards when it comes to judgments of Israel.  A particularly notable application of the double standard occurred when Louise Arbour the U. N. High Commissioner for Human Rights and former Canadian member of the Supreme Court argued that if Israeli (but no other soldiers) accidentally killed civilians, they should, in her expert opinion, be charged with war crimes.  The 2nd and 3rd web references under the first claim analyse Arbour’s opinion in some detail, and I think this is justified, given the status and supposed legal expertise of this former supreme court judge.
But rather than cite other examples of the double standard that is applied to Israel, let me just refer to a recent statement by Nobel prize winning physicist Steven Weinberg, who declined an invitation from the Imperial College London because of its support for the boycott.  This Nobel laureate wrote:
“I know that some will say that these boycotts are directed only against Israel, rather than generally against Jews," he wrote. "But given the history of the attacks on Israel and the oppressiveness and aggressiveness of other countries in the Middle East and elsewhere, boycotting Israel indicated a moral blindness for which it is hard to find any explanation other than anti-Semitism."  I can’t provide a working web reference for this quote, but if you Google the May 31, 2007 article in the Jerusalem Post entitled “Self-defeating boycotts”, you’ll find the full article together with some interesting comments, many of which support the view that the boycott is indeed an antisemitic one.


In any case, whether or not you agree with my view that the boycott is truly antisemitic, I think you will agree that it is unjust, and ought to be combated, and that combating it will contribute to resistance to the current forms of antisemitism that have arisen during the last two decades.  How should this be done?  I am going to discuss four types of action, and in particular to comment on the response of two Israeli universities.  The actions are those of academic organizations, individual academics, Israeli universities and the general public.


My initial reaction to the 2002 manifestation of the boycott was that it should be addressed primarily as an assault upon academic freedom rather than as a political argument against Israel’s policies. This is why I thought it critical to stress the abuse of academic freedom aspect of the boycott over and above any particular ideology relating to Israel’s behavior.  One small organizational move that I could engage in was the Canadian Society for Academic Freedom and Scholarship (SAFS), because I was a past president and current board member.  The then president and board members agreed with me on the need to stress academic freedom, and SAFS’s 2002 condemnation of the boycott proposal is the 5th reference under the my 2nd claim, is focused on this epistemological rather than political aspect of the boycott proposal.  As the SAFS statement is relatively brief, and, in my view, covers all points relevant to the original form of the boycott and its later manifestations, I’ve copied it onto your handout in its entirety.  Note especially the term “academic cannibalism” in the last sentence, an offensive but accurate description of the essential spirit of the boycott.  


There were two Israeli universities that were specifically named by the (mostly) British boycotters: Bar Ilan and Haifa as universities that merited especially harsh sanctions.  Accordingly, a gesture that I  (along with many other non-Israeli but mostly Jewish non-Israeli academics) made was to apply to be cross-appointed as non-salaried associates of Bar-Ilan and Haifa.    Still, this gesture has had apparently little impact on the general public.  Just the other day I found a recent article that is the 6th reference under my 1st claim, that advocates such cross-appointments as if it were a new suggestion: “academics might also be urged to accept honorary posts at Israeli colleges in order to become boycott targets.”

Of the two targeted Israeli universities, I think that Bar-Ilan has been by far the most effective in attacking the boycott.  To begin with, Bar-Ilan formed a group called the International Advisory Board for Academic Freedom of Bar-Ilan University, whose membership comprise those have been appointed neither for any expertise in a specific academic discipline, nor for any specific Jewish faith or Zionist sympathies, but only for our support of what is the enlightenment university’s most important principle: academic freedom.  The feature of Bar-Ilan’s board is that, rather than just being a list of scholars designated as “eminent” by the lister, as was done by Haifa, the board members can advise on strategy and tactics even though the board’s executive function is in the hands of Bar-Ilan faculty.

In general I very much admire and support the activities of the board’s executive committee, and especially the untiring work of its secretary, Prof Ofir Frankel.  I have, however, made critical comments from time to time, based essentially on my 5th claim, that the tactics used to combat the boycott should be radically principled rather than compromisingly political.  So I thought that the initial reaction of the board in attempting to argue that Israeli academics had little influence on government policies and that at least some of the victims of the boycott were doves rather than hawks with regard to Israel’s foreign policy was unwise because it could be interpreted as suggesting that the board thought that the boycott had some legitimacy.  This initial response, in a submission to the British Association of University Teachers (BAUT), appeared as a negotiation with the boycotters.  Instead, I thought the primary reaction should be to challenge the boycott on the grounds that it was, as the SAFS statement put it, an act of “academic cannibalism”.

In contrast, the most recent statement from the international advisory board at bar ilan puts the issue of academic freedom foremost in a comprehensive document that is my 6th web reference under my first claim.  The very first sentence of this report states that the boycott   “is counter to the universal principle of academic freedom”.

This concept universality has also been taken up in a June 4 statement by an international group of non-Israeli individuals that I found just yesterday.  Their short letter is so apt that I’ll read it out in its entirety: 

“We are academics, scholars, researchers and professionals of differing religious and political perspectives. We all agree that singling out Israelis for an academic boycott is wrong. To show our solidarity with our Israeli academics in this matter, we, the undersigned, hereby declare ourselves to be Israeli academics for purposes of any academic boycott. We will regard ourselves as Israeli academics and decline to participate in any activity from which Israeli academics are excluded.”

The relevant web sites for this new petition are given in the 12th and last list of boycott developments on your handout.

Looking to the long-term, strategic relevance of this issue, I think that focussing on the formal boycott proposal neglects a more lasting harm which has been put in place even if all formal organizational boycott motions are eventually rescinded.  This more lasting harm is what I termed the “silent boycott”, which can occur in countless individual, subtle decisions about such matters as whom to select in the various academic competitions such as selection for keynote speaker, for prestigious journal editorial boards, and member of an active international collaborative team.  


The decisions that I’m thinking of are not the blatantly AS decisions which are readily identifiable and hence actionable.  So, for example, when Egyptian born Mona Baker, a professor at the University of Manchester Institute of Science and Technology, dismissed two Israeli academics from the editorial boards of two journals she owned and edited, in May 2002, citing the boycott motion as the reason for her action, the protests attracted media attention, and pressure could be exerted on her.  Similarly, an Oxford university professor who, in writing, rejected an Israeli applicant on the basis of the applicant’s citizenship was soon reprimanded by a university which knew the difference between a genuine and a politicized university.  And this too, attracted some media attention.
No, the decisions I’m thinking of are those with which every senior academic is familiar.   These decisions have to do with picking individuals for the various prestigious positions that, in the world of research and scholarship, determine an individual’s relative standing in his or her discipline.  These essential “brownie points” of academic advancement include invitations to serve on the editorial board of a prestigious academic journal, or as the organizer of a symposium at an international meeting, or as a board member of a prestigious scholarly or scientific organization.  The decision about which individual to pick is at least as complex and subject to subtle bias as, say, a cricket selector faces when picking an individual to represent Australia.  In fact, it is more subjective, as there are far fewer reliable statistics to guide such an academic choice than there are to guide a cricket choice.  In an atmosphere where the various academic Israeli boycotts have been seriously considered, I speculated that this treatment of the boycott, even if it is not ultimately formally passed, can result in legitimizing a more subtle, individual-based antisemitic prejudice, and result in these academic choices being subject to such a bias.  One of the problems with this speculations is that it is practically impossible to establish whether it occurs, and to what extent, if it does, it affects these academic brownie-point award decisions.

I speculate that the serious discussion of the boycott has legitimized more subtle discrimination against Israeli academics in complex or ambiguous cases –but one can never establish that this has happened.

Still, this possible “silent boycott” is a worry.  For these decisions can deprive the Israeli academics involved of some of the academic brownie points by which one’s academic reputation is enhanced in the eyes those judges of academic performance, judges whose only available evidence of eminence a these sorts of signs of recognition.  Especially in all but the hardest sciences, and even there, junior academics in particular are totally dependent on these marks of fame which are the only coin of the academic realm.  


Notice such decisions to effectively exclude Israeli academics need not be conscious AS, as long continuing boycott proposals have given such decisions an aura of legitimacy, especially in cases where the decisions themselves are complex and subjective.  Over time, this sort of silent boycott will result in a significant deterioration in the international scientific and scholarly reputation of those Israeli academics who are now in the early stages of their scholarly and research careers.  The only way to circumvent this sort of silent boycott is the loud, impolite, and public shaming of the very concept of the boycott as an abuse of academic freedom. 

I think that given that it is senior academics who are mainly in charge of the anti-Boycott campaign, there may be a problem of the operation of an all-too-human principle operating.  The principle is “it’s not my department”.  I think that at least part of the reason why the silent boycott problem has not been vigorously taken up by the anti-Boycott campaign is that the silent boycott mostly affects junior academics who still have their way to make in their academic careers, and whose reputations are not sufficiently high as to render it almost compulsory to appoint them to editorial boards of symposium organizers.  In turn, the silent boycott is likely to affect those members of the public who view themselves as part of the free, democratic world which values academic freedom in its universities.  If the silent academic boycott continues, the lesson the next generation of academics will learn from the fate of Israel’s academics is that to succeed in academia what matters is your citizenship and even religion, rather your epistemological contribution to the search for truth.  These considerations, I suggest, support my 2nd claim: that AS acts vary along a continuum of evil, but typically when less evil acts are not opposed, they lead to more evil acts

The “it’s not my department” reaction, indeed, has been the main obstacle to mounting an effective counter-boycott campaign, and this is the essence of my 4th claim:  that it is the neutrals who are not directly affected by the boycott that need to be publicly active in opposing it.  This applies both to Jews who are not academics, as well as to academics who are not Jews.

My 2nd claim refers to AS acts varying along a continuum of evil.  The confiscation of property and even life as currently occurs in some Islamic totalitarian regimes is far worse than unfairly handicapping the academic careers of some Israeli academics.  But as my 2nd claim also states, unopposed small-scale evil acts lead to larger-scale evil acts.  It is, of course, a common totalitarian trick to start with relatively mild victimization of relatively small groups, and to gradually impose tyranny on virtually all but those few individuals who lord it over the master race.  And this is true whether one considers the Nazi tyranny or the Soviet one of Uncle Joe.

I also think that, as stated in my 3rd claim, an important part of the context that determines the degree of support victims of AS receive is the degree of cowardice among those who have the power to mitigate the evil effects of AS.   A notable historical example of such cowardice, as indicated in the 1st web reference under my 3rd claim, was the failure of the pope at the time to reign in the Catholic clergy in the Hungarian countryside, who continue to preach against the “Chris killer” Jews.  The pope did publicly condemn the Eichmann-organized deportations from Budapest, where the Jewish survival rate was about 50%, but he was silent regarding non-Budapest Jews, whose survival rate was close to 0%.    By this stage of the war, the pope was no longer under Nazi control.  So his silence was particularly cowardly, although no doubt he may have suffered some verbal barbs from his antisemitic associates had he made such a public pronouncement.  In start contrast is the fact the sanctification of this cowardly pope in its last stages, with his “heroic pronouncements” being the main reason given for his sanctification.

But the pope’s behavior is not the only sort of cowardice that is manifested by those who actively oppose evil, antisemitic acts when such opposition may come at some cost.  For the last 5 years, the Canadian Association of University Teachers (the CAUT), has failed to utter an official word against the boycott.  The CAUT is the largest academic organization in Canada, with all Canadian faculty being forced to belong, so one can say that it wields comparable influence in Canadian academia to the Pope’s influence on the Catholic church. And of course, virtually none of CAUT’s members have Israeli citizenship, and so are not directly affected b the boycott. The reason given to some informal inquiries from the CAUT executive for its continuing silence is that not all its members would agree with such a so-called controversial motion that opposes the boycott on the grounds of its abuse of academic freedom. I should not, finally, that the CAUT has a standing committee on academic freedom which, however, in my view, protects only guild but not real academic freedom.  

The cowardly avoidance of these so-called controversial issues is also exemplified by the recent behavior of the administration of the British University of Leeds.  This university has disinvited a pro-Israel German scholar from speaking on its campus, on the grounds that what this scholar had to say was “too controversial”.  Aside from the stupidity of inviting the scholar in the first place, it is surely staggering to think that a British university would give such a cowardly reason for canceling a speaker.

Oxford University, on the other hand, showed the way by immediately inviting the same scholar to present a talk on whatever subject he chose. This shows that there are some universities in Britain, perhaps the most distinguished ones, that prefer active principled behavior to that of cowardly kow-towing to the forces of anti-academic ideologies.

The boycotters themselves have used various tactics and have made some changes in their formulations, and even as I talk, new development are occurring as these AS abusers of academic freedom modify their behavior in seeking support from those in free societies.  But although these changes in tactics are important to note by those engaged in fighting this particular form of current AS, I think, as the song from “Casablanca” says, the “fundamental things apply” And those fundamental things involve the realization that this is a struggle in which all who value what Sharansky has stated to be the mark of any free society: individual freedom of thought and speech, and behavior that is constrained only by the criminal law or what is known as “the rule of law” in democratic societies.  And if that freedom of thought and speech is abandoned in the academic community, then the some two centuries of enlightenment that Western societies have enjoyed will have ended, and Orwell’s 1984 scenario will have taken over.
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Summary and References


I have added to my already long title because I think that both for understanding and combating various forms of antisemitism (AS), it is useful to take the current boycott of Israeli academics by various European institutions and organizations as a case study.  For such a case, which I view as underpinned by subtle forms of AS, I suggest that the best position to take is one that does not rely on any particular ideology (religious or political), save the position of individual freedom espoused by such thinkers as the pre-Socratics, Voltaire, J.S. Mill, and John Anderson.  


The story (as yet unfinished) of the current (antisemitic and anti-academic) boycott suggests the following claims: (1) any discrimination in judging competitions that is not based on actual or potential merit is unfair and evil; (2) AS acts vary along a continuum of evil, but typically when less evil acts are not opposed, they lead to more evil acts; (3) part of the context is the level of cowardice among those who have the power to mitigate the effects of AS; (4) those who are not direct and immediate victims of AS are best placed to combat AS; (5) the tactics used to combat the boycott should be radically principled rather than compromisingly political.
Advice from John Anderson (See e.g. http://setis.library.usyd.edu.au/anderson/; http://ephilosopher.com/article691.htm;) from his 1962 chapter on “Classicism” 

(see appendix A of http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/~furedy/Papers/ra/An epistemologically arrogant.doc).

He will indeed observe the more and more direct attacks on culture, the constant pressure, on the part of those who want to make society "go in the way it should", towards making learned institutions follow the same path, however much learning may thus be sacrificed.  But the observation of this and other trends of a subjectivist and superstitious kind will be made in the course of exposing them and thus, as far as can still be done, bringing out the contrasting character of objectivism, of "seeing things as they are".

Web references relevant to the claims (separated by space for your notes for questions during discussion)

(1) Any discrimination in judging competitions that is not based on actual or potential merit is unfair and evil:

(i)http://www.safs.ca/april2003/ignorantversus.html (“Ignorant versus enlightened ways of fighting discrimination: the Martin Luther King perspective”)


(ii)http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/~furedy/Web references/ps/arbour638.doc (“Arbour's judicial career and antisemitism”)


(iii)http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/~furedy/Web references/ps/reArbour.doc (“Re: Arbour - Israel-hater & ignorant of the law - Dump her!”)

(iv) http://www.safs.ca/issuescases/boycott.html(“SAFS statement on anti-Israel boycott, July 31, 2002”)


(v) http://canadiancoalition.com/forum/messages/23167.shtm(“Re: Alan Dershowitz to sue UK academics boycotting Israel”)

(vi)http://www.biu.ac.il/academic_freedom/Countering%20the%20Boycott%20-%20March%202007.doc (“Countering the campaign to boycott Israeli universities”)
Text of SAFS 2002 statement on boycott July 31, 2002 


This spring a petition, begun by British Professor Steve Rose of The Open University, called for a European boycott against Israeli cultural, research, and academic institutions to protest the Israeli government’s policies toward the Palestinians.  Last month, as one expression of the boycott, Professor Mona Baker, of The University of Manchester Institute of Science and Technology (UMIST), and the editor and owner of two academic journals, The Translator and Translation Studies Abstracts, fired Israeli professors, Miriam Schlesinger and Gideon Toury, from the editorial boards of her journals.  These actions are only the most publicized of the anti-Israel boycott.  For example, Honest Reporting (July 21, 2002) announced that “French social scientists have refused to conduct a peer review of Israeli counterparts, and Norwegian veterinarians have rejected a request to supply a DNA clone sample to a Jerusalem research institute.
SAFS condemns these actions as contemptible, political attacks that violate academic freedom, diminish the dignity of the individual, and debase the scholarly process.  Academic freedom means the right to engage in free inquiry – to research, teach, and otherwise communicate without regard to prevailing doctrine.  To deny academics participation in the normal activities of scholarship, simply because they work in Israel, is to deprive them of their academic freedom. 

The boycotters fail to distinguish between the individual and the nation.  They refuse to acknowledge the importance of the individual Israeli’s thoughts, feelings, or accomplishments; in short, they declare that the individual is of no account except as a pawn of international conflict. 

Excluding Israeli academics and scientists from the scholarly community weakens science and the search for truth.  The boycott impedes the progress of scholarship, denies full opportunity to Israeli and Arab students at Israel’s universities, and hinders, and perhaps destroys, dozens of international projects that Israelis are involved in with nationals of many countries, including Palestinian scholars. 

The hallmark of science and scholarship is reasoned debate, based on logic and evidence.  Political boycotts of scholars are antithetical to truth seeking.  It is problematic whether boycotts are effective in achieving even their short-term political goals, but they are certainly destructive to the growth and application of knowledge. 

Enough harm has been done.  We call on the signers of the anti-Israel boycott to withdraw their support of it, as did Professor Richard Dawkins, and for the reinstatement of Professors Schlesinger and Toury to their editorial boards.  It is time to end this disgraceful episode of academic cannibalism.
(2) AS acts vary along a continuum of evil, but typically when less evil acts are not opposed, they lead to more evil acts

(3) Part of the context is the level of cowardice among those who have the power to mitigate the evil effects of AS

(i) http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/~furedy/Papers/ps/pius12l.doc (“The pope and the holocaust”)

(ii) http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/~furedy/Papers/ps/isboyivory.doc (“Silent ivory towers”)

(4) Those who are not direct and immediate victims of AS are best placed to combat AS

http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/~furedy/Papers/ld/psichientrails03.doc (above web address is not relevant, except for opponents of the polygraph)

(5) The fight against AS needs to be radically principled rather than compromisingly political.

Highlights of the acts of the boycotters

(Highlights 1-5 based on a 2003 report on “Post-holocaust and Anti-Semitism” (http://www.jcpa.org/phas/phas-12.htm)

1. Apr. 2002: Roses’ open letter advocating boycott published in The Guardian signed by 120 of whom about 90 were from U.K.

2. Apr.02: Mona Baker dismisses two Israeli referees from her academic journal, citing (“with regret”) The Guardian letter as her justification.

3. May 02: Letter along the lines of Roses’ letter circulated with 90 signatories in Australia, initiated by academics from ANU and Sydney University.

4. Dec. 02: Various anti-Israel proposals made in France, for instance by council of Pierre & Marie Campus of Paris 6 University to boycott Israeli academics by European Union academics.

5. May 03: British Association of University Teachers (BAUT) executive proposes boycott motion at conference, and 1/3 of delegates vote for the motion.

6. 2003-5: The BAUT continues with its boycott activities, while making minor revisions in the formulation (e.g., any Israeli academic who renounces his government’s policies will not be subject to the boycott).  For an account of this period, see:http://www.biu.ac.il/academic_freedom/files/Microsoft%20Word%20-%20Steinberg-%20boycott%20jcpa%20draft.pdf). 

7. Sep. 2006: Irish academics urge European Union to boycott Israeli academics; see:http://www.ejpress.org/article/11993
8. 2007: Various British professional/intellectual organizations propose boycott; see: http://www.biu.ac.il/academic_freedom/“Latest News”

9. May 07: Newly-formed British University and Colleges Union (UCU) at its inaugural meeting (May 26-June 1: see http://www.ucu.org.uk/index.cfm?articleid=2392) considered four “policy motions” recommended by its executive, which all support the boycott; see: http://www.biu.ac.il/academic freedom/ucu.htm
10.May 07: UCU conference passes boycott resolution: see http://education.guardian.co.uk/higher/news/story/0,,2091768,00.html. 

11.Jun. 02 Australian pro-boycott petition (see #3 above) still on line at http://www.petitiononline.com/bin/petition.html, with an invitation to add your name to the now 2900 (identified) signatories.

12.Jun. 07: Scholars for Peace in the Middle East: Online international petition of solidarity with Israeli academics (see:http://www.spme.net/cgi-bin/display_petitions.cgi?ID=9; for list of current signatories: http://www.spme.net/cgi-bin/display_petitions.cgi?ID=9&Action=View. 

3. Text of the New York times editorial opposing the boycott

             Journalists, along with Rick, accept Victor Laszlo’s invitation to “join the fight” and to recognize that, in the words of the song, “the fundamental things apply” (John Furedy, June 9, 2007, Sydney, Australia).

MALICIOUS BOYCOTTS

(Editorial, New York Times, Sunday 3 June 2007)

        The University and College Union, a newly formed British union of college teachers, shamefully called last week for a boycott on contacts and exchanges with Israeli academic institutions. That follows on the shameful call in April by the National Union of Journalists in Britain to boycott Israeli goods.

        It is hard to imagine two organizations that should be less given to such nonsense. Who would respect the judgment of a scholar who selects or rejects colleagues on political grounds? Who would trust the dispatches of a reporter who has been openly engaged against one side of a conflict? The unions argue that they have an obligation to demonstrate labor-union solidarity with the oppressed, as they did in opposing apartheid. That is absurd.

        First, Israeli journalists and academics are among the most dedicated critics of their own society. Second, the lack of similar "solidarity" by these unions with any other oppressed or suffering people in the world, and there are plenty, reduces these gestures to an exercise in hypocrisy, or worse.      

        It is good to see that most respected British journalists, scholars and students---including the preponderance of British editorial writers and the heads of Oxford, Cambridge and 20 other top universities---as well as representatives of all major political parties condemned these malicious gestures.

     Critical thinking and well-thought-out criticism are intrinsic to good scholarship and good journalism. These boycotts represent neither. Posturing like this only alienates the very forces in Israeli society that should be encouraged and offends the calling and honor of journalism and academia. 

4. Text of NAS statement opposing the boycott

AUT-oh -- Why Political Boycotts of Universities Are a Bad Idea 5 June 2007
On April 22, the annual council meeting of the 40,000-member British Association of University Teachers (AUT) approved a boycott of two Israeli institutions, Haifa University and Bar Ilan University. AUT's goal is to pressure Israel to end its occupation of the West Bank.

On May 26, AUT reversed course and decided against a boycott.

On May 30, the British University and College Union's (UCU) congress passed a resolution calling for "dialog" rather than boycott, and raising the bar for boycotts and "greylisting" to "exceptional" situations in which "a legitimate organization within the state, or within the occupied territory or institution in question" requests a boycott. 

These events have occasioned much commentary and debate within Britain and internationally. The announced boycott was widely and, it seems, effectively criticized.  But the abandonment of this particular boycott was, unfortunately, accompanied by statements from many faculty members defending the principle of boycotting universities as a tool of pressuring governments.

I deplore this tactic. Few if any political circumstances warrant a boycott of a nation's universities or of a particular university. A boycott forecloses principled intellectual exchange and rational debate, and in so doing undermines the basis of the university itself.

Boycotts are an instrument of collective will bent on imposing a policy, rather than persuading anyone that the policy should be adopted on its merits. Those in the academy who prefer force to rational persuasion, or who turn to force when faced with their failure to persuade, in effect resign their own claims to academic freedom. Our freedom to pursue truth and to present our views publicly without fear of persecution depends crucially on our respecting this freedom for others. Boycotts trespass on this freedom. They deny to other academics and scholars the basic freedoms to speak and to be heard. They do so with no semblance of due process for those who suffer the consequences. The boycott by its nature reduces the individual scholar to an indistinguishable hireling of an institution.   When if ever would a boycott of a nation's universities be appropriate? The West did not boycott Soviet or Eastern Block universities during the Cold War. Even in times of severe international tension, universities have striven to keep contacts alive across international borders. Sometimes those lines of communication are severed because of state policies, but boycotting a nation's universities in a time of peace has few precedents. The most noteworthy was the boycott of South African institutions called by the African National Congress in 1959. Even among activists who heeded that call with respect to many South African institutions, few engaged in a boycott of South African universities. 

Advocates of boycotting the Israeli universities do pose arguments in defense of the tactic, and those arguments must be acknowledged and answered.

In "The AUT Boycott: Freedom vs. 'Academic Freedom'," Omar Barghouti and Lisa Taraki, for examples, declare that the denial of "basic rights' to Palestinians by Israel supervenes regard for mere "academic rights." They criticize what they call the "privileging of academic freedom as a super-value above all other freedoms," which they say is "antithetical to the very foundation of human rights." 

The right to live, and freedom from subjugation and colonial rule, to name a few, must be of more import than academic freedom. If the latter contributes in any way to suppression of the former, more fundamental rights, it must give way. By the same token, if the struggle to attain the former necessitates a level of restraint on the latter, then be it. It will be well worth it.

This is clear and well stated. But is it true? Is academic freedom subordinate in a principled sense to other more "basic rights?" And is academic freedom that "contributes in any way" to an oppressor's ability to oppress thereby rendered morally void? Must it "give way" to any and every struggle for "basic rights?"

First, if Barghouti and Taraki's position is correct, academic freedom is reduced to a will-o-wisp concept. In the dominant view of the academic Left, worldwide, "basic rights" and freedoms are always under assault. Where would we find the university in which academic freedom would be respected as an intact principle and not be forced to "give way" to the expediencies of political struggle? There is no safeguard in this position against extremism.

Second, if Barghouti and Taraki are correct, academic freedom is forfeit to any political movement sufficiently aggressive to challenge it. What modern political movement is so feeble that it cannot pose its objectives as a matter of "basic rights?" Hidden not so far from the surface of their argument is the idea that Plato put into the mouth of Thrasymachus- that might makes right. There is no safeguard in their position against coercion.

Third, if Barghouti and Taraki are correct, academic freedom is always suspect. If it contributes "in any way" to the suppression of "basic rights," it must be chopped down. Where in an age where the academy is saturated with ideas about 'knowledge contributing to oppression' and a 'hermeneutic of suspicion' is there a university that could pass this test? Always and everywhere, the university draws its resources from society and contributes something in return. If academic freedom can only be respected in cases where the university is deemed in no way whatsoever complicit with the delicts of its surrounding society, it has no weight of its own. There is no safeguard in this position against intellectual frivolity.

Barghouti and Taraki are, however, right about one thing: the AUT boycott does indeed demote the concept of academic freedom to a subsidiary status. In their view, that's a victory of progressive politics. In my view, it is a dangerous assault on the intellectual foundations of the university.

Boycotts are wrong because they subordinate reason to force, persuasion to pressure, and individual conscience to group identity. The arguments in defense of boycotts are facile defenses of making intellectual freedom subject to a series of political checkpoints, and they open the door to extremism, coercion, and frivolity in the place of serious academic debate.

Perhaps a time will come when we will see a good argument for boycotting a university on political grounds, but the debate over the British Association of University Teachers' abandoned boycott of two Israeli universities has failed to advance a single good reason to set aside the principles of free and open academic exchange.
