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Anti-Semitism in Academia

 
Barbara Kay (Taking on the Israel bashers, National Post, January 30) is right to question the collective intelligence of groups that should be more effective than they are in opposing antisemitism, but I think that some groups are dumber than others.  A convenient measure of the degree to which groups don't manifest intelligence are differing group reactions to the anti-Israeli academic boycott that was begun by a bunch of low-level (lecturers and below) British academics in 2002, and resurrected in 2007.

 

As I argued in 2003 ("Silent Ivory Towers", National Post, January 4: http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/users/furedy/Papers/ps/isboyivory.doc), the boycott is prima facie antisemitic, because it singles out the Jewish state of Israel as the only target, whereas there are many nations whose human rights record are far worse than that of Israel.  Accordingly, on these grounds alone, the boycott deserves public condemnation and contempt, rather than being decided "democratically" or being allowed to proceed uncriticised.  Yet on a visit to my home in 2003 and now that we have moved here for good, I have found the Jewish community (which is very active in other matters) to be basically indifferent to the boycott, presumably because, being mostly non-academics, the community felt the issue to be merely an irrelevant, "ivory tower" one.  

 

The other group which has manifested a particularly low IQ on the basis of the boycott test is the Canadian faculty, as represented by the Canadian Association of University Teachers (CAUT), of which every individual Canadian faculty is a (compulsory) member.  The relevant fact CAUT failed to recognize is that any academic boycott that is based on such non-academic considerations as the policy of the country of which faculty are members, or the amount of melatonin in the skin of the faculty, or the sex of the faculty is an assault on academic freedom, which is the right of all faculty (and students) to be evaluated only in terms of their academic performance.

 

The American Association of University Teachers (AAUP), recognizing this fact, immediately condemned the 2002 boycott, but CAUT said nary a word.  Only the tiny Canadian Society for Academic Freedom and Scholarship (SAFS) spoke Canadian academic freedom, pouring scorn on the boycott in its 2002 statement (http://www.safs.ca/boycottmain.html).

 

The 2007 version of the boycott saw many more American (and, later, Canadian) universities join in the condemnation of this abuse of academic freedom (for details of both pro- and con-boycott positions see http://www.safs.ca/boycottsmain.html).  However, CAUT failed even this easier form of the boycott test, eventually coming out with the official statement by its current president James Turk, CAUT "does not have a policy on international academic boycotts" (June 25, 2007: for source see http://www.safs.ca/issuescases/caut.htm).  Considering that CAUT has a standing committee on academic freedom, one can only wonder about the understanding this committee has of the concept.

 

In 1933 those not directly affected by Hitler's antisemitic measures against Jewish academics and "Jewish science" could perhaps be excused for failing to pour scorn on those measures. No such excuse, I suggest, is available in 2008 for CAUT.
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